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        Vast legions of demons and fiends grovel at her feet, but it is not enough; gods must tremble.

      

      

      The archdevil, Sekka simmers with discontent. Bled dry by interminable warfare, bitter infighting, and bloody confrontations with formidable foes, she aches for more power. Souls are the currency of the Abyss, and she is in woefully short supply. An opportunistic encounter with an old nemesis offers her a chance to overthrow the reigning monarchs of the Abyss, but in doing so, she sets in motion events that will drag the Abyss, the Seven Heavens and the Mortal Realm into a war to end all wars.

      

      Throwing caution to the wind, she turns her predatory gaze to the Mortal Realm, searching for the young and naïve, Ever Hero; the one person she needs to fulfill her destiny and the one person who can stop her, unless she claims him before he comes into his power.

      

      However, it would appear the archdevil is not alone in this grand game of conquest. Those possessing god-level powers in the Abyss and Seven Heavens are gathering their forces, preparing to use Sekka’s ambition to their own advantage.

      Throughout the Three Realms only one simple rule applies:

      YOU DON’T GET POWER. YOU TAKE IT.
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      Jeff Pantanella’s Band of Ever Heroes members get free books, free behind the scenes photographs, and unique items to accompany books.

      

      Members are always the first to hear about my new books and publications.

      

      See the back of the book for details on how to sign up and to check out the series that started it all: The Ever Hero Saga!
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “The king is slain! The king is—” The warning died with the guard who called it out. Saikan Thapes ran with fear in her heart and as fast as her aged legs could carry her. Though not as spry as in her youth, her muscles bore the quiet strength of enduring resilience. She would need every ounce of that strength in the hours to come—if she survived that long.

      Centuries of service to the Shardori royal family had hunched her back and leathered her mauve skin; a deformity that spoke of longevity, not weakness. Sadly, not even the powerful life-extending elixirs provided by the royal healers could stop the biting, ever-eroding effects of time. And now, time had run out for the Shardori.

      Another blast struck the inner curtain wall of the castle, sending the goblin crone careening to the side and slamming into a statue of a lion-faced demigod of the Dark Deep. Plaster crumbled like dirty snow over her head, clinging to the thin strands of hair that fell in her face. Though she could not see the outside flash, she smelled the ozone seeping through the hallway of the palace.

      Lightning strike.

      A babe cried up ahead. Still alive, Saikan Thapes thought as she rounded the last corner to the baby’s room, catching the glimpse of a shadow slipping into the child’s dimly lit room. Removing the blade hastily tucked into her belt when the attack began, the royal governess willed her sturdy, little legs to move faster. Summoning blackness from her drying well of magic, she silenced her footsteps, and became one with the shadows.

      It would need to be enough.

      Luckily, the assassin didn’t sense her until it was too late, possibly thinking his comrades had already silenced any threat from palace guards. Her rune dagger stabbed straight and true, through black, form-fitting yorori armor, nullifying the assassin’s magical augmentations. The knife was a gift to Thapes for centuries of trusted service from the king himself, though she never expected to use it in her lifetime.

      “The Cloud Fae know no honor,” she sneered, twisting the blade. The assassin fell where he stood as the poison coating the blade did its work, dissolving his flesh from the inside out. Saikan Thapes rushed to the crying babe, bellowing in the nursery crib. “There, there, little one, I’m here. No one will hurt you now.”

      Another blast shook the foundation of the castle, rattling toy dragons against each other, toppling empty milk bottles from a wall shelf. Time was running out. Saikan Thapes wrapped the babe in blankets, holding her close as she raced out of the room. Which way? Which way?

      The frantic screams of fleeing servants added to the din of battle rising from the lower levels. The royal guards would be fighting to fend off the attackers as best they could. If the assassins had reached the child’s room, it was already too late. The royal family was doomed.

      It was impossible to grasp any semblance of understanding how the Cloud Fae gotten close enough to the king to murder him. The shape-shifting danglers who acted as bodyguards were eternity bonded to the royal bloodline. The demons could not betray their masters. The blood oaths prevented such duplicity.

      Then how? she wondered. How could they counter countless layers of magical wards, security teams, and personal guards? However it was achieved, the execution of such a dark deed had been masterful.

      Gasping, she brought her hand to her heart, feeling as if her soul had been ripped from her chest. Searching for her breath, she stumble-stepped forward, unsure of what was happening. She backed up against the wall for support, her arms trembling against the weight of the child.

      Saikan Harlette ran to her, grabbing Thapes’s sleeves, tears streamed from wide yellow eyes, marking black trails across her face. Her younger counterpart was beset with fear. It was Harlette’s duty to serve the older children before they took their oaths of military service in the Arcane Academy or devoted themselves to worshiping the Lower Lords of the Deep Dark.

      “They’re all dead!” Harlette wailed, shaking Thapes. “Dead! Dead! Dead! They’ve been cursed! The children, oh, the children. Ruined by their own magic!” Stepping back, she pulled at her, mad with guilt and remorse. “Revenge!” she cried, headed in the direction of screams and the clang of swords. Either she was courageous, or a goblin-fool seeking to end her misery as best she could.

      Thapes gathered her strength and pressed on. She couldn’t stop. Every moment she delayed brought death one step closer and the bundle she carried was far too precious to lose. Her only chance was to reach the old tunnels where pleasure slaves were secreted into the royal chambers.

      She hurried down the corridor, anxious thoughts bouncing in her head. Could the assassins have gained the inner perimeter through these same tunnels and will be waiting for anyone seeking to escape the massacre? I’ll be caught. The babe will die. The Shardori line will be ended, sacrificed to whichever devil seduced the Cloud Fae into committing such a devious coup. Another impact struck the stone façade of the castle, immediately followed by another. The magical barriers had failed, or worse, never risen.

      The floor beneath her shook. Thapes feared the castle’s upper levels would collapse before she reached safety. She checked on the little one in her arms. The last heir of the Shardori Dynasty looked up at her with large, amber-hued eyes. Miraculously, the babe was quiet and calm.

      The babe’s bravery inspired Thapes to push on down the corridor, through the chaos of shouting guards and scared servants scampering for someplace safe to hide. Thick smoke billowed from a burning room, turning the corridor’s air black and suffocating. Her lungs burned as if filled with fire, yet, for the princess’s sake, she ran on.

      Blinded by smoke and ash, she squeezed her stinging eyes shut, searching with groping hands the marker she knew to be located on the wall. There! She chanted ancient syllables through clenched teeth, opening a previously hidden door.

      Thapes dashed into a dark passage within a cloud of black smoke. Slapping her hand on the surface of the inner wall, she mumbled through another spell, closing the door behind her. Racing forward, her heart pounded with each stride, she navigated the dark passage using one hand to brush against the cold stone wall—light was a luxury she couldn’t risk.

      Eventually, she came to a spiral staircase that wound downwards into a void so black that she feared it was a portal to the Deep Dark itself. “Collect your wits, you wretched, old goblin, and start stepping,” she scolded herself. “Eight hundred stair steps to the bottom, and then five-miles along the sewer tunnel to the incline waterways and freedom.”

      Gathering a deep breath to calm her nerves, Thapes put a firm hand on the wooden handrail, ready to grab tight, should it be needed during the descent. In the back of her mind, she knew the wilderness was no place for an old goblin and infant. The long nights of winter would be severe on them both. Wolves or worse prowled in the darkness. Even though soldiers would be necessary to circumvent, becoming lost in the chaos of an army at war would be easier than avoiding those who tracked by smell. One impossible challenge at a time.

      Thapes whispered a silent prayer to the demoness, Achlys, “Great matron of shadows and ghosts, keep us safe for a little longer and claim my soul when the child is safe.” Whether the demoness heard her or cared was unknown. Thapes’s goblin blood didn’t command the same attention as the child’s. It was her determination that would save them, not ancient blood pacts to creatures spawned from madness. The pledge was said with truth in her heart, and that would be a tasty treat for any who heard her call.

      Thapes held no hope she would see the Shardori rise to power again while she lived. The seed of that future was held in the babe’s blood; protecting the little one was all that mattered. She would plant hope as her last service to the masters who had promised her an afterlife in paradise.

      The air turned colder and musty as she descended the stairs. Her lungs, ravaged by smoke, left her breath a wet wheeze. Pushing pain aside, she focused on the wilderness and a path to safety. She would need to find shelter from someone—anyone—still loyal to the royal family. Thapes knew of one who lived deep within the forest; a fox-devil who held no love for the Shadowfen but might find a tender spot in her heart for the helpless babe.

      How had it come to this? Impossible to believe, that on one moonless, winter’s night, millennia of rule could be undone. Where were the king’s battalions of warlocks and sorcerers? Why did the witches not gather the wind to lift them over the enemy and blast the enemy from the sky? Why had the king not summoned aid from the lowest layers of the Abyss as was his right in times of peril? It must have taken generations of tireless work to place key infiltrators in trusted positions within the castle. Such treachery!

      She lamented the coming of morning, when the city would house the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of Shadowfen citizens. The Cloud Fae knew as well as she, if one House Shardori survived the empire could be reborn.

      She clutched her ward close. The child must be hidden, her lineage lost until the day when she could rise as a goddess to rule over the Demon World. How many years would need to pass—one hundred, two hundred—before she would be ready?

      Thapes’s luck held as she stepped off the last stair and moved through the labyrinth of subterranean sewer tunnels that would lead them to cleaner waterways and hills overlooking the battle. The babe never uttered a sound of protest through the hours of darkness or when blasts of winter’s frigid air hit them when they gained the outside. Strong of heart and mind; she will be formidable when she gains her power.

      Casting her shadow magic again, Thapes hurried along, soon encountering the enemy’s makeshift camps. Tents stretched on into the night, an endless sea of propped canvases, fires and slaves running from one area to another. With no way around the battle camp, she ventured through it, sneaking past countless pockets of enemy soldiers, distracted in their eagerness to plunder of the Shardori riches. She silently thanked Achlys for empowering her spell, hiding her from meandering eyes; it was all that stood between her and the soldiers’ blades.

      Thapes made a mental note of the banners of every major Sky Nation house she saw, as well as the pennants of their supporting vassals. The Cloud Fae usurpers were connected by either blood or gold. She heard groups of warriors laughing at the ease of their victory; eliminating the royal family in one fell swoop.

      The prominent flag of the lesser Kingdom-State of Triton fluttered from a center post higher than the rest. The conspirators were not shy now. How they dare! Thapes hoped that the child would be as strong as she imagined and would survive to exact a thorough retribution.

      Hurrying from shadow to shadow, Thapes’ gaze drifted to the night sky. There, hovering overhead, she witnessed the doom of the Shardori in the form of a floating citadel. It seemed impossible to comprehend; a fortress protruding from a mountain turned upside down.

      A flash of pale, sizzling light shot from the ramparts of the citadel, straight for the castle walls below, illuminating tents, soldiers, and unused war machines being drawn into position in the valley below. A great boom followed, filling her ears. She looked back to her home one last time to see the outside walls crumble and the glorious castle reduced to rubble.

      Terrifying pillars of eldritch fire erupted where the castle stood. She shuddered at the thought of the merciless, burning flames consuming flesh, wood, and melting stone. The cheers that followed were enough to tell her the battle was over.

      A lock of silver-blue hair fell from under the baby’s hood. Thapes tucked it back under the cloth before hexing the mustering troops she passed in the night, knowing the carnage to come would be horrific.

      Eventually, Thapes reached the deep woods, exhausted, arms and legs numb from fatigue and cold. With gratitude in her heart, she thanked Achlys for delivering them to the safety of the tall pines. The trees were clustered so tightly together that soon any trace or sound of her escape would be lost.

      When the ringing in her ears finally subsided, she found the muffled sounds of the forest to be unsettling. She startled at every noise, magnified as it was by the lack of competition for her ears. The thin layer of snow crunching underfoot sounded like the crackle of ice, or breaking bones. Repeatedly, she glanced over her shoulder searching for lit torches, fearful the noise would alert enemy scouts or patrols to their position.

      After another hour of trudging through the forest, a sigh of relief escaped her lips. They had cheated death—though it was a small comfort. She was ill-prepared for the winter night; her body shivered from the loss of adrenalin, the cold biting deep into her bones.

      Then she heard the first howl, snuffing the flame of hope kindled in her heart. Thapes hurried her steps, though she knew she could not outrun a pack of hungry wolves. The rune dagger remained tucked in her belt, but the anti-magic weapon was designed to fight mages, not enemies with teeth and claws.

      “Keep moving. Stay warm. Keep moving. Stay warm,” she chanted while checking on the child in her arms. “Achlys did not abandon you, my child. Honor the pacts that bind, and she will come when summoned.”

      A wolf howled somewhere to the left, closer than before, then another barked to the right. How did they find us so fast? She cursed her bad luck, escaping one predator only to die by another when salvation seemed so close.

      Still, she trudged onward, mumbling silent prayers to a handful of lesser denizens from the lower planes, hoping against hope that just one would see her struggle worthy enough to intervene. Then, through the trees she saw the glow of a tiny amber light in the darkness.

      Thapes ran faster, zig zagging past trees and forest scrub, but always moving toward the light. She imagined the primal panting of the beasts, knowing the wolves drew near.

      Run faster! Her mind screamed; her body struggled to obey.

      Snow dropped from overloaded branches, blanketing her head and shoulders, and melting down her back. The shocking sensation ignited her determination. She stumbled once, rolling in the snow to protect the child with her body.

      Everything hurt, yet she willed herself to rise. Where, where? She scanned the trees for the light. There! A blossoming beacon of salvation resolved into a cottage materialized from the shadows. A fire burning in a hearth, hot food, glowing warmth ... hope.

      “Oh, thank you Spirits of the Mist and Marsh,” she prayed, then glanced down at the babe staring up at her. “You will not be a meal for the scavengers, your highness, be they beast or elf. One day, this land will be reclaimed.”

      Trudging through the snow, she reached the cottage door, banging her fist on the cedar wood with renewed strength. A curtain moved in the window to the right before swishing closed.

      “I’m not home,” a voice said from behind the door. “Nor do I want any. Go away.”

      “You must help! Please, I beg of you. Would you turn an old woman and infant back to the cold night?”

      There was a pause, perhaps a moment of reluctance or thoughtfulness, Thapes couldn’t be sure. The door cracked open. Golden green eyes, suspicious and hesitant, peered out at her shrouded in a mane of white hair, trinkets attached to the tips. “What do you want, goblin?”

      “Haven for the child,” Thapes insisted, pushing the door open and stepping inside. She gasped when she spotted the enormous wishing net hanging from the ceiling laced with blooming springtime flowers. Shelves lined with small vials of colorful liquids ran across walls painted or etched with runes. In the corner, a small distillery boiled something yellow.

      The fox-devil returned her gaze with a smirk, unsheathing a short sword whose tapered blade dripped with black rose petals. “I have no use for a Shadowfen child unless you’re offering her for sacrifice. Moreover, you’re trespassing,” she declared, the weapon rising to point directly at Thapes. “Suddenly, I find myself craving Goblin-meat stew.”
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      I gaze skyward, shaking my head at the oppressive gloom hanging over tenant buildings that rise from the Dens; the outer ring city of Ulzarra. The awkward structures of the ghetto seem to lean more each day, nearing collapse. How they stay upright is anyone’s guess, fastened as they are, to foundations doubling as storefronts swaying in the dirty wind. Living in the Dens is no picnic; you’re one step away from the grave at all times. This Lesser Kingdom used to be a thriving hub of commerce and culture filled with Shadowfen, or so I’m told. That was before the Cloud Fae usurped the crown and enslaved a people.

      “If I were gifted with magic, I’d transform this city, the world even—oh, how I’d rewrite the pattern of the stars if given the chance,” I promise, shaking my head and sucking air through my teeth. “Not in this lifetime, though.” Even if such power coursed through my veins, I’d be shackled from using it by the relentless Drain; an invisible curse which preys upon all dark-skinned elves, eating away at our life force whenever we tap into our innate magic. Once revered, the dark elven heritage is now a brand of suffering, poverty, and humiliation. It’s a twisted blessing that I remain barren, void of the eldritch current my kind possess as a birthright.

      “Why don’t we just move? Krazdorath is a thousand times better than here,” I ask again, this time using my most convincing voice as I sidestep something disgusting on the ground, pockmarked from the rain, and oozing into a small puddle of its own remains. So gross. Many such deposits litter the slick cobblestone streets in the Arts District. “It’s not as wet and gooey there, either.”

      Mason acts as if he hasn’t heard me, continuing to press through the crowd like a miniature brimstone bull. In Krazdorath, half-breeds are shunned by the more polite society and face zero-tolerance in Myzathar. When the oppressors assumed power, any creature bonded to the Shadowfen was hunted nearly to extinction, especially the black dragons—Mason’s first half. Fortunately, his human half made him less conspicuous and therefore less threatening in the eyes of the Cloud Fae magistrate. His shortsightedness was our gain. Mason is strong and smart, adept at avoiding trouble, or at least not getting caught. He’s something of a hero in the Dens.

      Like me and so many others, Mason is an orphan. The manner of his parents’ execution was public and messy—no little one should see such horrors, yet the Cloud Fae coppers who carried out the dark deed made sure he had a front row seat. The low-ranking authorities wear their cruelty like a badge of honor, anything to show they are above their lesser cousins.

      “Hey, wait up,” I call, watching Mason zigzag through a large group of satyrs swaying like drunken sailors before a vase merchant’s stall. He bumps shoulders with one who is pissing across the trinkets set low for children’s eyes. Satyrs will piss on anything and claim it’s now theirs. Often enough, the urine stench is so foul that the previous owner lets it go. Strategy is everything in the Dens.

      The early morning sun has risen, but nobody sees its glowing orb over the stacked containers that serve as dwellings in the Dens. The sun’s light seldom pierces the perpetual cloud layer that shrouds the ghetto, nor does the spitting rain that drizzles over everything help to wash away the grime. Here, everything is built too high and too close together. Every day, chimney smoke from a hundred thousand tiny kitchens sends bits of charcoal ash into the sky, choking the air, collecting around the derelict structures to pull the soot-filled clouds in like a wet wool blanket. I can feel the air sticking to my skin and lungs during the sweltering summers.

      Beneath the teetering container buildings lay layers of shops, both above and below ground-level, arranged in a seemingly haphazard manner, yet somehow maintaining their integrity under such heavy burdens. You’d think it was magic holding the towering weight, but nobody’s here to maintain it. Ahead of me, Mason picks up his pace, passing a pawn shop with a sign covered in subterranean fungus, bathing the street and passersby in a bright pink light.

      “I said, wait!” I shout, pushing through a smaller group of goblin tinkers. They utter a slew of guttural curses at me, protectively covering their pockets or grabbing at their monocled headgear. Smart. If I had more time for a proper heist, I’d snatch one, maybe two, of their eyepieces. Goblin-made items fetch the best prices on the underground market in Krazdorath.

      The Art District’s streets are packed with people—too many—with more arriving daily. The poor and undesirables from other lesser kingdoms wander from one city to the next, hoping for a better life, though every ghetto is the same, and all are subjected to Cloud Fae raids.

      Magic, you either have it or you don’t, and if you are the latter, you’re nobody—or worse—fodder for the strong. The Demon World is the entry to the Abyss, and nothing weak survives long in the Abyss.

      Eventually, Mason slows enough for me to catch up. Together, we pass by a shop whose entire wall has been painted in a uniform shade of periwinkle—an oddity given most surfaces are typically smeared with whatever pigment is available. I imagine shop owners scrambling for the remnants in scattered paint jars, unconcerned about mismatching colors before slopping it on their walls. The flaking paint and chipped layers revealed this had been long in practice.

      It’s the same throughout in the Dens. The neighborhoods look like they’ve been spliced together out of necessity, using whatever raw materials were available. I’m waiting for the day a strong northern wind comes and blows the ghetto down. Won’t that be something to see?

      To say, “one person’s trash is another person’s treasure,” was an understatement. Nothing went to waste in a sub-city where nobody had anything of value, unless they stole it from the Cloud Fae. Even the godforsaken pixies nailed everything down.

      “Well?” I press, my frustration mounting. I hate it when Mason ignores me, a tactic he mastered quickly and seemingly uses just to annoy me.

      Yet, all of a sudden, he starts talking. “It’s wet everywhere. The rain doesn’t care where it falls. We’ve gone over this before, Eden. C’mon, just keep walking. We need to clear the Art District in twenty minutes, or we’ll be late for the crossing.”

      I take three quick steps and stand before him. “I know, but tell me again,” I insist before shuffle-stepping backward to stay facing him when he doesn’t stop.

      Mason’s expression changes from exasperated to alarm. He grabs me by the front of my shirt, pulling me into his chest as a pack of young, grey-skinned trolls barrel past, laughing and clutching handfuls of splotchy oranges. Twenty steps behind, two Cloud Fae coppers bulldoze through the crowd. Their faces were flush with effort from strained breaths. Unlike their tall, slender kin who lived in soaring cities, these officers are stockier, their movements sluggish and labored as they struggle to close the gap on the nimble thieves ahead.

      Everyone in the Dens hates the Cloud Fae, even Low-borns trapped on the ground like these two fat slobs. The young trolls split up, swallowed by the street crowd, vanishing into the ebb and flow of the market current. These trolls were playing a dangerous game. Stealing from where you lived was frowned upon by the residents of the Dens, but everybody had to eat.

      I squeeze Mason’s hand in my own; he’s the closest thing I have to a big brother. Glancing down into my bright, honey-colored eyes, he sighs when he sees I’m still expecting an answer, oblivious to the danger we just avoided. He scans the street, watching for more runners. A mongrel dog sits at attention, growling at people passing by his collapsed master, sleeping off his drink at the edge of an alley. “Because,” he says, irate at my lack of awareness. He peels my fingers away from his hand until I’m forced to let go and then keeps walking. “Hurry up and watch where you’re going. You could’ve been trampled.”

      “That’s not an answer!”

      “Ya, well, it’s the best one you’re going to get. Keep up or I’m not taking you next time.”

      I know the reason all too well—it’s the same in every lesser kingdom ruled by the Cloud Fae—it’s the magic. Everybody had a place in the Starfall Empire, and one’s affinity with magic determined their status and, consequently, their residence; except for the Shadowfen. “Can’t have dark magic mucking up the neighborhoods where decent elves live,” I mumble. “No, no, no, sir. The Drain will kill you dead if you dare to use the Gift.”

      Magic was so significant in the empire that the Lessers—as we call those with a weak connection to the Gift—the Greaters, who were more adept at channeling the eldritch current, and lastly, the High Magius; who were more akin to gods than mortals living in their floating cities, didn’t think twice about disowning or abandoning a child if the Gift hadn’t blossom naturally in them by their coming-of-age date.

      The kids with no juice were unceremoniously dumped in the city’s ghettos: the slums for the unfortunate and forgotten, though Mason had a different story. When the Cloud Fae magistrate of Krazdorath discovered his human father had married a black, meadow dragon in the guise of a Cloud Fae woman, they were displeased, warning the two never to bear children, insisting the mixture of magical and non-magical blood would be unstable and dangerous. When the union produced a half-breed son, his parents were publicly executed, leaving Mason to fend for himself in the Dens.

      “Mama Pippa says there are Lessers who barely have a connection to the Gift, and they still get to live in Krazdorath. How is that fair?” I complain, dodging the long legs of a tikbalang, offering wooden horseshoes in exchange for a loaf of stale bread.

      “It’s not. Nothing in life is fair. Get over it.”

      “But—”

      “We’re not Lessers. You’re never living in Krazdorath or Myzathar or anywhere in the empire but here. You should be thankful you’ve been blessed without the Gift. The temptation to use it would be too great for you, and before you knew it, you’d be dead.”

      “Shelby said Lessers pay the Wizard’s Guild piles of gold to negate the Drain for a few minutes, maybe even as long as an hour. Could you imagine, an hour’s worth of magic at your fingertips? Why don’t we do something like that, too? You probably have a few decent dragon spells lurking inside you waiting to squirm out. We could pay them to craft the spell for you. Oh! What if you had more black dragon blood in you than human … you could fly, or at least levitate? Then we could⁠—”

      “Eden, the Wizard’s Guild is controlled by the Cloud Fae. What you heard isn’t true, and even if it was, which it isn’t, do you see us having a pile of gold anytime soon? We barely have a pot to piss in.”

      “But Shelby said⁠—”

      “Seven Hells, Eden, Shelby is a liar. I told you not to hang with her.”

      “You’re not the boss of me,” I huff.

      “Close enough,” Mason sighs.

      He’s got me there. I lower my head, watching the cobblestones pass underfoot. My thoughts grumbling about deserving a better life when I realize Mason has stopped. Turning to face him, the glow from competing blue, orange, and green fungi signs lite his face in a sickly blend of uneven colors. I’ve seen this familiar expression often; which means I’m about to get another lecture on making better choices and picking trustworthy friends.

      “Please listen to me.” He holds up his hand as I suck up a deep breath of ready objections. “No, no, stop talking and listen. The things I tell you are for your own protection. When I say run, you run. When I say hide, you hide. No questions asked. Got it?”

      My eyes search for a distraction, so I don’t have to look at him right away. I settle on kicking a bit of broken plaster before meeting his imploring gaze and nodding. His advice has kept me safe for many years. Without him, I would have surely perished long ago.

      Typically, Shadowfen like me live for millennia, our blood granting us extraordinary longevity. Yet, after the fall of House Shardori some hundred or so years ago, our fates have dramatically shifted. Hard to believe it happened that fast. Now, most dark elves are lucky to see even a full century before the dual threats of disease and famine—ever the companions of poverty—claim us. Alternatively, some proud and defiant rebels use their magic in a glorious protest to the Cloud Fae oppression, preferring to let the Drain claim their lives with dignity, rather than endure a dismal existence in sickness and squalor. It’s messy and harrowing to watch. No Cloud Fae cares.

      I have no idea how old Mason is in dragon years, only that he’s older than me and smarter. Everyone I know loves him. He has traveled from the Dens through Krazdorath and into Myzathar. He never gets lost or caught. It’s amazing. He’s amazing. I hope when I’m his age, I’ll know my way around town better. But for now, I’m his little shadow.

      “What’s the first rule I taught you?” Mason asks.

      “Never tell them your true name,” I reply. Easy. I’m a good student.

      “Why?”

      “Because a true name connects the flesh of a body to its spirit.”

      “And?”

      “And seeking spells that use true names can control them both, trapping the soul and making it susceptible to command.”

      “Good. At least you still remember something. Now hurry up.”

      “But you stopped first!” I protest, hurrying after him, mirroring his steps. Never tell anyone your true name, not friends, and especially not the coppers, I remind myself, counting the reasons on my fingers. The Dens are filled with forsaken folk and those who put them there want them to stay gone. Anyone who tries to find their way back to their first families receives a one-way ticket to the Front. I’d tell Mason my true name if he asked; I trust him that much, I decide. Too bad any name I give him would be a lie. Add no first family name to the long list of my stellar traits. “Sheesh, even the voice in my head sounds sarcastic,” I mumble.

      “What’s that?” Mason asks.

      “Nothing, nothing. Are we there yet?”

      We pass a long line of propaganda posters plastered to the chipped brick wall of a merchant building. Each poster is the same; a stylized portrait of King Joris Starfall and his son, Prince Virion depicted with their pointy chins held high. Cloud Fae armies march at their backs. The posters read, “Do your duty for Trituun. King and kingdom are counting on you. Enlist now. You are needed at the Front.”

      Anyone foolish enough to enlist, hoping for a steady supply of food, a better life after the wars, or unlucky enough to be grabbed during a night raid by the shock cops, was either sent to the Front or hauled to the labs for experimentation—a polite way of saying dissection. Everyone had their place in Cloud Fae society, and for the Shadowfen, the coin of your life was spent racing toward the enemy lines, forcing the archers to deplete their store of arrows, or draining the opposing wizards of their magical reserves before the real fighting began.

      Mason bangs the padded side of his fists on each poster, targeting the royal faces. I mimic his small act of defiance. The posters are a warning. They might as well read: “Shadowfen are playthings, fodder for the gods. You are expendable.”

      “This is why you must listen to me,” Mason intones, striking the prince’s face in the last poster.

      “Shadowfen go to the Front to die because we don’t matter,” I reply, echoing a commonly held view.

      “You don’t see posters like this in Krazdorath, do you? Trust me, they aren’t on the smooth walls in Myzathar, either.”

      “Are we collecting in Myzathar? I ask hopefully. This would be my first time going to the Greater’s city. Today’s collection run was for food, the unspoiled kind.

      “Hush, we’re here.”

      We enter an alley that will grant us access to the sewers. Uncollected trash bags pile up like a miniature mountain range against the cracked and chipped brick walls. Empty crates littered the area around a large, wooden dumpster; the kind one must crawl into to reach the back. The dumpster sits on a flat wagon bed, angled awkwardly from a broken rear wheel. I can smell fresh puke before I see the mess of dried bile slopping down the dumpster’s side. The small chunks suspended mid-drip are especially disgusting. I can’t find my way out of a box, but I can smell better than a hound. So lucky.

      It’s a filthy place, reeking of decaying garbage, fresh shit and new vomit, all under a dizzying kaleidoscopic gloom of festering florescent fungus. No one stood watch at the rendezvous point, which meant Mason and I were late. Mason runs ahead. He frantically finds the bulkhead door handles hidden amongst discarded sacks of trash, tugging on them with all his might. The steel doors clang like gongs, refusing to open. They’re locked from the inside.

      “Oh no, no, no,” Mason despairs. Seconds drag into minutes before a shadowy shape blocks the yellow light sneaking through the uneven slats covering the window above the bulkhead. A slot opens. More moments pass before a pair of unfriendly eyes glower down at us.

      “Name?”

      “Street Dreadful.”

      “Of?”

      “Trenches, Block Ten, Tower Green.”

      “You were late. The position was taken. Come back in two weeks.” The slot closes with a click.

      “Dammit, dammit, dammit.” Mason squeezes his fists, noticeably shaking them. “How am I going to explain this?”

      “I’m sorry I made us late. I’m always asking stupid questions,” I lament. “This is my fault.”

      Mason sighs. “It wasn’t you, Eden.” He squats down to my height, taking my shoulders in his big, reassuring hands. “We should have left earlier. We were late from the start. You keep asking questions. That’s how you learn to survive here.”

      I can only form a half-smile.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll think of something,” Mason says, standing to run his hand through his dark hair. He turns to the sound of a copper’s whistle, blowing from the main street. “Blood of the Abyss, now what?”

      I can tell he’s mad that we missed the crossing. The burden of responsibility falls heavy on his shoulders, more than most. Our family is counting on us to make a successful run. People who haven’t eaten today or yesterday will go hungry tonight. I’ll be one of them.

      Looking to the alley entrance, I watch a blur of troll kids race across the opening. One drops a moldy orange that bounces on the ground, hits the inner ally wall, and rolls toward us. “Those dumb kids must not have escaped properly. Obviously, they’re not from the Trenches,” I declare, hoping to shift the attention and blame away from me. The sound of police whistles suddenly grows very loud and very close.

      Mason gasps as a brawl bola spins through the air, following the fleeing kids. Their pursuers aren’t regular coppers; they’re shock cops.

      “Eden, into the dumpster.”

      “No way! It stinks in there.”

      “Eden, look at me. Do as I say, now.”

      I step back, stiffening at Mason’s serious tone. I’m scared, frozen. He grabs me fast and in a smooth motion, tosses me headfirst into the mouth of the dumpster. My hand slides through a paper bag filled with something soft and wet. I pray it’s old bananas as I sink into the refuse like another piece of trash.

      “Hey, you! Stop right there!” one of the shock cops shouts at Mason. His voice is gruff, wheezing through the exertion of running with heavy body armor. I imagine his protective shell is clean and perfect. I wrinkle my nose at the pungent smell of another trash bag oozing open.

      “What can I do for you, officer?” Mason asks, acting as if he was intentionally searching through the trash.

      I shift positions, twisting my body enough to peer around a bulky sack that thankfully doesn’t smell as if it has three-week old eggs inside. I have a clear view of Mason as he steps away from the dumpster, crossing the alley to investigate the three garbage cans lined up against the far wall. Then the shock cops come into view, moving with him, with their backs to the dumpster. Mason, you’ve got a devil’s cunning with a dragon’s heart.

      “What are you doing here? Who are you working for?” one of the shock cops demands. His black, form-fitting armor stretches to encase his broad back. He towers over Mason like a glimmerback giant. The officer unlatches the stun stick from his belt, threatening to use it with a firm shake. The baton’s end is tipped with a blue crystal that keeps a dull sheen until activated. “I want names, real names, and neighborhoods.”

      The second shock cop uses his glow stick to examine Mason, blinding him with its yellow light. “He’s not a grey-skin, maybe half-breed by the texture of his skin, but that’s his problem.”

      The first shock cop pivoted back toward the dumpster, his face contorts into a scowl, his expression etched with angry disappointment. Thrusting his hand forward, he ignites the tip of his rod into a sizzling, brilliant blue glow. Bathed in the eerie blue light, his features take on a menacing cast.

      “Maybe he’s their leader and they were running to him with their haul. He looks the part. Isn’t that right, half-breed?”

      “Fucking Hell, Maril. Get your hurt on when we catch the trolls,” the second officer says.

      “Let’s take him anyways. He’s the right age for the Front,” Maril threatens, reaching behind his back to grab his cuffs with his free hand.

      Mason stepped back; fear etched across his face. There’s nowhere to run. No escape. I bite my lip, tasting copper. I can’t help him.

      “We don’t have a quota to fill until next month. I’m not going to process the paperwork for just one kid, are you? No? Then we’re done here.”

      Maril shake his baton at Mason. “Lucky for you this time, kid. I got your face up here, see?” He knocks the cuffs on his own head to make a point before jabbing Mason with the stun stick. Mason’s body convulses as the brutal magic crawls through his body. His legs buckle and I watch him writhe on the filthy alley street until the charge dissipates.

      “I’ll be back to collect you later,” Maril calls over his shoulder, leaving Mason a quivering lump of flesh on the ground.

      My eyes go wide. What would I do if I lost Mason? Clenching my jaw, holding back tears, I curl my hands into fists. “One day, I’ll make this right,” I seethe. “One day, I’ll make them pay.”

      It feels like an eternity before both shock cops depart the alley. When I believe it’s safe, I climb out of the dumpster to check on Mason. He’s still in pain, but he’ll survive. The stun sticks were designed not to permanently damage, only to incapacitate.

      I take his big hand in mine, holding on to it like a lifeline. My other hand drifts to the knife at my hip as I scan the alley. The knife is mostly for show since the blade is dull and ineffective against body armor.

      “If I had just a smidgen of magic, I’d show them they can’t just push us around like that.” Kneeling by Mason’s head, I gently lift it to lay on my lap, my hand smoothing his hair. “But I don’t. All I have is you, Mason.”
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      My given birthday—the day Momma Pippa found me bundled in a shawl of the woodland folk, laying on the courtyard ground within a circle of loose stones—comes and goes with the trash tumbling through the alleys like leaves in late autumn winds. The event was marked by little celebration, except for one significant gift: an entire Red Delicious apple, not a discarded one but freshly picked from a tree that same day. I didn’t have to share a bite with anyone. Momma Pippa claimed the present was from everyone in Tower Green, but I knew it was Mason who had ventured under the Krazdorath wall, trekked six miles to the nearest orchard, and brought it back safely just for me.

      Mason, now tall and increasingly handsome, attracts plenty of attention from the other girls. Pixies swarm over him whenever he returns from a collection, marveling at whatever he brings back. My exasperation swells watching the city nymphs paw at his arms and chest rather than appreciating the danger he puts himself into bringing back such trinkets.

      Then there’s Lilin. I despised her the most. Lilin is a Shadowfen, like the rest of us, who had somehow convinced everyone in Block Ten that royalty flows through her blood, enough for many to think or hope she is the Lost Heir of the Shardori family. She certainly looks the part with her long, silvery-blue metallic hair, high cheekbones, and arrogant demeanor.

      “She could be. You don’t know;” Mason’s wishful thinking.

      My reply is a variation of the same message I’ve said countless times. “Lots of Shadowfen have metal-colored hair. Hell’s bells, my hair isn’t that different. Nobody looks at me like I’m a princess.”

      “You a princess? Right. And I’m the sixth son of the sixth devil under Xerthotha’s sixth arm. Last I looked, your hair is mouse brown.”

      “You’re an ass. You know I dye it for camouflage. Ok, fine, my hair no longer shines, and my cheeks are sullen rather than high. All I’m saying is she’s not that special.”

      “Oh, I think she is,” he says with a pirate’s smile. “Wouldn’t that change things around here?” He’s a double ass.

      Nestled within my deepest fear is the reality that Lilin wants Mason for herself, and I can do nothing but watch helplessly as her daily seduction unfolds. Last week she wore a low-cut blouse and simmering smile when Mason returned with a sack full of loot, running to catch him as he crossed the courtyard. She locked her elbow with his, letting everyone see what a handsome couple they’d make when Mason finally asks her to be his.

      Yesterday, she conspicuously curled Mason’s dark hair around her long, tapered fingers when everyone could see. What a puke. Am I the only one who can see she’s a self-serving slag? Even today, I caught her whispering in his ear when I came to fetch him for dagger practice. By his shocked expression and the sneaky smile curling around her lips, I’m sure Lilian was describing something scandalous like how many different places she could hide his dagger.

      “Sorry, Lilin. Mason has responsibilities to manage,” I remind him. Pulling him away, I give Lilin the appropriate scowl.

      “Hurry back, lover,” Lilin plays. She waves her fingers instead of her hand.

      “She makes me sick. I don’t know how you put up with all her sass.”

      “You look like you’re about to snap,” he comments to me. The smirk on his face raises my temperature to boiling.

      “She’s using you. Everyone sees it except for you. If a gluttonous troll was next in line for leadership, she’d be draped all over his flabby belly instead of flicking her tongue in your ear. She’s a cave viper.”

      “That would be a sight. I wonder, who would devour the other first?” Mason laughs. “Cave viper? How do you really feel about her?” He pats my head. “Don’t you worry, Little Shadow. I didn’t forget our throwing lesson. Lilin is just a distraction. When things get sticky, we all need a little relief. Block Eight’s subterranean route into Krazdorath was closed. Competition for ours will increase. Let’s hope few clans know or there will be riots.”

      I’m not listening. “Ugh, maybe just once could you not call me that? By Shadowfen years, I’m practically an adult, and by the standards of the Dens non-elven folk, I’m already ancient.” I have fantasies, too, lots of them. One of these days, I’ll tell him and then it will be my sweet words that make him blush.

      I believe, as I’m sure Lilin does too, that Mason will assume control of the family, though the Street Dreadfuls function more like a neighborhood than a clan. Our home in Block Ten, Tower Green of the Trenches wasn’t the best location in the outer ring, but it was far from the worst. Proximity to the Arts District and a route into Krazdorath was a blessing.

      Our neighborhood is slightly less horrible than the one next door, though the apartments are just as cramped. We call the containers “coffin homes” because they’re barely large enough for one person to live in comfortably. The taller adults, those who have managed to avoid conscription or escape from shock cop raids, can’t straighten their legs unless they lie flat on the floor. Calling it a hive where everyone sits in a little honeycomb cell might be more appropriate, but this is the Dens—there isn’t anything sweet about this place.

      There is strength in numbers, and every neighborhood has a dominant clan which supported smaller, sub-families. These sub-families contribute to the weekly hauls from Krazdorath and, in return, receive protection from rival clans, similar to the dealings of the Greater and Lesser Houses in
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