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			To all those who have known the weight of darkness 
and still shine. You’re stronger than you know.

			And to Q, my own personal sun

		

	
		
			To Kill a Shadow is an exciting fast-paced romantic fantasy that ends on a hopeful note. However, the story includes elements that might not be suitable for all readers. The death of a loved one, murder, blood, spiders, fictional hallucinogens, suicide, vomiting, descriptions of past parental violence toward a child, and descriptions of past torture are mentioned in the novel. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.
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			Chapter One

			Kiara

			The sun hasn’t risen in days, and the people have begun to panic. I fear that if the sun and its goddess don’t return, the world as we know it will delve deeper into the shadows.

			Letter from Admiral Liand to King Brion, 
year 1 of the curse

			Few people knew that the night spoke.

			Even fewer knew how to answer when it did.

			Right then, it was taunting me. The hissing winds and the bloodred moon caused the hair on the back of my neck to rise, the crimson halo an omen of the cruel grief that would soon reach into my chest and make a home there.

			A curse rumbled up my throat, drowned out by Liam’s relentless snores across our shared room. Nothing could wake that boy, not even one of my colorful curses that turned Mother’s ears red.

			It was nearly morning, the telltale twittering of a starwing filtering through my cracked window. Some said starwings were the gods’ spies, but I believed they were only birds, nothing more.

			One of the creatures hopped onto my windowsill, its black feathers shimmering with speckles of purple, its downy underbelly a vibrant blue. It stared at me with its dark, beady eyes before taking flight, its melodious song trailing behind.

			Apparently, I wasn’t anyone worth spying on.

			I returned my attention to my lap, my favorite dagger resting in my gloved hand.

			As I twirled the handle, I cursed Raina, our glorious and forgotten Sun Goddess. If she hadn’t left us to rot in the night, then today wouldn’t be happening.

			Liam wouldn’t be taken. Not by them—

			The damned Knights of the Eternal Star.

			They’d sweep into our village and steal all eligible boys, forcing them to journey into the cursed lands—into the Mist. A place where no mortal would dare venture. After the Goddess Raina had left, the Mist had risen up like an incurable malady, and our arrogant king had been fighting for a cure ever since. With crops failing, and people starving, he was working against time to produce a solution. A solution he believed could be found where death bloomed.

			I just thought him to be a fool.

			Hope is a dangerous thing to possess.

			“Do you ever sleep?”

			I jerked against my headboard as Liam’s long lashes fluttered open, his twin pools of blue eyeing me skeptically in the dim.

			“No,” I answered, flicking a match on the bedside table and reaching for the candle. The wick caught flame instantly, and Liam let out another grunt when the light hit his eyes.

			“I already miss my bed.” Liam groaned.

			“You’re still in bed.” I chuckled, though it was strained. My red tresses brushed my cheeks as I shook my head.

			“What time is it, Ki?”

			While the mood was dour, it was impossible to stop the grin forming on my lips. Ki, the nickname Liam had gifted me with when he was little and couldn’t say my full name, suited me like a fine leather coat, whereas Kiara sounded too…well, not me. Feminine and dainty. A girl with blooms woven into her hair and lips that fashioned pretty words. I was neither dainty nor well-spoken. Not that I ever wished to be.

			My eyes drifted to the whirring timepiece beside my cot. “Around six.”

			“Gods, why must people insist upon waking at such a depraved hour?” Liam tugged the linens tighter, swaddled like a newborn babe.

			“Of course you would say that. You’d be stuck in that bed all day if not for me nagging at you to get off your bum.” Bounding across the cold planks, I catapulted onto his mattress with a defiant grin, the hinges beneath me squeaking in protest.

			“Ki!” Liam griped, his scrawny body trapped below mine. He was a foot taller than my five feet two, but what I lacked in height, I made up for with solid muscle. Muscle I’d worked very hard to attain. The various bruises and scars dotting my body attested to that.

			“Liammmmmm,” I trilled, holding him in place while my fingers ruthlessly tickled his side. “Waaaake uuuuup.” A squeal escaped his thin lips, his cheeks rosy with laughter.

			The delightfully high-pitched sounds only fueled my merciless fingers.

			“Ki, stop! I mean it!” Liam laughed so hard a snort slipped out, and my riotous cackles added to his.

			“You’re no fun.” I sighed, pulling back to allow him room to breathe. Rocking back on my knees, I surveyed my brother, committing this moment to memory. But when my eyes fell to his chest, I tensed.

			“I… I’m sorry, Liam,” I whispered, all the glee sucked from my lungs.

			His chest rose and fell in uneven and strained movements, a slight rasp lining each shaking breath.

			“It’s fine.” He smiled, but I didn’t miss how his lips twitched at the corners.

			“No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have been so careless. Not when you had another attack only two days ago.”

			Inhaling and exhaling with practiced care, Liam sought my eyes, his hand wrapping around mine. I hadn’t felt his touch in over a decade, the leather encasing my fingers blocking his warmth. “Seriously. I’m okay. Though, you’re still a pain in my ass.”

			“I’ll delight in being a pain as long as you keep breathing.” I scowled, fumbling to remove myself from the bed and smoothing down my simple black shift. I really should have known better.

			“You can brew a pot of coffee to make it up to me,” he crooned, the spark back in his eyes.

			“Fine. But only because I nearly killed you.” I grinned while Liam shook his head. I wasn’t at all surprised when he threw a pillow at my back on my way out.

			Tiptoeing into the kitchen, I went about boiling the water over the hearth, the single sunfire sconce casting a honeyed glow across thin wooden walls. Mined from the Rine Mountains in the north, the rare gems radiated golden yellow light. They cost a handful of silver each, and we were lucky enough to own one in our humble home. 

			I peered down at the brewing coffee, knowing it wouldn’t help my nerves…even if it smelled divine.

			What I needed was to train with Uncle Micah. My mother’s older brother showed up in Cila mere days after the grisly attack that forced me to don the gloves I never removed. At the time, I’d been half alive, half cognizant, and there he was, a stranger that insisted he would train me to defend myself. He’d barely introduced himself before gazing at my hands and shaking his head at what he saw. 

			“We start tomorrow,” he’d snapped, and it was only because of my grandmother’s pleading that I listened. Supposedly, she’d been the one to implore him to come. With the entire village aware of what occurred, I would’ve become a target to more than ridicule. The attack was no ordinary one, and suspicion would inevitably follow me everywhere.

			I hated Micah most days, but months turned into years, and those clandestine lessons became like a salve for the budding anger living just beneath my skin. 

			Today, on the day of the Calling, I’d never needed Micah more. 

			But there would be no sparring today, no knives and bloodied fists. No curses and sweat. Swallowing the need to lash out at some poor inanimate object, I curled my fingers around the handles of two steaming mugs as I crept across the groaning planks and back to our room.

			Shoving inside, I thrust the cup into Liam’s outstretched hands. “Here, you heathen.”

			All I received in thanks was an eye roll, and then he practically inhaled the scalding liquid, his eyes shut in content glee.

			“Have I told you lately that you’re a decent sister?” he asked when he came up for air.

			A compliment? How unusual.

			“You could tell me more often. It wouldn’t hurt.” My shoulders rose in a playful shrug before I indulged from my own cup. The liquid sloshed around the rim, its warm bitterness wetting my lips.

			Liam downed an impressive gulp before setting the mug on the bedside table, the wood covered in faint rings from all the other times he’d never used a coaster. I could picture Mother’s narrowed eyes now.

			“Kiara,” he began cautiously, and my stomach swelled with ice. “I know what today will bring. There’s no need to avoid it.” I was planning on avoiding it for as long as humanly possible. “I am prepared to leave. I’ve already said my goodbyes.”

			To his friends. Our neighbors. His soon-to-be-former life.

			“I love you, Liam.”

			If my words moved him, he didn’t let on. He merely grunted before retrieving his mug, gripping it until his knuckles shone white. Maybe he did so out of awkwardness. Or shock. I love you. I’d never spoken those words aloud.

			He knew full well why I uttered them today.

			“And I love you, Ki.” His throat bobbed, as did mine. 

			Moments passed, hushed yet comfortable, neither of us daring to speak. I sensed Liam’s affection wash over me from across the room, and I prayed he felt what my heart couldn’t bear to speak.

			That was enough. It had to be.

			“Ki—”

			Thundering hoofbeats halted whatever he’d planned on saying.

			Lights flickered across the village, gleaming yellows casting a hazy glow about the streets, a few pale sunfires dotting the blur of burnt orange.

			Liam’s eyes hardened to steel. “It appears as though my time has run out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two 

			The Hand of Death

			Year 49 of the curse

			 

			My blade pierced my brother’s heart, cutting off his incessant screams.

			He was not my brother by blood, but he might as well have been. We all were family, united by a common goal to save our people. We were supposed to end the curse. Bring back the sun.

			I should have known better; family was nothing out here, not in the cursed lands. Not in the Mist.

			Yanking my dagger free, I watched as he tumbled at my feet, his eyes wide and accusing. I didn’t have the energy to shut them.

			The ghostly fog crept about my ankles, winding around my calves and thighs. It reeked of desperation. The rottenness of death. It poked and prodded at my skin, pushing into my mind, its saccharine whispers caressing the deepest parts of a soul I didn’t know I still possessed.

			Glancing down into the obscurity, to where my brother’s body lay shrouded in haze, my eyes landed upon my bloodstained hands. As if to taunt me, the luminous moon shone brighter, its mocking light illuminating the wet red that would never truly wash off.

			The breeze shifted, plumes of white dancing up and down the length of my frame like a twisted lover’s touch. But the whispers—the ones that urged me to do unspeakable things—were dissipating, the wind stealing the chaos and frenzy that had occupied my mind.

			I blinked. The agonizing weight pressing against my chest throbbed as my gaze tore across the murky field.

			I spotted limbs—an arm here, a severed leg there. A discarded boot soaked with blood. Unseeing eyes that caught the glint of the moon’s light.

			Dead. All my men were dead. And I was the last man standing.

			My dagger dropped at my side.

			And then I, too, fell to my knees.

			“Commander,” the rough, familiar voice of Lieutenant Harlow interrupted my waking nightmare. “We’re nearly there.” 

			I flinched atop my steed. I was surprised to see sunfire-warmed houses and a quaint square in the distance—all the markings of a traditional Asidian town—rather than the miles and miles of open land we’d been traversing the past few days since the last town. And the one before that, and the one before. 

			Each village we visited, we left behind empty voids and broken hearts. 

			Cila would be no different. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three 

			Kiara

			Do not fear the dark
It was where we were born
And it is where we all shall die

			Prayers of the Moon Priestesses

			Grief and heartache saturated Cila’s square.

			Milly, the seamstress, clutched her son Simon to her chest, her round cheeks flush and wet. Lola and Amelie, our neighbors, sandwiched their sixteen-year-old boy between them, the only sign of Tom being the tufts of raven hair poking out. Even Samuel, the stoic metalsmith, gripped his son Mikael by the arm, an uncharacteristic display of emotion playing across the older man’s weathered face.

			Mikael’s sister, Lilah, caught my eye, her lovely brown eyes clouded with tears. She’d been my first love, my first everything, and yet, we hadn’t spoken for months. I knew the reason well enough, and it had everything to do with the gossip surrounding me like a shroud—

			Stay away. 

			Kiara’s dangerous.

			Cursed.

			Slowly, Lilah’s gaze traveled to Liam, and she bit her full bottom lip before giving me her back. Her apathy stung, but it didn’t touch on the other emotions suffocating me today.

			To their credit, my parents held back their tears, but judging from their red-rimmed eyes and the dark circles painting their lower lids, they’d shed their fair share of grief the night before.

			Mother’s black hair hung limply down her back, her head resting against my father’s broad shoulder. Her delicate fingers squeezed the pendant tied around her throat, the chain tarnished and the face of the nameless Moon God spotted with age.

			Often I wondered why she wore the charm of the Moon God when the day and its light was all she yearned for. Mother simply told me that sometimes it was best to pray to the gods you could see, for perhaps they might listen.

			But the Moon God wouldn’t help with our failing crops. None of the gods would. After Raina disappeared, all of the gods seemed to disappear, leaving us without direction or guidance. Leaving us a cursed land and people. 

			I followed my father’s dark gaze to where Liam cut through the dense crowd of onlookers. His lifted chin and creased eyes radiated pride, an expression he rarely wore for his son.

			I ground my teeth.

			While Father would never admit it, I’d often see the glimmer of disappointment beneath his carefully constructed smile.

			Liam found my eyes, and the spark glinting in his irises warmed the space in my heart reserved solely for him. With a final nod, he broke contact, marching into line with the others.

			He was brave enough to meet the beginning of his demise with grace, and for that, I found him to be the most courageous person I’d ever known.

			For the first time in a while, I genuinely missed my uncle. He’d left for the southern lands a week ago without any explanation. If he were here, he’d probably say something profound—or something harsh enough to snap me out of my stupor.

			“It’s him,” Mother hissed into my ear, elbowing me gently.

			I followed her vehement stare to a man more legend than flesh.

			A man they claimed to have been disfigured by the grisly creatures roaming beyond the borders. Allegedly, he’d battled his way home to the capital of Sciona last winter, drenched in blood and reeking of death.

			But that couldn’t be anything more than gossip.

			No one ventured deep into the Mist and returned. Yet, even as I assured myself, I couldn’t help but admit that the commander’s domineering presence could be felt from a distance.

			Boldly, I drank him in.

			He exposed no discernible features, his body and face encased entirely in thin onyx metal. All of them wore armor, but the commander’s was covered in obsidian spikes, the tips glimmering in the erratic lighting of the torches that lined the square.

			A wave of ice weighed my bones, slinking around my thudding heart and squeezing.

			I shivered as phantom fingers traced down my spine, the mountain breeze tickling my ears like a whispered caress.

			I sensed something here, in this square, that didn’t…belong. A feeling my late grandmother would declare divine intuition. She died only last year, leaving a yawning void in my heart when she left. Aurora Adair was a force of nature, a formidable woman who believed in the impossibility that was faith.

			“What’s wrong?” Father’s grip on my arm tightened as he peered down at me with concern.

			“I’m fine,” I ground out, swallowing hard. “I’m just—”

			“Sad,” Father finished for me, nodding to Liam. “I feel the same, Kiara.”

			But it wasn’t only sadness I felt. No. What I felt was akin to waking from a dream, one that had thoroughly dug its claws into my mind, refusing to let go.

			My eyes drifted back to the commander as if they were made to see only him.

			I watched in fascination as the most feared man in Asidia ran his hands through his mare’s wild mane, soothing the beast as it impatiently kicked at the stones.

			My pulse hammered against my throat when he lifted his head, his gaze seeming to find me instantly. Almost as if I’d called his name.

			I hissed, tearing my eyes away from the commander and directing them to the chipped cobblestones at my feet. I kept my head down until the names of the selected were shouted, and even then, I looked anywhere but at him.

			Adam, a brawny seventeen-year-old, stepped up when his name sounded. A tawny leather string kept his fine raven hair from his face, his sharp features as foreboding as his protruding muscles.

			I’d known him since we were young. Adam, and boys like him, trained their entire lives to join the Brotherhood of the Knights, even if they hadn’t made this year mandatory for all eligible recruits.

			I scoffed, my upper lip curling as I glared.

			Liam looked visibly out of place beside the others—all tall, gangly limbs, purplish bruises painted below each glassy eye. I cringed at the fear swimming in his deep-blue irises.

			He didn’t belong there. Not with them. It wasn’t fair. I would give anything to go in his place. Not that girls weren’t allowed, not officially, but they hadn’t called one girl’s name at any of the previous gatherings.

			Adam sidled up to Liam, a haughty sneer painting his wicked features.

			Just yesterday, he’d cornered me and Liam outside the trading post with his buddies. I had grown used to the snickers and slurs; ever since my accident in the woods ten years ago, people gossiped, and none of it was kind. But when he’d set his vicious sights on my brother—shoving into his chest and calling him an invalid—I’d acted on instinct, punching him square in the face. Whereas I’d laughed when he’d doubled over in pain, Adam hadn’t found me fracturing his nose all that amusing.

			His nose was still swollen, and the bruises below his eyes had turned a ghastly yellow and purple. I smiled at him from across the street when he met my stare, his eyes narrowing into catlike slits.

			I should have known my triumph wouldn’t last.

			My vindictive smile fell as Adam leaned to whisper into my brother’s ears, his dark gaze never once leaving mine. My entire body became stone as Liam’s handsome face morphed into a mask of fury. An emotion I’d never seen him wear.

			Adam shot me a smug sneer as he pulled away, turning his body to face the commander and the Knights. The final name was being called, this nightmare nearing its end…but whatever vile poison Adam had spewed into Liam’s ears had its intended effect.

			One second Adam stood there, beaming with pride, and the next, he was a blur, knocked sideways by rushing limbs.

			I thought I might have screamed Liam’s name, but the world became muffled, the crowded square closing in on all sides.

			Blood roared in my ears, and my legs instinctively picked up into a run, bringing me straight over to where Adam twisted my brother onto his back, pinning him to the dusty stones.

			I definitely shouted a name, but this time it was Adam’s. Or a very foul adjective in its place.

			Every head in the crowd swiveled my way before whipping back to the scandalous scene unfolding.

			“Adam!” I shouted, nearly upon them. Liam was gasping for air, swinging wildly at his opponent, who held him down with infuriating ease.

			“Leave. Him. Alone.”

			Panting and clawing at the air now, I realized Liam wasn’t swinging to strike but struggling to breathe.

			Anger—raw and red and dipped in flames—overcame me.

			And then I was in front of Adam, my fist colliding with his already bruised face. Even beneath the protection of my gloves, my knuckles stung from the impact.

			Still I kept going, delivering another hit to his jaw, only satisfied when he pulled back, his bottom lip open and bleeding.

			Droplets fell to the ashen stones, Adam’s polished boots covered in crimson splatters.

			There was a whirl of movement from the corner of my eye. Sparing a furtive glance, I spotted the commander raising a hand, instructing his scrambling men to stand down.

			It appeared he wanted to see how this would all play out, and I was more than happy to put on a good show.

			“You’re going to pay for that,” Adam snarled, barreling toward me, his eyes flashing with malice.

			With a sly smirk, I ducked beneath his swinging arm, sidestepping his assault with my gloved hands clasped behind my back.

			He was strong. Practically taller than two of me. But I was faster. Much, much faster.

			He probably thought I’d gotten lucky yesterday at the general store, but now he would understand that I worked tirelessly for that luck.

			Ducking once more, I avoided what would have been a painful blow, diving to the right and spinning before Adam even registered that he’d missed his target.

			“Not so cocky now, eh?” I taunted, my copper hair slipping free from my loose braid. A thin sheen of sweat lined my brow, and my pulse hammered against my throat.

			Maybe I was just twisted, but the rush that came with the fight fueled me. Fighting made sense—it was a dance I could learn, a rhythm that soothed.

			Adrenaline was better than any drink. Better than a stolen kiss or a cloudless sky. I thrived in its decadent chaos.

			When my fist collided with his ribs, he let out a thunderous groan, his lungs emptied of oxygen. The hit wouldn’t do much to stop him, but before he could counter, I bowed and kicked my legs, sweeping him clear off his feet—

			Into the exact position he had put Liam in.

			“You look so much better down there.” I hovered above Adam, whose hands were flat against the pale stones, his chest rising and falling with rage. My own breath remained even and assured.

			The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and I dared a hasty peek over my shoulder.

			As Adam scrambled to his feet, his dignity all but decimated, I found the obsidian helmet of the commander trained my way. I couldn’t see a single shred of flesh, his eyes concealed beneath long jagged slats, but I felt his gaze.

			Goose bumps broke out along my arm, and an unfamiliar wave of uncertainty swam across my skin. Unlike the icy dread that had consumed me earlier, this cold burned.

			When heavy boots pounded the stones, I forced my eyes from the commander, focusing instead on my brutish opponent. Grunting, I jabbed left, ducked, and then gracefully spun, delivering a blow to the back of Adam’s head.

			He toppled to the pavement, crashing to his knees as his head bowed forward. The image of Adam’s face smashed against the stones would be a memory I’d forever cherish.

			Vindictive delight practically radiated from my every pore. I smiled at the sight of the drool pooling from Adam’s mouth, how it mingled with his blood.

			He was well and truly out.

			I squeezed my eyes. The fight was over. Liam was safe. Adam was deliciously shamed.

			But now, it was time to face what I’d done.

			Spinning on the heels of my worn leather boots, I faced the Knights, avoiding the whispering crowd that was likely to gossip about this for years to come.

			The commander hadn’t moved an inch. Every Knight behind him merely faded away, a blur of armor and metal and pointy ends.

			“Name?”

			I nearly stumbled back in awe. The mighty commander deigned to speak. And his voice…it was smooth and deep, like red wine on a winter’s evening.

			“Kiara Frey,” I answered, shoulders squared and chin raised. I might regret this moment for the rest of my days, but I wouldn’t cower. Not even before the likes of him. The Hand of Death.

			The commander remained frozen. A statue. Lifeless.

			I understood why many feared him. He had the vexing gift of rousing terror without moving a muscle. An enviable trait.

			My breathing hitched, and as time dragged, my poor heart threatened to combust. My lips parted when he spoke—

			“Add her.”

			What?

			My mouth gaped. That was…unheard of, never before done. Women didn’t fight. Not in the last half century, at least—

			Arms grabbed me before I could comprehend what on this godsforsaken earth was happening.

			I hardly registered the fingers digging into my skin, likely leaving bruises that would dot my pale flesh in sickly purples and blues. I didn’t take in all the familiar faces in the crowd, nor had I been allowed one final look at my parents or my brother, who hadn’t been returned to the ranks.

			I didn’t have a chance to say goodbye, not as two Knights clad in heavy armor hauled up an unconscious Adam and tossed him on a wagon. Not as fifteen other boys surrounded me on all sides like a falling wave.

			All I saw was the commander, and I could sense the cruel smile hiding beneath his helmet.

			I was being taken by the Knights of the Eternal Star—

			Chosen by the Hand of Death himself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four 

			The Hand of Death

			Do not bother returning until you have what I need.

			Letter from King Cirian to the Hand of Death, 
year 50 of the curse

			The girl would make a fine addition to our ranks.

			King Cirian had commanded me to find him warriors, and I’d managed to find one amid a horde of children.

			Children that would soon die.

			But maybe Kiara Frey would stand a chance.

			Maybe she would do what all other Knights had failed to do…

			And live.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five 

			Kiara

			The capital is a cold place. I feel the evil here, how it seeps through the winding streets and invades the black hearts of its people. With every inhale, I sense a presence of wicked intent, and I cannot wait to rid my lungs of its poison. We will not settle here, not when such a horrid place could infect the family we will be blessed to have. 
We shall return in a fortnight.

			Letter from Stella Frey to her mother, Aurora Adair, 
year 30 of the curse

			There had been no time to wash off the blood.

			Crusted red had dried on my black leather gloves, bits flaking away whenever I scrubbed a hand down the front of my tunic.

			Every step I took away from my village and toward the capital of Asidia brought back the images. Those final moments of freedom repeated endlessly in my head. Within a blink of an eye, my entire life had been decided. Or what would be left of it.

			Isn’t this what you always wanted? I thought bitterly. To be anywhere from Cila, to be someone who wasn’t tainted by something that happened a decade ago?

			But when wishes turn into reality, they never leave you feeling how you pictured.

			Right then, I was just numb.

			We’d been walking for hours, and while overcome with exhaustion, I shoved on, pushing closer to the front of the line, to the helmeted commander.

			The other recruits hadn’t taken too kindly to the lone girl walking beside them. Only a dark-haired boy with a freckled nose trailed at my heels, a half smile on his face whenever I glanced in his direction. I scowled, twisting back to where the Commander of the Knights rode upon his black steed.

			Glaring at the back of his head didn’t have the intended effect, and he never once looked back. I was no one to him. A grunt.

			Another four hours later, the bastard deigned to speak.

			“Welcome to Sciona, lads.” The commander twisted in his saddle, his helmeted head immediately landing in my direction like he’d known where I walked all along. I flinched. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I felt his stare, searing into my skin and making a home.

			Instinct told me to dip my chin, but Uncle Micah would have told me to never back down. “Never lower your eyes in the face of death,” he’d say during one of our many covert training sessions in the nearby woods. “You shouldn’t fear dying, only failure.”

			Dying didn’t sound too great either, though.

			He finally turned away, aiming for the imposing gates of the capital.

			I couldn’t help but feel as if he’d branded me right then and there, my cheeks flushing warm. This was the man who had taken me from home and everything I knew. Yet the truth was, I was grateful; Liam would’ve been dead within weeks, had he been chosen. I, on the other hand, could survive this. My uncle had taught me well, even if his methods were less than humane. 

			Once, when I was thirteen, he’d shackled my wrists and placed a blindfold over my eyes, delivering me fifteen miles from home. It’d taken me two hours to pick the lock, and another eight to find my way home without the use of stars to guide me.

			When there wasn’t a choice, all one could do was fight or die. Besides, I had been molded into a warrior, and a warrior I would be.

			Lifting my chin, I noted the royal-crested soldiers lining the walls, all shouting orders upon our arrival.

			Flashes of crimson cloaks and muscled limbs worked to lift the spiked iron gate protecting the city from attack, not that there were any of those. King Cirian slaughtered anyone even remotely considered a threat. He’d butchered his predecessor, King Brion, with ease years after the curse fell and anarchy ensued. Not even the famed sun priests and priestesses dedicated to Raina strayed close to the capital, too fearful of the newly appointed ruler. They were rumored to be covertly hidden away in towns across the realm, supposedly awaiting the day their Goddess came back and they could return to their mysterious temple located somewhere in the southern mountains.

			I imagined they’d given up their devotion long ago.

			The recruits moved as a unit, assembling like lost children as the Knights ushered us through the gates. I felt like I was marching to my death, the cackling crows circling above doing little to dispel my growing anxiety. If the sight wasn’t an omen from the gods, I didn’t know what was.

			The unnaturally large birds pecked at the severed heads decorating the rusted spires.

			I wondered if they were so large because they were well fed, as I counted at least fifteen heads currently impaled on the wall. Some of the victims appeared fresh, others picked at so thoroughly that their features were unrecognizable. There was no mistaking what they were—a warning.

			The stone-faced soldiers of the King’s Guard wore deep-red tunics and black trousers, the royal crest—a crescent moon and star encircled by a sun—emblazoned across their chests. Most paid us no mind, all except those who spotted me among the horde of boys, my long, fiery hair an unwanted beacon.

			To those who gawked, I smiled, waving my fingers.

			No better way to unnerve a foe than a smile.

			Trudging through the main gates, the commander guided us down a narrow street paved with more washed stone. Soaring townhomes constructed of brick lined each side, all painted in varying shades of gray.

			Paying no heed to the ignorant passersby, I swiveled my head around the curving street, admiring the impressive straight lines and rigid architecture of the somber capital.

			Intricate sunfire lampposts made of winding silver were erected every thirty feet, a potted charcoal fern positioned below each one.

			I noted not one stone was out of place, the outsides of the homes pristine and well maintained. If not for all the gray and white, Sciona had the potential to be striking, charming even. Yet all I felt when looking at it was sadness. No children laughing and playing in the streets. No shouts of vendors and gossiping townspeople. Just the harsh gray and quiet.

			After rounding a particularly warped bend, the imposing palace of Sciona came into view, the sight striking me like a rock to the stomach.

			Towering hundreds of feet above our heads, a castle fashioned of opaque, dense glass touched the clouds. It was the color of moonshine, reminiscent of steel. Two immense twin spires rose into the sky, the tips sharper than any blade as they pierced the heavens. At its base, thousands of loose sunfires glowed, illuminating every sinister angle and trenchant edge.

			Some might say it was beautiful.

			I was not one of those people.

			A Knight with dark auburn hair waved us beyond the palace’s main gates to a gravel-lined garden brushing against the fortress’s walls.

			I ran my hand across one of the cold marble statues we passed.

			Raina, the lost Goddess of the Sun, had been erected beside Arlo, God of Earth and Soil. His features were hard as if disappointed, though his face was weathered and wise, and in many ways, he reminded me of Micah. The muscled form of Lorian, God of Beasts and Prey, loomed before Silas, the Water God, with his lithe body and long limbs.

			And in the center was the Moon God, his serene face a thing of haunting beauty. His true name had been lost or erased over the years, and no two books of lore referred to him the same way. Not even his famously eccentric priests and priestesses knew of his true appearance, and I’d often wondered how a whole realm could’ve forgotten. But stranger things had happened.

			Of course, my idol was missing from the main gods and goddesses. Maliah, Goddess of Revenge and Redemption, was a force to be reckoned with, and certainly a hero to many warriors. But, like most of the less powerful deities, she wasn’t given the credit she was due.

			Beside the statues was an impressive fountain of a horse at a gallop, its front legs rearing as water splashed around its hooves. Etched across its massive back was the fiery insignia of the Sun Goddess, a polished dagger piercing a blazing sun—an emblem the Knights themselves had adopted.

			The horse had to be Thea, Raina’s legendary mare.

			A hand grasped my gloved one, yanking me forward. The freckled lad who’d grinned at me earlier. I flinched, every nerve in my body electrified by the unaccustomed contact. Slowly, I pulled my hand from his grasp, but not before giving him a smile I knew didn’t reach my eyes.

			“Keep silent and follow me.”

			The order came from the auburn-haired Knight, the one who I guessed was second in command. Dismounting his steed, he gave a subtle nod, the rest of the men following suit. Stablehands appeared out of thin air, hastily reaching for the reins of the wearied mounts.

			“Come,” Second commanded, waving a hand.

			He probably had some over-the-top manly name, like Hawk or Steel. I wondered if his face would crack if he smiled.

			Maybe I’d test that theory.

			Second guided us through a narrow archway next to the stables, sunfires held in dusty sconces illuminating the glass walls and painting the earthen floor a deep moss. We avoided the main entrance to the palace entirely, entering through a mysterious corridor where strapping Knights marched by on occasion, only stopping to dip their chin at Second.

			After many minutes passed, the tunnel sloped downward, bringing us below the heart of the palace. The elected official from my home of Cila had gone to the palace just last year for the annual summit with the king. While he hadn’t ventured below, he’d spoken of the many rumors floating around the capital.

			Among the gossip of torture, clandestine parties, and other such debauchery, one rumor claimed that the Knights were kept underground like the king’s grisly beasts. It appeared that the official had been right.

			While I wondered what the rooms above held—the countless treasures and obscene luxury they likely boasted—I had the sneaking suspicion I wouldn’t be permitted. The wealthy and the nobility of Sciona probably didn’t wish to see the faces of the hardened warriors who protected their lives, content to live in ignorance. Still, my imagination flourished, even though I hardly cared for such excessive extravagance.

			Another minute of marching, and the corridor opened into a circular room, a massive iron chandelier hanging from the center.

			Hundreds of ivory-colored candles flickered from above, shining light upon the various weapons lining every inch of the daunting rotunda. The sight of so many swords and daggers and bows nearly brought a tear of joy to my eyes.

			Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. Liam always said I needed to be more positive, so I supposed he’d be proud of me now.

			The commander came to a halt directly below the chandelier, a dark shadow amid the flames. I wished he’d remove that cursed helmet.

			“Listen up,” Second shouted, his thunderous command sending chilling reverberations through my chest. Even the candles wavered at the sound of his voice. “You’ll all be assigned a number and a bunk. Two changes of clothes await you, so take care of them. You will not be afforded more.”

			He scanned the shuffling crowd, assessing his new charges with distaste before he said, “You may address me as Lieutenant Harlow. I will lead you in your training here. Now, form a line before Brother Damian and Brother Carter. They will be giving you your number.”

			Okay, Second had a name. It was fitting. Frankly, Hawk might’ve been a smidge better.

			The brown-haired boy who had yet to leave my side settled into line behind me.

			“I heard what you did to that prick Adam,” he whispered at my back. I didn’t turn, so he continued, “The boys from your village said you moved like a shadow beast, and that he was on his ass in a minute.”

			A slight exaggeration. It had maybe taken three.

			“I’m far from a shadow beast,” I said on a shiver. My skills were above average, but nothing compared to the creatures that lived to serve the darkness. Supposedly able to adopt human forms, they were composed of nightmares and ash and were so swift they devoured the souls of their prey within a heartbeat.

			“My name is Patrick.” He shifted closer, even though the line hardly budged.

			With a sigh, I turned around, finding that same half smile on his full lips. He looked so damn eager to make friends, I almost felt bad.

			“Kiara. Friends call me Ki.” Not that I had many of those. Only Liam. My heart twinged at the thought of never seeing him again, and I turned my back to Patrick before he could see my mask fall.

			It didn’t take long before we approached Damian and Carter, their faces stern and unyielding.

			The former appeared to be in his mid-twenties, while the latter boasted a thick gray-and-brown beard and wrinkles creasing his brows. He reminded me of Cila’s blacksmith, a man who scowled more than he smiled and tossed horseshoes at the children bold enough to enter his shop.

			I immediately liked the older Knight.

			“Twenty-six,” Carter shouted, thrusting a slip of dusty-white parchment toward me, the number scrawled onto the paper in messy strokes. He spared me a curious glance, his cold blue eyes softening. One corner of his lips lifted, but then fell just as quickly. “Go on, then, lass.” He jerked his shaved head to the right.

			Patrick got twenty-seven and practically tripped on my heels to keep up.

			A lengthy hallway stretched out before us, crimson-painted doors on either side, all flung open. Our room was the third door on the left at the end.

			I wasn’t at all surprised by the two dozen or so narrow cots with paper-thin pillows and moth-eaten blankets. I might be a highly trained fighter, but I still enjoyed a comfortable pillow, and these accommodations were hardly luxurious. Sighing, I snagged my pack of fresh clothing, eager for a bath.

			My boots skidded over the stones, and Patrick bumped into my back with a thud.

			Bath.

			Gods, I hadn’t thought this through. There was no way I’d strip in front of this sorry lot, and while my dignity was at an all-time low, it was still somewhat intact. There were also my hands to consider. The second the boys uncovered my secret, I’d have more to worry about than nakedness.

			My fears flourished minutes later, my pulse racing at the sight in front of me.

			The bath was a single pool in a dimly lit chamber, the water filtered out by whirring mechanics. Pine-scented soaps were distributed, and the boys shed their clothing without thought, flinging soiled linens to the side before rushing into the rectangular pool.

			There was absolutely no way I would expose myself here. Privacy was nonexistent.

			“Do you…do you need help? Well, not help, per se, but…” The awkwardness on Patrick’s face was evident. I desperately needed to bathe, my skin and hair reeking of the road and all of its many, many smells.

			“I’ll pass on your help, Patrick,” I replied with a grimace, striding over to where a lone Knight stood watch, his back pressed against the steel-colored wall behind him. He looked a year or two older than me, his face boyish and not yet scarred by the weight of Knighthood. He must be a newer initiate, which made sense as to why he’d be in charge of bath duty. I could tell by his narrowed stare that he wasn’t pleased.

			“Um, excuse me, sir,” I began, waiting until his brown eyes flickered my way. “Is it possible to bathe after everyone has left?” With a rumbling sigh, he turned his head my direction. A moment later, his gaze fell to my chest, a tinge of pink dyeing his cheeks.

			“Recruits who have wished to bathe privately in the past have chosen to do so after dinner. But be quick about it,” he added gruffly, turning away and indicating that the conversation was clearly at an end.

			I thanked every god I could think of.

			Avoiding every naked body in the packed room overflowing with boys, I hastily made my way to our room, plopping onto my assigned cot with a groan.

			If only Micah could see me now.

			Knowing him, he’d probably laugh his head off.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six 

			The Hand of Death

			You won’t see him coming before your throat is already slit and death is swallowing you in its embrace. If the Hand of Death had a soul, it was lost long ago.

			Excerpt from The Legends of Asidia

			I hadn’t bothered to remove my muddied traveling clothes. Which worked in my favor, as seconds after entering my chambers, a slip of paper slid beneath the gap of my door.

			There was no question as to who’d sent it.

			Sighing, I walked to my armoire and retrieved my tools of destruction. I owned over twenty blades, all of varying sizes and used for different reasons: to warn, maim, or kill.

			Tonight’s mission would be quick.

			I stole through the inner sanctum and slipped past the gates, my weapons concealed beneath my leather jacket. Not one person dared look my way.

			I was death. And people with a decent head on their shoulders tended to avoid me.

			I snuck through the servants’ back entrance to a townhome in the richest part of the city. Only nobles and upper-class men and women lived in the eastern part of Sciona, their doors unlocked as if on a dare. No one robbed Cirian’s chosen—except for me.

			Too bad I would be taking a lot more than coin tonight.

			Shutting off my mind, I grasped my dagger and went to work.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven 

			Kiara

			I’m writing to you as if you might ever read this letter. What you did for me makes me want to hate you. Your actions resulted in my best friend being taken from me, and now I’m left alone in this backward town. It’s ironic, as even as I write this pointless letter, I cannot help but miss you and wish I could pull you into one of the tight hugs you despise so much.

			Unmailed letter from Liam Frey to his sister, 
Kiara Frey, year 50 of the curse

			The hall where we dined on wild boar and seared salmon contained long wooden tables and narrow benches. The walls were built of stone, not glass like the upper portion of the palace, the dark slabs glittering in the light of several sunfires captured in sconces. I shivered, taking in the somber surroundings, noting they lacked the one constant I’d grown accustomed to over the years.

			Asidia was home to a superstitious lot, and I supposed they had a right to be.

			People in my village collected tiny marble statues of the gods, and most constructed altars devoted to Raina. Intricate tapestries and fine candles and countless detailed illustrations honored the immortals, and there wasn’t one home devoid of such signs of faith—whether feigned or genuine.

			Aside from the statues in the garden, I’d seen no other depictions of the gods in the Knights’ sanctum, and while I wasn’t particularly religious, I found I missed their familiar steadying presence.

			Practically inhaling my meal, much to Patrick’s obvious amusement, I leaned back, a hand resting contentedly on my belly. Weeks had passed since it had been anywhere near full. Perhaps I should’ve felt guilty for indulging when so many went without, but I was too content to feel shame.

			“I can’t,” Patrick sighed, motioning to the food. “I’m entirely certain the boar is still alive.”

			I laughed as he wrinkled his nose. “You need to eat. Besides, it’s not too bad and who knows when we’ll next get such fine fare.” I picked at his plate and shoved a piece in my mouth, beaming wickedly. He couldn’t truly be serious—food was just as precious as coin lately.

			Patrick pushed his plate toward me. “Then you can have mine. You deserve it after dealing with Adam.”

			I was prepared to protest, as we both needed our strength, but Patrick began finishing off his loaf of bread, seemingly satisfied. When he shot me a pointed look and raised a lone brow, I gave in and devoured the rest of his meal.

			A part of me suspected he was simply being kind, and that part rebelled against accepting his offer. I wasn’t accustomed to such generosity, but in the end, my stomach won out over my pride.

			Before long, a gong sounded, our short-lived dinnertime at an abrupt end.

			There was a mass of flailing bodies as everyone scrambled to the rooms, a few scuffles breaking out in the rush. All I could think about was finally wiping the grime off my body.

			That, and the lack of an audience.

			“Night, Ki,” Patrick said, lying down on his cot. He pulled the thin blanket up to his chin, giving a little shiver from the chill.

			“Goodnight,” I replied, smirking as he struggled to find a comfortable spot. In a way, he reminded me of Liam, and for a moment, I pictured my brother resting in Patrick’s place.

			I was glad I was chosen. There was no more doubt.

			After everyone settled for the evening, I wandered down the corridor to the bathing chamber. As promised, not a soul was in sight.

			Thank the cruel, wicked gods.

			My fingers worked at the tiny buttons of my shirt, eyes fluttering shut as crisp air kissed my bare skin. My trousers dropped to the stones, stiff from dried mud and other things I wished not to dwell too long on.

			The final things to go were the gloves.

			With a sigh, I peeled off the thick leather one finger at a time, my heart dropping into my stomach at the sight of the naked flesh. No matter how much time had passed, I’d never get used to it.

			Raised welts rose up from my palms. They graced the back of my hands, each finger touched with the same harsh onyx and blue lines that spread across me like sickly veins.

			Wasting no more precious time feeling sorry for myself, I padded to the edge of the pool, lowering onto the first rocky step. The opaque waters were warm, effervescent bubbles traversing along the perimeter as the filter whirred.

			My lips curved into a hesitant smile—my first true smile of the day—and I drifted down the tapered stairs, wading through the water until it reached my shoulders. I let out a contented groan.

			My life had gone to shit, but at least I’d be clean.

			Taking my time washing, I mercilessly scrubbed each inch of my body, using my nails in places where the mud refused to part. Once satisfied I’d rid myself of the foul stench of the road, I turned to my hair, lathering the cheap soap and kneading my scalp.

			I lingered underwater longer than necessary when rinsing my hair, relishing the eerie silence. My heart thundered in my ears, the only sound in the murky stillness. Down there, I could imagine I was back home with Liam and Micah and my favorite stretch of woods. Beneath the safety of the water, I could pretend nothing had changed, even if change was all I’d yearned for.

			My lungs refused to let me fantasize for long.

			Bursting to the surface, I sucked in air, reality crushing me with every sharp inhale.

			It was the growl of a curse that had me jerking my head around, my wet hair coiling around my shoulder. I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped my lips.

			Behind me, with his hands stilled on the button of his trousers, stood a bare-chested Knight.

			I joined him in his cursing, dipping below the water and covering my breasts with my scarred hands—though that was hardly necessary, as I doubted he could see through the dense layer of mud and foam.

			I was helpless to do anything but ogle him, my eyes traitorously slipping to his toned stomach, which I was stunned to see was covered in pink scars and raised lesions. They traveled across his rippling abs and dotted his pectorals, some of the wounds not fully healed.

			But his face…

			In the low light of the torches, I took in his features—a masterpiece and a thing of ruin. He was young, likely a year or two older than my eighteen years.

			Straight raven hair tumbled across his forehead, playfully curling around his ears. The hazy yellow glow of the flames highlighted his cutting jaw and high cheekbones, which could have been weapons all by themselves. And his lips, well, I’d never seen a man with such full lips before, yet somehow, they fit him well.

			But it was the left side of his face that added to his unearthly beauty. Two red scars—starting above his eyebrow and ending at his razor-sharp cheekbone—cut across his eye, which was nearly devoid of a visible pupil and held a milky-blue hue. The color was unlike anything I’d ever seen before, but beneath the clouds of roiling ash and shadows, beyond the mystery of his stare, was a spark of fire, its light fighting to break free from the darkness. A look I sometimes recognized in my own reflection.

			He captivated me wholly and without apology.

			“What are you doing in here, recruit?” he barked, dropping his hands to his sides, a look of surprise granting him a boyish glow.

			I squeaked in reply, water sloshing around me as I angled my feverish body, all the while scolding myself for admiring him.

			“I was told I could come here after dinner and bathe. In private,” I enunciated, regaining what little composure I had left.

			There wasn’t much to work with.

			The Knight showed no visible reaction to my words, but his eyes flickered to the stone floor. I might have been mistaken, but his pallid cheeks appeared washed in pink.

			“I see,” he ground out, a note of agitation deepening his voice. Hesitantly, he raised his gaze, his tone severe as he said, “Well, I usually reserve this time for myself.”

			“Then it appears as though we have a problem.” I spoke without thought, though fire burned in his brown eye as though he secretly enjoyed the challenge as much as I did.

			He was a distraction, and gods knew I needed one.

			He shoved his hands deep into his trouser pockets, leaning back on his heels. I kept my attention on his brooding face, denying myself glimpses of his strapping physique.

			I wondered who he was. If he were some grunt or an illustrious officer. Based off his many scars alone, I suspected he’d been with the Knights for some time.

			“For a recruit, you’re awfully brave,” he muttered, his nostrils flaring slightly.

			I shrugged. “Isn’t that the whole point? If I wasn’t brave, what use would I be to the king? Though, I suppose even the brave die out there.”

			His right eye darkened. “Perhaps brave isn’t the right word for you, then,” he remarked dryly, assessing me with cold detachment.

			Cocking my head to the side, my smile grew shrewd, and I savored every thrum of my wildly beating heart. “If you’re insinuating that I’m dim-witted, then maybe it’s you who should embark on some inner reflection.”

			Dropping my hands from my chest, I rose dangerously close to the top of the dense water. That tinge of pink on his cheeks deepened.

			I had his full attention.

			The Knight held my gaze, his milky-blue eye a cloud of mystery. Something flashed across his face, and I might have believed it to be intrigue, had I been in my right mind.

			I doubted a recruit had ever spoken to him this way, especially face-to-face. But a little scarring wasn’t enough to frighten me, of all people, away, and the adrenaline that came with challenging him gave my lungs new life.

			“I’m more than open to share.” I smiled, feeling bold and altogether unhinged. “If you’re still wishing to utilize your scheduled bath, that is.” It was a taunt, nothing more, but my heart plummeted as I awaited his response.

			“I take it back.” His muscled arms rippled as he crossed them over his chest. “I do believe there to be a third option, little recruit.”

			“And what is it you think now?”

			The Knight and I faced off, neither one of us breaking contact. But I never received his answer. Instead, he turned around abruptly, giving me his equally muscled back. An onyx tattoo twisted around his shoulder, three interwoven circles with odd, vine-like branches curving around the loops. It was a shame he was too far away for me to get a decent look.

			“I’ll be back in five minutes. I expect this room to be empty upon my return.”

			I stared, open-mouthed, as he marched away, his steps heavy.

			Either I hadn’t learned my lesson, or I simply wasn’t done playing, but I opened my mouth one more time.

			“Wait!”

			His boots froze, though he kept his back to me. It wasn’t an altogether displeasing view, I hated to admit.

			“What’s your name?” Besides Sir Tall-Rude-and-Growly?

			His shoulders tensed, the only sign he heard me. “Commander Jude Maddox.”

			Shit. All air rushed from my lungs.

			The commander.

			I’d just verbally sparred with the damned Hand of Death, the same man who’d taken me in place of Liam. I hadn’t recognized him without his helmet.

			“Five minutes, recruit, and this better not happen again.”

			And then Jude—Jude Maddox, Commander of the Knights—was gone, leaving me speechless for the first time in my life.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight 

			Jude

			Only through our devotion and prayer can we hope to appease the Sun Goddess Raina. And perhaps we can convince her to take mercy on our world. Darkness and its shadows feed off the light of souls, and the warriors of the night are so very hungry.

			Excerpt from Asidian Lore: A Tale of the Gods

			I should never have picked her.

			I thundered down the hallway leading to the officers’ rooms.

			She hadn’t known who I was at first, but she sure as hells did now. I wondered if she’d be so bold the next time we spoke. A part of me wished she would. Something had sparked to life in my chest at the challenge in her piercing amber eyes, and a piece of myself I’d long ago believed dead had taken a deep breath.

			Kiara.

			A pretty name for a lethal fighter. The second I’d seen her toss that bully over her shoulder in Cila, I’d known she’d make a better soldier than her brother. I hadn’t witnessed such fire, such passion, during a brawl in years, and the way she moved, like smoke on the breeze, had my heart thundering in my ears.

			“Rough day?”

			I glanced over my shoulder. Isiah quickened his pace to catch up with me, a sheen of sweat lining his brow.

			“You could say that,” I grumbled, refraining from rolling my eyes. I’d known the man for years, and he understood me better than any of the other pricks bearing the sacred emblem. He also knew when not to push. Now was such a time.

			After the swift killing of Lord Paldyn—a would-be rebel sympathizer—all I’d wanted was to be alone and wash the shame from my body. What I hadn’t expected was to come across her, the damned girl who had thoroughly unsettled me, her shrewd eyes digging into my skin, judging me as if she’d known exactly what I had done but an hour before.

			“Tomorrow will be fun, then.” Isiah snickered, slowing his pace before stopping at his door and crossing his broad arms. “Better get some rest, Maddox.” He cocked a dark brow and added, “You look like shit.”

			I grunted but said nothing, and Isiah’s laughter followed me down the hall and past the door leading into the commander’s suite.

			The room was sparse and neat, just how I liked things. Orderly. Uncomplicated. My life didn’t leave much room for anything other than cold efficiency.

			But tonight… Tonight had been the first time in years I’d felt that old and familiar heat flare in my chest, that blissful warmth. It both soothed and pissed me off.

			I’d been living in a constant state of numbness since losing all of my men to the Mist last year. After the atrocities I’d committed, after I had allowed the influence of the cursed lands to consume me, I felt like nothing more than a fraud. And in my mind, I hardly deserved the basic decency of feeling anything else.

			I didn’t even bother undressing before flinging myself on the bed, the hinges squeaking beneath me. Tomorrow would be far from fun. And something told me recruiting the defiant fighter would be a mistake I’d rue for years to come.

			…

			That evening, well into my second hour of failed sleep, a sweeping rush of soothing frost, a whisper of a breeze, weighed my lids.

			A hint of mint and forest skies breathed into my lungs, the scent as familiar as it was startling. Sleep had finally embraced me, although it wasn’t peace I found beneath the veil of unconsciousness.

			The Mist scaled the walls of my mind like tendrils of trapped smoke inside a vase. Swirls of ash and silver lightning leaped among the bluish plumes, the current sending shivers up and down my spine.

			Why did I always have to come back to this place? I couldn’t even escape it in my dreams.

			Bone-white branches rose like gnarled blooms from the ground, leaves of silver and blue glinting in the light of the moon. If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought it beautiful. But I knew the truth, had lived through the horrors concealed in the thick brush.

			I ambled uncertainly ahead, and with every step forward, the burning in my chest heightened, changing and morphing into something new. Something frightening.

			Clouds of ash glided away as an ethereal silhouette loomed in the distance. I came to an abrupt halt.

			A charcoal hood draped low across her pallid face, the only visible part of her being a pointed chin. A bone-chilling breeze picked up the ends of her cloak, revealing a golden lining that blinded with brilliance. My feet ceased to move, the sight of the gilded cloak stealing my breath in the most unusual of ways.

			Such a shade. Such mesmerizing, golden beauty.

			The woman before me, a mixture of shadows and light, tugged gently at the hood that covered her. I ached to see her face, to regard the mysteries that lay beneath the disguise of obscurity. My heart beat impossibly fast, and the heat I began to crave swept into my chest like the welcome touch of a lover.

			All around us, the ivory and blue wisps pirouetted and spun like fine spider silk, the clouds flashing as lightning battled to be released. I yearned for the spark, the power I felt coursing between us. Me and this wraith.

			A warning, delivered by a voice that was everywhere and nowhere all at once, bellowed into the dying night.

			Beware the black heart. For it stings, stings, stings when kissed by a lover’s blade.

			My chest rumbled, and a scream fought to be released. The cryptic warning echoed, causing the blood in my veins to freeze.

			A death so slow, lips so sweet. One taste, and a thousand deaths you shall receive.

			“Maddox.” My name sounded from somewhere in the smog, a muffled echo. “Wake up, commander.”

			The woman’s hands trembled as she began to lower her hood, the ominous voice still ringing in my ears. I held my breath, eager to see her face—

			“Jude.”

			My eyes shot open.

			Isiah hovered over my bed, watching me in that knowing way of his.

			His steel-colored eyes creased at the sides, and I could swear the man saw into my soul and to the darkness that lay beneath. He never shied away though, not in all the years we’d been together, not even when I snapped at him. He’d merely grunt and leave me to sulk, and then show up the next day with coffee and freshly baked goods from the palace kitchens. I suspected the sweets were more for him, though.

			“The recruits are ready,” he said. “I told Harlow you’d arrive shortly, but he seems impatient today. Impatient and grumpy.”

			“He’s always impatient, and he’s rarely not grumpy,” I replied, rising from bed and shaking off my nightmare and the cloaked woman whose face I’d been denied. I yanked my old shirt off and snatched a fresh one, going about dressing. “Harlow smiles less than I do.”

			This earned me a laugh, and I almost smiled.

			“Gods, you’re both insufferable.” Isiah ruffled my hair like he did when I was younger, and I glowered. He was about a decade older than I, and he often acted as if I were his pesky little brother instead of Asidia’s most illustrious assassin.

			“Well, hurry up, then, and try not to frighten off too many recruits today,” he added over his shoulder, leaving the room.

			I’d argue I did no such thing, but then I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror above my dresser. Sighing, I ran a hand through my disorderly hair.

			She wasn’t afraid of you.

			The thought came unbidden, and against my will, I returned to the bathing suite, to the girl who’d stared at my face in wonder, not in fear, and…smiled. That had been the most unsettling part.

			Shoving away from the dresser with another scowl, I grabbed my boots and yanked them on before heading out the door.

			Today, Harlow would line the recruits up in the ring and get a feel for their strengths. I’d watch from afar, noting who stood out and who might be qualified to join our ranks. The lieutenant was unrelenting, worse than I, but he would prepare them for what was to come.

			When I reached the outskirts of the ring, I leaned against the walls of the corridor, hiding myself in the shadows.

			I always did like this room the best.

			The massive chandelier dangling from the ceiling illuminated every inch of the space in an incandescent glow. The finely crafted weapons bracketed to the walls beckoned me closer, but I held my ground and crossed my arms against my chest.

			There had to be around thirty bows and over a hundred various designs of daggers and swords. Some shone with jewels embedded in the hilts; others were leaner and deadly. I never wasted time on the ornamental blades, drawn more to the austere steel that could slice through bone without useless baubles.

			Boots pounded as Harlow entered the ring, the subtle red in his hair shining like a halo of fire. I tore my attention from the weapons with reluctance and focused on the huddling boys watching the lieutenant with fear in their eyes.

			Good. They should be afraid.

			“Recruits!” Harlow barked, stopping in the very center of the ring. “I hope you’re all rested, for today begins your training.”

			A lull fell over the crowd of boys, about forty in number.

			“Every week,” Harlow began, clasping his hands behind his back as he strode leisurely around the trembling trainees, “your number will diminish.”

			A flash of red caught my eye. Kiara. Her vibrant hair had her standing out from the rest, and I was unable to look anywhere else. At her side, a tall, freckled boy pushed closer, whispering something in her ear. Her lips quirked at whatever he said, and I noted how her eyes traveled to the wall of weapons.

			That damned heat I’d felt last night resurfaced.

			Harlow continued. “Only the best will serve the Knights of the Eternal Star, and those we deem unworthy will be sent to work in the Guard.” One corner of his mouth curled in sick delight.

			Kiara’s face fell. Maybe she’d thought dismissal meant a return ticket home. The Guard boasted nothing but long, grueling days and certain death. The king had far too many enemies for soldiers to live a long life in his ranks. Not that the Knights offered much safety, either.

			“Everyone. Backs to the walls,” Harlow ordered, the recruits hastening to follow his instructions.

			Harlow strolled about the room, scrutinizing the boys he passed with disdain. When he made it to Kiara, he wavered, thin lips twitching into an acrid smirk.

			My breath caught, but he continued, passing her. I exhaled my disappointment. I’d selfishly wanted to see her fight again, to showcase the impressive skill that had captivated me. A memory that had yet to release me from its punishing and hypnotizing hold.

			“You.” Harlow pointed to a muscled lad with cropped black hair and rich brown skin. “In the center.”

			The boy stumbled hesitantly into the middle, his face a blank mask.
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