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K. M. EuntcHr

heryears to find, and a couple bits of hard-won information to pay

for it. Yet watching her father drink it-in a glass handed over to

him by his own daughter-Shan knew that she would have paid any

price for this moment.

So she sipped idly at her wine as she waited, fiddling through the

books that had been laid out across her father's grand wooden desk.

llooks of their financial records, filled with tables of transactions

written in the cramped hand of her father's secretary' They detailed

how much had been spent by their estate over the past years-or
what remained of the LeClaire estate . Drained and destitute from

generations of mismanagement, made worse by her father.

But by morning the books would be hers and that was

rvhat mattered.

Her father coughed suddenly, a deep, racking thing that shook

his whole body.

Shan cocked her head to the side, eyes wide in the perfect mimicry

of a doting daughter. 'Are you all right, Father?"

Lord LeClaire looked up, his grey eyes narrowed in that paranoid

way of his. He opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by

another round of coughs, blood splattering on the desk before him.

Shan stood quickly, knocking the books aside. Her glass crashed

to the floor, shattering, the wine pooling at her feet. Deep. Dark,

like drying blood.

She smiled at the fear in her father's eyes.

Another cough. Another spurt of blood. Shan leaned forward,

dipping her fingers in the warm liquid. She swirled them around

and brought them to her lips, unminding of the poison. The antidote

already flowed through her veins.

"Well," Lord LeClaire managed. 'About time."

Shan sucked her fingers into her mt>uth and felt the power

explode through her. The blood acted as a catalyst, a source of power

that connected them, forming a bridge that she could use to reach

out and-ah!
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K. N{. FlNBtcur

The door creaked open, and IJart whispered, "Is it done?"

When her father's guards didn't rush in after him, she knew that

he had played his part as well. Shan dragged her fingers through her

father's blood one last time. This blood lacked vibrancy, cloying and

congealing. There was power still there, but it was dulled.

It was the blood of a dead man.

"Yes," Shan said, relieved, empty and tired all at once .

Bart dropped the trayin his h:inds, the poison-laced cups clatter-

ing to the floor as he rushed across the room' For a moment he just

rested his hand on her shoulder, but Sl-ran continued to tremble. He

pulled her close, letting her tuck her head against his shoulder. In a

brief moment of weakness, Shan buried her face against her friend'

"You're free," he whispered. "You're both free."

"We're all free," Shan said, ciutching her skirt' "But we're not

done yet."

"I know," Bart said. "But it's okay to feel."

Shan pulled away, slipping out of the embrace with ease. Bart

dicln't chase her-he knew better than that. Thking a deep breath,

she forced herself to her feet, to put some steel in her spine. "There

will be time for feeling later. Now we have bodies to dispose of."

Bart inclined his head. 'As you say."

Shan ripped her knife from her father's neck, ignoring the loud,

squelching noise that accompanied it. Drawing a handkerchief from

her sleeve , she carefully wiped all traces of blood away, scrubbing

until the metal shone. She dropped the soiled handkerchief into a

small linen bag-the proof of death collected-then slipped it into

her cclrset, tucked safely away.

"fhe incinefator?"
'Already iit,," Bart replied. He was pulling long sheets of linen,

sheets with which to wrap the dead, from r,vhere he had liidden

them in the closet. Shan took one end in her hands, draping it over

her fhther. With ruthless efficiency, she tucked the cnds in around

him, rolling him into the cloth. It was a clunky, undignified end for

a Blood Worker, but Shan didn't care.
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K. M. ENnrcur'

as well, leaving her in naught but her underthings. 'Any blood

get through?"

Bart leaned back, studving her. "No, there's none."

Shan nodded. "Now you." Bart wrinkled his nose, but peeled off
his shirt, revealing his dark skin. "Don't worry, 1'11 get you a whole

wardrobe of fine outfits to replace this," Shan promised. "Though if
Anton had his way you'd never need to rvear them."

Bart laughed, the serious expression dropping awa% reminding

her of his youth. Their youth. They were both so younE. "The things

I do for love." With a few quick movements, his clothes joined hers

on the floor.

Shan dicin't pause . She scooped them up, uncaring of the streaks

of soot that stained her arms, and threw them into the incinerator

with the bodies. "There."

Bart stepped around her to slide the door shut, locking away all
the evidence. "It's done."

Shaking her head, Shan grabbed her friend by the hand, leading

him away from the incinerator. Together, they left the room, shutting

the heavy metal door behind them. Grabbing the lever, Shan pulled

down hard and released the fire.

"NouJ it's done," she said, as the flames roared.

Bart grabbed the cloaks that he had stowed away. Stepping

around Shan, he placed one across her shoulders, soft and gentle,

tucking her away frorn prying eyes.

It almost made her laugh. She had just murdered her own father

and his guards, burned their bodies and stripped down in front of
her brother's lover. And still Bart was concerned with propriet,v,

though it was far too late fbr that. She was a murderess and a mon-

ster. But she didn't fight it-the gesture was well meant, and she

didn't want any of her father's servants catching her at anything less

than her best.

No.

Her servants now.

"Time for the next step, then?" Bart asked.

Shan nodded. "Yes. -
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K. M. ENnrcnl

She stood with her back as straight as a rod as the Royal Council
entered, her hands folded in front of her, the silr.er of her claws glit-
tering under the soft, red shine of the witch light.

Lady Belrose, the Councillor of Foreign Affairs, entered first and

took the middle chair, the four other Councillors flanking her. The

Council-officially all equal with each other-rotated leadership

with every year. This year fell to Lady Belrose, and thus she took the

seat ofhonor at the head ofthe table.

It was part of the way they worked-never did one of the Council
rise above another, as they all served as equals, placed above the

House of Lords. They each held domain of their own branch of the

government, and theywere the absolute rnasters of it, bending only

to the wisdom of the Eternai King himself.

Not that the Eternal King had bothered to intervene much in
recent centuries, only coming down to pick his new Councillors and

allowing them to run his country in his stead. Oh, he performed his

duties with care and diligence, but everyone knew that his true home

was in his palace, with his studies, far away from the cares of those

he supposedly ruled.

So for the moment Shan contented herself with studying the

faces of the rnost powerful people in Aeravin without breaking

before them.

Even now, summoned in the middle of the night, Lady Belrose

looked incredibly fine. She was a woman of middle years, and she had

held this position for over a decade. Like Shan, she had given much

care to her appeirrance, from her neatly pressed dress to the way her

hair hung in carefully styled rinslets down her back, making Shan

wonder if she had even had the chance to be to bed yet.

"N{iss LeClaire," Lady Belr,rse began, the formal words slipping

frorn her tongue with the ease of a thousand uses, "you have sum-

moned the Council."
"Thank vou for coming, especiallv given the hour," Shan said,

taking care to put an extrn tremble in her voice. Not too much;

overdoing it was just as false as underdoing it, and she had to walk

]l

an incrediblv fine line. "E

quite suddenly of a hearr .

Lord Dunn, Council--
dark eyes beady and sus::
and harsh edges, pale ar:
father's age."

"I'm sorry to say that ::
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did her work, until she :.
dead." Clenching her i:.s: .
gaze upon Shan. "Lonq -r-,-

Muttering broke o,ri: =:

it, focusing on the ri';_ _

truly was done.

Stepping forward, Sh":
dropped the handkerchie :



u?qS (('err?lCeT 
^p?T 

'arur a1t;,, 'tr otuo.lierqrrelpuutl agr paddo-rp

,(ltuzlcnlar osorleg pue puErl req lno pleq uuqS 'p.rtrtro3 Surddarg

'euop su.tt l1n:l

]I 'sreplnoqs rer{ tuoU peUII wq} }q8ra,tt eql uo Sutsn:o; '}1

perou8r uEr{S tng (1rcuno3 eqt ts8uoru'e }no rlo.Iq 8ur;errntrq

.('aJrul3eT,(pu1 a.tr1 3uo1,, 'uELIS uodn aztB

ror.l Psre/vro1 ags JsrqcralPuBrl 3I{l PunorE }su reLI Surqru:13 
"'PBaP

sr aJr?lJaT uruoluv pJoT,, (lno paqluarq Jr{s lttun 
(1:o,rt Jeq PIP

crls s? pesolJ sa.{a ':sq paqllu^t IIf,unoC aloq.4 oI{} lueuloru ? JoC

'qlolr aqt tsurt8t passa-rd put-e1td prrr ryrnb-lno Paqsug
enBuol :ap1 'sdq rar.l o] Surgr arllua aqt Burrgrl aroJeq reqJo ]uoU uI

lrlo ll prards eso.rleg 's,,vr.t1c rel{Jo drl aqr {}fm dn lr Buqrr4 'auo s?

ur PsrrBal Irrunoc aloq,{/r eq} Pu? 'lno llds;alqJrs>lPuEtl P3uI?}sPoolq
eql 8urua1 ',{in;a-rer t1 pauado esorleg st tl}Eerq req plaq IIIts ei{s

]ng 'rer{ttJ raq Jo g}uop eql lng Suiqtou ,r(oqs plno/!\ }I--+lesraq }r

p3]sal Pu? aloPrluE aq] qll"&{ lI PslEerl PEq eqs 'rlq€r rl-[r uo tt paculd

put aprs reLI urou 8rq uaurl aqr pa11nd uugg 'prtu.rog Surddatg

,,goord eq] e^Eri

ro.,( op,, 'crdol uo >ll?q lrf,uno3 agr 8ur1nd 'prts aso;1efl ,,'lle^\,,
'req qlr^\.{1uado tr ssnrsrp tueq} lal

l.uplno^r,{larrdord r{sllooJ rraq} 'oEu s-rza.{ asog} 11e drssoE eq} uI pele

-^er purl dagl su qrnlu sE pux 'luputrs " qlns ueeq per{ l1 'acroqr lqBrr

erl] ap?ru pur{ eqs Wq} .tteu>l eqs 'a1qtt oq} PUnorE tlrulg D^I}rellol

agt Suraas JaUE ]nq 'uorqseg sII{l uI lal{loru JeI{ esn c)} peltq aqs

..'Uel reqlou.{u-r

aJurs Ja^e 'slee,,t ,tuuru rog 8ur1r:olJelap ueeq p?q a11,, 'sdr1 rarl tuoU

IIaJ seli eq] s? qJEtuots JeI{ ur lsrttl arll SurrouEt 'u,trop se.{a reg lszr
uEqS ('e]elJo IIr.{1, ueaq tou p?q rel{}uJ lur 1rqr.,(us ol.,(uos ur,1,,

,,'a8u s,raqlz;

;no,,l,3o rreru ? ur JEer{ o1 a8ut.r1g,, '^rolllrs puu elud 'saBpa I{sJEI{ pu?

sal8ur d.rrqsJo uEru ult{l E sE/!\ aH 'snoDrdsns puu,{ptag se.{e 1-rup

srq ']ues slq ul pr"^\roJ pautel 'zttz13o rolllJunoJ 'uung p:o1

(('IJ?t]z uEar{ E 3o lluappns alrnb

.,{r.,rnc passud -raqle3.,{ru '8urua,te slq} JaIIrug,, 'eull eug.{1qrpa"rf,ul uE

sflr'I Jo ss'du.LSrl{

{lu^4. o} pBg or{s puz 'rr tur
lgonur oo] toN 'aJrol raq
(prcs uegg ,,'Jnog eql ua.!

-uns al?rl nol,, tsesn pues

turddrls spro/rr IEur.roJ arll '

'rar( peq or eq (

uzgg Suqutu '>1cug rer{ u"r

.raq lern aq] ot sseJp passeJ

r{f,nur uerrr8 PEq er.{s 'uBrls
pzr{ er{s pue 'sreal e1ppr-tuJr

osorleg dpul 'rg8ru aqr Jo

Suqtarq tnoqlLu ur BreT

eqr Eurlpnts ql,vr J:lasrag

esorll Jo saJ?r oq] ruor; .iz-r

ellloq erut sTg ]Eq],rlal'l[ au

srq peuroJ.red eg'.lO'pze:

PUE srollrrunoc 
^reu 

sFI rF

uI qJnru aue^JeJur ol Par:

Jr[:

,(1uo Surpueq 'trJo sratsztu

eIDJo rlru?rq u/rro rreqlJo
eql e^oq? peceld 'qunba r

Ir3unoS aquo euo PrP re,l!

eqt >lool arls snqt pur 'asor
dnlsrepzel pe]Elor-rer{to
ar{I'rerl Euqueg sroilrrun

puu ]srg peJelue 's:rug:y uJ

'rqt[ g'r
-r1B su,ep ror{Jo ra lrs eqr

Ir)uno3 lulog oq] sE por E



10 K. M. E,unrcur

tilted her head to the side, and Belrose sighed. "You are young to
take your father's place."

"I am three and twenty," Shan replied, with more bite than she

intended, but Belrose only smiled.
'As I said." She stood. "Though there are records to update now,

you are officially recognized as the new head of the LeClaire line,
with all the privileges and responsibilities that come with it."

"I trust we will see you at the opening of this year's session of the

House of Lords," Dunn added. "How fortuitous for vou that this
happened while we were in recess."

"Hush," Lady Holland, the Councillor of Industry, reproached.

She had been the quietest of all this night. She was the youngest of
the Council, hardly into her third decade, with mousy brown hair
and plain features. Shan only knew her by reputation-that she

was more interested in numbers and policy that in playing politics,
unusual for a Councillor. Typically, such a position required a fair
amount of political acumen, but in the case of Lady Holland one

could easily,believe she had risen on merit alone.

"It zi auspicious timing for the new Lady," Dunn continued, only
for Lady Morse, the Councillor of the Militar1,, to take him bv the

arm. She was a stern woman of advanced years, but she did not let
age soften her. LadyMorse was all lean muscle, her grey hair cropped

short in military style.

"Many people's Ascensions seem fortuitous, Kevan," Morse said,

"including yours."

"She has you there," added Lord Rayne, the Councillor of the

teasury. He was the eldest of the Council by far, a stooped old man

with white hair and prominent veins in his hands. "Let the girl be,

she's had a long day."

'And she'll have many long days ahead of her," Belrose added.
"You should go rest, my lady. Tomorrow, it begins."

'As you say, Lady Belrose." Shan curtsied to them all, taking
care to remain demure and polite, even though she railed at the way

thelr 1nlp.6 about her-as if she lvasn't even there. As if she meant

II

nothing. Perhaps she didn'
and her father had ensurer

But she would force d
reclaim the power that sl
years. But for now she'd hr

ing-until they had no ch
And this was just her o
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