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PROLOGUE


Spring during the events of THE IPPOS KING

On a rainy day, as the Kai city of Saggara sank into sleep and left the daylight world to the younger races, Brishen Khaskem lit two candles in his dark bedroom for the benefit of his wife and held up a small, velvet bag. “For you, my beauty.”

Ildiko sighed and let the bag drop into her outstretched hand. “You are too generous with me. What inspired this latest offering?” He was always giving her small tokens of affection, private things that had meaning only between them, exchanged in the solitude of their bedchamber when the hours became solely theirs instead of belonging to the fortress, the court, and the queen regnant.

He traced a delicate line down her slender arm with one black nail, leaving nary a scratch behind. “You. Always you.”

A delicious tingle followed in the wake of his caress, the anticipation of finding their bed together where she might curl around his body and share all of her own great affection for him.

She slowly opened the small satchel, upending its contents into her palm. A chain spooled out first, then something small and pale. Light from the candles washed over a flower carved in exquisite detail from moonstone. The petals folded back in gentle arches, ending in blunt points. Cascading shades of white, yellow, and fading sunset washed over them, and at the flower’s center a starburst of light green and tiny yellow points filled the space. Darker green leaves surrounded the petals, and below those, an oddly tangled bird’s nest of black roots in strong contrast to the light flower and vibrant green leaves.

Ildiko recognized it instantly. A perfect miniature replica of her favorite flower in Saggara’s gardens, one not nearly as showy as those that bloomed through the warmer months, but far more resilient. It defied the snow and the cold when most everything lay dead or dormant, and unfolded in the hard depths of winter. Those black roots gave power and life to the pale blossoms that shivered in the wind and reminded her of their great fortitude and beauty when all else seemed bleak.

“Oh, Brishen,” she said on a long breath, holding the necklace up for a better look in the light. “It’s beyond lovely. How do you always know the perfect thing to give me?”

He shrugged. “Because I know my wife, nearly as well as she knows me. It was easy to explain to the jeweler what I wanted.” He motioned with a finger. “Turn around. I’ll put it on you.”

She did as he said, closing her eyes when he lifted her hair, kissed her nape, and clasped the chain together so that the flower lay just above her cleavage. Brishen nodded his approval when she turned to face him and asked “How does it look?”

“Almost as stunning as its wearer.” He leaned forward and kissed her lips. “Pretty hag.”

Ildiko threaded her fingers through his hair. “Ever the charmer, my dead eel.”

Brishen gave her a mock frown. “Just truthful. I see why this flower is your favorite. There’s much about it to admire.” He slid one finger under the strap of her shift, dragging it down her shoulder until it lay against her upper arm. The shift itself slid down to the curve of her breasts. “Come to bed,” he said in a voice gone deeper and more guttural. “I’ve played gardener to flowers for a time. Now I want to play lustful husband to Ildiko Khaskem.”

Ildiko chuckled, wasting no time draping herself in Brishen’s waiting arms. She’d once taught him to kiss the way humans did – an embrace of tongue and lips despite the danger of sharp Kai teeth. A kiss he indulged her with every chance he got, and one that always bound him to her by the best magic of both human and Kai.

They stumbled to the bed and fell across it in a tangle of limbs and caressing hands, half mumbled words of desire, and the soft moans exchanged between lovers. Ildiko embraced her husband, feeling the press of the exquisite flower between her breasts and his chest, praying she might always live up to the comparison.


CHAPTER ONE


Summer following the events of THE IPPOS KING

Brishen faced sha-Mertok in the torchlit hallway, wishing he were any place else. “Are you ready?”

Once his Master-of-the-Horse and now his second, the older man nodded and patted the pommel of the sword strapped to his waist. “When diplomacy fails, there’s always good steel.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I grow weary of strife.” Brishen gestured to the servant standing behind Mertok. “You have both maps?”

The man bowed. “Yes, Herceges.” He raised a pair of large scrolls held carefully in his arms. “The one of Haradis before the galla attack, and the most current one. Should I bring anything else?”

His eyes widened when Brishen said “Perhaps a platter for my head. They will demand it by the time this meeting concludes.” He offered a small smile to indicate he jested. Partially.

The three men approached the closed door at the end of the corridor. The sentries posted on either side saluted Brishen before one opened the door and stepped inside first. He thumped the butt of the spear he held twice on the floor and announced, “The Khaskem. Regent of Bast-Haradis. Herceges of Saggara.” The sentry stepped aside, allowing Brishen a clear view of the room crowded with Kai who faced him and bowed in unison.

Brishen entered, with Mertok and the servant behind him, giving a quick nod to those vicegerents, justiciars, and clan leaders who’d responded to his summons to attend him at Saggara. His gaze swept the dimly lit room, noting the guarded expressions alongside the puzzled ones. He paused briefly on the woman he considered his opponent and might one day be his enemy if he ever found any proof of her maleficence against the queen regnant.

He recalled his earlier conversation with Ildiko in the garden. Surrounded by the verdant bloom of white flowers whose names he couldn’t remember, she was a pale rose herself standing beneath the moonlight, her vivid hair dulled by silver luminescence.

“Are you sure it’s wise to bring the Senemset matriarch here?” The frown marring her forehead deepened. “I know we don’t have proof she was the one who planned that assassination attempt on Tarawin, but she certainly has the means, the motivation, and the ruthlessness to do it. Who’s to say she won’t try it again while she’s here?” Ildiko’s strange human eyes narrowed. “I don’t trust her any farther than I can pitch her across the training field.”

Brishen had stroked her arms in reassurance and kissed her forehead. “I don’t trust her either, wife, and your summary of her character is accurate. However, I also know that Vesetshen wouldn’t expose herself to immediate suspicion by being close to such a crime. She’s a serpent, yes, but a wily one. If she was the one who sent an assassin for Tarawin, I doubt she’ll try anything like it again, at least while she’s here. If I’m right, she’ll spend her time trying to sow discord and doubt among my vassals.”

Ildiko’s frown changed to a scowl. “Vile woman. The moment you’ve had your fill of her, tell me so. I’ll have her thrown out of Saggara so fast, she’ll wonder what horse kicked her backside through the gates.”

He’d laughed, coaxing an answering smile from her, and assured her she’d be the first to receive that command along with a request for an upfront view of the event. No doubt it would go down in the annals of Kai history. There were already numerous records detailing how the Khaskem’s human wife had killed a Kai assassin while protecting the infant queen regnant. If Vesetshen was as intelligent as he credited her for, she’d think twice before crossing him or his deceptively fierce hercegesé.

The matriarch watched him from her place among the crowd gathered in the meeting room, her citrine gaze bright with a disdain she couldn’t or didn’t bother to hide. Brishen didn’t care what her opinion of him was, only that she did not plan murder or sedition while at Saggara. She considered him weak, despite his triumph over the galla. For now, her contempt worked in his favor.

“Welcome to Saggara,” he told the group. “I trust your journeys were easy and uneventful.”

“It’s an honor to receive your invitation, Your Majesty.” Cephren Emelyin winced and corrected himself. “Herceges.”

While Brishen disliked Vesetshen as much as Ildiko did, he possessed equal—if opposing—feelings for this justiciar. Cephren Emelyin had been one of his staunchest allies during those dark days of the galla invasion, even sacrificing great swathes of his valuable dream flower fields to protect Kai farmsteads from the demonic onslaught. It was his clever daughter’s idea to flood those fields that had sparked the plans he intended to share today.

An uneasy murmur wove through the crowd when Vesetshen said, “You mistake the meaning of the Khaskem’s message, Lord Emelyin. Just as he is no longer a king but merely a regent, that was a summons, not an invitation.”

As Brishen predicted, the matriarch wasted no time in throwing down the gauntlet. He left it where it lay—for now—and ignored her. “Feel free to define my missive in whatever way you choose,” he told the crowd. “The important thing is you’re here, and we’ve work to do.” He nodded to the waiting servant. “Lay out the maps.”

With Mertok’s help, the servant unrolled the large scrolls to reveal two maps and spread them across the table set in the middle of the room. River stones held down the corners and edges while feeble light from a few sconces set in the walls highlighted the detailed work of the mapmakers and surveyors Brishen had sent to the old capital in the spring.

He stood at the room’s perimeter, watching as his vicegerents and councilors lined one side of the table, three deep, for a look at the maps. Most would say he was a patient man, and he exercised that trait now, using it to observe the reactions of puzzlement, suspicion, and even grief, that crossed the many faces of the Kai gathered here. It was an ephemeral moment of somber peace, one guaranteed a swift death once he returned the predictable volley of questions with hard, unwelcomed answers.

One of the vicegerents with an estate neighboring Saggara tapped a finger on one of the maps. “I recognize this map, Herceges. Haradis before she fell. I remember when your father commissioned his cartographers to update it when the last neighborhoods of the new town were built.” His gaze moved to the adjacent map. “This is Haradis as well but outside the city walls with—” He paused, then glanced up at Brishen. “An extensive addition of earthworks, canals, and dams.”

He left the obvious question unspoken. Why?

Brishen turned his thoughts to the several sleepless days he’d spent in the past week contemplating the best way to deliver news of his plan: one sharp blow or several gentler swats? The end result would be equally painful.

“What would you do in my place?” he’d asked Ildiko as they lay in bed during one of those days.

She didn’t answer for the longest time, and he shifted to see if she’d fallen asleep. Instead, she stared at the bed’s canopy above them, chewing thoughtfully on her lower lip.

“I know you’re inclined to ease them into the idea of what you plan to do.” She lifted his hand where it rested beneath her breast and brought it to her mouth for a quick kiss before returning it to her midriff. “You’ve always been thoughtful in that way, but thoughtfulness may be a detriment in this instance. Some might see it as manipulative for spooling out the information in a slow line instead of just telling them outright.” She offered a small smile. “A few of them act like children at times, Brishen, but they’re all adults in positions of leadership. There’s no need to play nursemaid to them.”

Brishen always valued his wife’s advice. “I plan to drown Haradis,” he told the Kai delegation.

The silence was like that of a still lake right before someone tossed a rock into the water, and the splash that followed akin to a crack of thunder. The chamber erupted into gasps and shouted protests as the shocked Kai surged toward their regent, brought up short by the large table between him and them. Mertok and the two sentries just inside the doorway made to pull their swords, only halting at a wordless gesture from Brishen to stand down. He waited, silent, until the cacophony died away.

“Why would you do this, Herceges?” The grief of a kingdom resided in Cephren’s anguished question.

A vicegerent spoke up before Brishen could answer. “Haradis is the Kai capital, the heart of Bast-Haradis. Have we not suffered enough with the loss of our magic? Must we help the galla complete the destruction of our heritage?”

Their questions were valid. He’d pondered each one himself during the bright hours when Ildiko slept beside him, and he’d stared—wide-eyed and wide-awake—at the bed canopy above him and listened to the echo of Megiddo’s last word before the galla dragged his eidolon into the breach.

“Farewell.”

The monk’s awful fate would haunt Brishen every moment he breathed as he searched for a way to save his brother-in-arms from that demonic prison and unite his spirit with his body. But that was a task for another day. This one was monumental enough on its own and would incite a battle of wills, if not weapons, in this very room.

“My greatest wish,” he told his audience, “is to go back to a time before the galla, when we had our magic and Haradis was a living, thriving city full of Kai, but that is a gift for gods, not monarchs or regents.”

No one in this room had been a refugee from Haradis. They lived on country estates in the remote prefectures under Saggara’s governance, lower-ranking gentry who would have never received a royal invitation to mingle among the upper echelons of Kai nobility and had little reason to visit the capital. He wondered if any of them realized what blessings such a shunning had bestowed upon them.

“Haradis is not the heart of our kingdom—our people are,” he said. “None of you have been there since the galla invaded. I have.” Plagued by dark dreams and darker memories, Brishen usually tried not to dwell on the images seared into his mind when he first entered Haradis as an eidolon. Now, he purposefully recalled them and shared their torment. “The city is nothing more than a ruin, not even a mass grave.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “When the galla kill, they consume. Everything. There are no corpses to bury or cremate, no bones to shrive.” The memory of riding through puddles of sludge that had once been living Kai still made his soul shudder. “There’s a reason why we had relatively few orphans and widowed spouses who fled here from Haradis.”

Entire families and clans—including all but two of the royal line—wiped out in a single night and the future of the Kai changed forever.

“Can we not rebuild it, Herceges? As you say, we can’t recapture what was lost, but can we not remake it into something new?” One young justiciar stared at him with eyes that glittered with shades of hope and desperation. He wished he could tell her yes on both counts. Instead, he shook his head.

“No, unfortunately not. Haradis may be dead, but it isn’t abandoned. A galla has been seen roaming the ruins.”

Unlike the response to his declaration that he’d drown Haradis, the crowd froze, gave a collective inhalation and paled to a Kai. Every face wore the twin expressions of horror and terror. Brishen was certain he’d worn the same look when Anhuset described her close call with the galla when she’d scouted the city against his orders four months earlier.

“Then you and your human comrades failed.” Vesetshen Senemset practically spat out the words, each one coated with the venom of contempt. “King Djedor would never have allowed this to happen or allowed you to further destroy his city.”

Brishen might have ignored her a second time, even disregarded the—no doubt—intentional lack of honorific when she addressed him. Her opinion mattered nothing to him. She had, however, cast her disdain wide to include men who’d ridden into battle with him to save a people not their own and at the terrible cost of a soul.

Something in his expression must have warned Vesetshen she’d crossed a line. Her challenging demeanor changed. Her head lowered as did the proud set of her shoulders, and her gaze flickered down and to the side, unconsciously seeking support from her fellow vicegerents. There was none to be had, and she suddenly found herself occupying a solitary space directly across the table from Brishen as her peers edged back.

He stared until her shifting gaze finally settled on her feet. “Whom are you addressing?” His inquiry fell softly into the room’s hush.

A fine shiver shook her frame before she lifted her head to meet his regard. Deeper color rode along her cheekbones and striped her neck. “Forgive me, Herceges. The shock of your news made me forget⁠—”

He cut her off midsentence. “I asked you a question. Whom are you addressing?”

Vesetshen licked her bottom lip, her throat visibly flexing as she gulped before answering. “I am addressing you, Your Highness,” she said and this time offered no excuses.

This woman had been trouble from the start. Consumed with ambition and self-importance, she’d made the same mistakes others had made: assuming his amiable nature made him a weak ruler, and forgetting he was the son and executioner of the Shadow Queen of Bast-Haradis. He had lived years under his mother’s malevolent scrutiny and survived. Vesetshen Senemset was barely a moth compared to the hawk that had been Secmis Khaskem. She was no match for him.

“Had we failed,” he said in the same soft voice, “there would be no Bast-Haradis. This meeting would not take place. There would be no one to grieve our dead because we would all be dead. Our entire world would be overrun, human and Kai alike, devoured by abominations whose hungers are never sated.” The space around Vesetshen widened incrementally as Brishen continued and the other Kai drew ever further away from the table. “As for King Djedor—” He paused, allowing the silence to grow even fatter with tension. “What would you, Madam Senemset, daughter of lower gentry and invisible to the old royal court, know of my father?”

The ice encasing each of his words might have frozen a hearth fire had one been lit in the chamber. The color in Vesetshen’s face bled away, leaving her hideously waxen. With her head bowed, he couldn’t see her eyes or the expression in them, but the way her claws dug bloody crescent moons into the backs of her clasped hands told him what her eyes did not. He’d embarrassed her in front of her peers, and whether she wrung her hands from rage or humiliation, or a combination of the two, he couldn’t say. If she was as intelligent as he assumed, she’d just learned a lesson about crossing him. If she did it a second time—and he suspected she might—she’d strike hard. It was then he’d have to show her he wasn’t only the son of Djedor, but also the son of Secmis. There would be no third time.

He released her from the rack of his regard and turned his attentions to the others. They, in turn, eyed him with a mixture of surprise, fear, and wary respect. There were even a few faint smiles from those councilors and vassals who, for their own reasons, didn’t like the Senemset matriarch any more than he did. “As I was saying, a galla was discovered roaming the ruins. My cousin, Anhuset, barely escaped its ravages while on a scouting mission inside the city in early spring.”

He’d expressly forbidden her from entering Haradis while on her ambassadorial trip with Serovek Pangion to the Lobak Valley. She’d defied his order, but for good reason. He still wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled for doing so and nearly getting herself devoured, but the foray into the city had revealed a danger he’d hoped no longer existed.

Anhuset hadn’t made her harrowing escape from Haradis alone. Serovek had been with her, but Brishen felt it unnecessary to mention that part. This group wasn’t much going to like the idea of human Beladine farmers encroaching on the land surrounding the city as it was, much less learning a Beladine margrave had walked its streets, even if he’d been there before as an eidolon himself.

There were no more interruptions after Vesetshen’s dressing-down as he gave a brief summary of what Anhuset saw in and around Haradis. He spent most of the time describing the rough waterways dug out by Beladine citizens whose farmsteads weren’t far from Kai territory and on the wrong side of the river where they didn’t have water to stop the galla invasion.

“We need to treat this encroachment as an opportunity and build on it. A team of laborers building better, more permanent canals and dams that would allow us to control the influx of water from the Absu during both droughts and rainy seasons will allow us to trap any galla within the city walls.”

“Why not just let the Beladine finish the work they started?” one justiciar asked with a shrug. “They have as much at stake as we do.”

Brishen sighed inwardly. This Kai was a decent sort but not much of a strategist when it came to long-term planning or the game of kings. “As regent, I can temporarily ignore a group of Beladine farmers with good intentions crossing into Bast-Haradis in an attempt to stop the galla. However, if I don’t send Kai to finish the work, it will be more than a few farmers. If word gets back to Rodan of Belawat that even one galla lurks inside of Haradis and there’s nothing to keep it trapped there, he’ll send in an army to do our job for us.”

Cephren spoke up, dread in his voice. “An invasion.”

Brishen nodded. “And as regent, I’ll be forced to counter it by declaring war on Belawat. How many more Kai are we willing to sacrifice to the galla in one form or another? And all for a dead city?”

“But is it necessary to flood Haradis itself if we build this great earthwork surrounding it?” Cephren pointed to the second map with the labyrinth of canals.

Unlike Vesetshen, who asked questions as a means to challenge Brishen, Cephren asked them to better understand. Brishen had infinite patience for such inquiries. “It is,” he said. “The breach between worlds is in a chamber below-ground in the palace.” The memory of that foul place still sickened him. “We don’t know how this galla escaped, but if there’s a new crack in the breach, flooding the city itself will keep the rest from breaking free.”

“A prison of water,” one clan matriarch said as she bent over the maps for a better look. “This will take an enormous numbers to complete in a timely fashion, Herceges. An army of laborers working in overlapping shifts so there’s no stoppage until it’s done.”

“And that’s why I’ve brought you all here,” he replied. “While Saggara is now the capital of Bast-Haradis, we’re first and foremost a garrison. I can field an army from here, but a workforce of the size needed for this project must come from your estates.”

He’d anticipated their consternation. Serovek and Anhuset had discovered the galla roaming Haradis in early spring, right before spring plowing began. It was now summer, and every prefecture was eyebrow-deep in haymaking, with sheep shearing soon to follow. The work would only intensify as the season progressed and every able-bodied Kai not in military service was called to weed, harvest, process, plow, and pannage before winter set in. Taking any part of that labor force for another task posed a hardship. Midsummer was always the lean time for food stores prior to the late summer harvest in any year. Not having enough hands in the field to harvest at summer’s end and plant cold-weather crops in autumn risked a starving winter. There wasn’t a Kai in the council chamber who wasn’t aware of it, and that worry reflected on their faces.

“I didn’t tell you of this until now because we needed an uninterrupted spring planting,” he said. “And I needed the time for my engineers and mapmakers to design and map these canals. You know your number of workers best—how to divide them between tasks such as harvesting and building canals. This challenge before us presents two mountains to climb: imprison the galla and not starve in the process. We have to work together. I have a small contingent of troops watching Haradis now, but I can’t empty out this garrison to dig trenches and still be able to defend our borders if necessary.”

“I have a question, Herceges.” Brishen braced for another round of sparring with Vesetshen. He’d cowed her into silence but only temporarily. At least she used an honorific this time, and her tone and expression remained studiously bland. “Since the galla drained the Kai of magic, are they even still a danger to our people? Was it not our sorcery that made them feed upon us?”

He only wished that were so. “They’re a danger to all living things, with or without sorcery. Magic only makes their prey that much sweeter and easier to hunt.”

The gods forbid any of these Kai ever discovered it had been he, not the galla, who’d stolen their birthright. Good intentions and victorious outcomes would instantly burn to ash in the face of a primal fury that would view him not as a savior but as the worst thief ever born of Elder blood.

Another vicegerent spoke. “How many workers do you need to accomplish this task in the fastest time possible without making it look like Bast-Haradis is amassing an army near Belawat’s southern border?”

Finally. A productive question. Brishen tried not to let his shoulders slump with relief. “That will be the greatest challenge and require a constant rotation of labor working night and day in all manner of weather.” He moved to the opposite side of the table so that he could view the maps right-side up. Mertok hovered nearby while the others kept a respectful distance but close enough to follow his descriptions of the maps’ details as he traced them with one claw. “To start, here’s what we’ll need.”

Over the next several hours, he and the summoned gathering made timetables for phases of project completion, estimated how many workers each estate could afford to send to Haradis and for how long, and made the master of the royal treasury tremble in sheer horror at the cost.

Brishen allowed only brief breaks for nature’s calls until his wife who sent servants in with food, drink, and a note for him.

He broke the seal to read while servants laid out an aromatic selection of spiced dishes on a spare table and served the rest of the sejm’s participants.

Prince of Night,

I assume, since no one has stormed out of the council chamber and there isn’t blood pooling under the doors, that things are going well. I’m certain calling a halt to proceedings to have dinner in the great hall would be a poor decision, however, no one thinks clearly when they’re hungry. As such, I’ve had the kitchens prepare and deliver a repast for everyone. There’s also water and small ale to drink but no wine. I’d be doing you no favors if I sent anything stronger, and your vicegerents rendered themselves stuporous from over-indulging. They are more than welcome to drink themselves under the table once the sejm is concluded to your satisfaction.

Come to me when it’s done. I’ll be awake, even if the sun is high above Saggara. You will always find sanctuary here.

IK

As usual, her subtle wit combined with bone-deep practicality lifted his mood and made him miss her fiercely, just as he did whenever they were parted. He smothered a chuckle at her remarks about the small ale, certain he’d already overheard a grumblings from a few vicegerents who wondered why no wine had been delivered. She was a loving wife but in ways that were rarely overt, and she knew him better than anyone—except maybe Anhuset. Her promise of sanctuary spoke more of her love for him than if she’d written “I love you,” in her note. That reassurance in these hard days of his regency had often been a lifeline for him, giving him strength when the weight of an invisible crown felt exceptionally heavy.

He resisted the temptation to bring the note to his nose and inhale the faint trace of her perfume lingering on the parchment. He’d save that for later when he was unobserved by a crowd of curious vassals. Instead, he tucked the note into a hidden pocket inside his tunic and nodded to the waiting servant who’d delivered Ildiko’s message. “Tell the hercegesé her thoughtfulness is noted and appreciated. I look forward to the haven of day.”

The messenger bowed and left but not before Brishen caught the fleeting puzzlement in the man’s expression at the last part of his reply. No Kai purposefully sought daylight. Ildiko would instantly know what he meant. His woman of day always did.

Unlike the more leisurely, social dinner hosted in the great hall, this one was merely a pause in their plannings, and Brishen discouraged any lingering over goblets of ale or chats about matters outside of the plans to turn Haradis into an island.

The meal was finished in short order and his vassals put to work providing the ways and means of transporting work crews, collaborating to supplement each other’s harvesting teams while a portion of their labor force worked at the ruined capital. By the time they had a coordinated plan in place, it was early afternoon, and everyone in the council chamber was exhausted and eager to find their beds, Brishen included.

“A servant will escort each of you to your rooms. Something to ease your hunger and quench your thirst will be delivered to you,” he told them as they waited to exit the chamber. “I bid you good day.”

None paused to talk with him, stopping only long enough to bow to or salute him as they filed through the doorway, a few hiding yawns behind their hands. A handful of servants stayed behind to clean the council chamber. Mertok stayed as well, taking a spot adjacent to his regent. The two watched as more servants herded Saggara’s esteemed visitors toward rooms reserved for them on the manor’s second floor.

“I’ve assigned a shadow to each of them,” Mertok said, his eyes narrowed against the stray bits of sunlight that managed to bleed through closed shutters and the spaces between doors and door frames. “Two to the Senemset matriarch. If any of them so much as sneeze, we’ll hear about it.”

Brishen was tempted to have his sha assign a battalion of shadows to watch Vesetshen. “The sooner she’s gone from Saggara, the better I’ll feel.”

“Just say the word, Herceges, and I’ll see to it she’s tossed onto the nearest horse and sent home in the next hour.”

Brishen chuckled at the hopeful note in Mertok’s voice. It seemed Madam Senemset had earned the dislike and distrust of more than just himself and Ildiko. “Don’t tempt me. The hercegesé said much the same thing. I’d consider it if it wouldn’t stir up questions and wrong-headed rumors among the others.” He scowled. “If, however, her shadows hear even a whisper of sedition from her, I want to know immediately.”

Eager to find his own bed and fall asleep in Ildiko’s welcoming arms, he left Mertok and hurried toward the private stairwell that led to the chambers reserved for the royal household and their most trusted retainers. The pair of sentries at the stairwell’s entrance were different from those who’d stood there when he first left for the council chamber. There had been at least one rotation of guard duty since he’d met with his vassals, maybe more. The two saluted him as he strode between them, taking the steps two at a time until he reached the third floor. Only one torch was lit in the long corridor that led to his and Ildiko’s bedchamber, and that was only for her benefit so she didn’t have to navigate the hallway in complete darkness if she chose to come downstairs for any reason.

A cold tingle suddenly danced across his nape, and Brishen paused at the topmost step. The tingle became a full-blown spike of terror when he spotted two slumped figures outside the doors leading to the royal nursery and his bedroom.

While he didn’t carry his sword, he wasn’t unarmed. The knife he pulled from the sheath at his belt caught the flicker of torch flame on the blade as he crept forward on silent feet. The doors to both rooms were closed, and he eased past the one leading to his bedroom to bend down and check the first guard crumpled like a broken doll at its threshold.

To his surprise, the man wasn’t dead, nor was the guard adjacent to him. Neither had been disarmed. Brishen didn’t pause to question that oddity, only re-sheathed his knife and picked up one of the guard’s swords where it lay half-drawn from its scabbard. He rose, took a position between the doors with his back to the wall and reached with his free hand to push lightly on his bedroom door.

It didn’t budge. He pushed harder and still it didn’t move. If someone was on the other side with an arrow nocked in readiness, waiting to ambush him, the door would have easily opened. He didn’t breathe any easier. If Ildiko had barred the door from the other side, he had no way of getting in without breaking it down, and it would take a troop of people with axes to cleave their way through.

He used the same tactic on the nursery door, his heart racing when that one opened a finger’s width. Not barred but blocked. Brishen glanced down at the sliver of an opening between the door and frame and shoved harder, still keeping himself a hard target to hit with an arrow.

The door gave a little more, and this time he could see that another body, propped against it, blocked his way in. The awful silence on the other side pressed down on him, nearly drowning out the hammering heartbeat in his ears. He shoved harder this time, listening for the telltale twang of a bowstring. All remained quiet.

Satisfied there was no enemy waiting on the other side, Brishen pushed the door wider a third time, stepping over the body that held it closed. A quick sweep of the nursery confirmed his worst fears. Tarawin’s two nurses lay unconscious on the floor in front of the chairs on which they must have been seated. A pair of teacups and an overturned teapot lay between them.

He turned to check the guard. Dendarah, one of the royal guards who’d risked her life to bring the newly orphaned queen of Bast-Haradis safely to Saggara and ensure the continuity of the Khaskem line, lay much like the sentries outside, senseless. Whatever had reduced her to this state hadn’t worked quickly enough. He glanced at the door bar raised out of its brackets so that it listed to one side on the bracket closest to the hinge. Dendarah’s fingertips rested against it, as if she’d managed to lift it enough before collapsing. A guard, a pair of nurses, but no child queen regnant to be found in the nursery.

His heartbeat didn’t slow as he approached the door connecting the nursery to his and Ildiko’s chamber. There was no bar on either side, and no locks. Hope was a thing unconquered even in the face of grim reality. He knew what he would—or wouldn’t—find there, yet still he hoped.

Unlike the nursery, his bedchamber remained shuttered against the day, still swathed in shadows. But Night, and her sister Darkness, hid nothing from him. He saw the empty bed with its covers neatly made, and the table where he sometimes shared a private meal with Ildiko, its surface set with a teapot and two cups. The chair she always claimed as hers was shoved to one side as if she’d risen abruptly from her seat. Beyond that, the room was undisturbed, unoccupied, and Brishen drowned in the horror of it.

Someone had taken his wife and daughter.


CHAPTER TWO


Ildiko slammed back into consciousness when the side of her face smacked against an unforgiving surface. Her eyes snapped open and took in the dusty gloaming spattered with sunlight. She lay on her belly, feeling the hard lurch of the ground beneath her. As her awareness sharpened, so did her fear. Her cry was muffled behind the gag tied firmly across her mouth and behind her head, and she struggled in vain against the ropes that bound her hands behind her back, tethered by a stretch of rope to her equally bound ankles. It bent her back in a way that sent fire licking up her shoulder blades.

The position prevented her from rolling over and put a crick in her neck when she lifted it for a better view of her surroundings. The pungent scent of horse manure and hay filled her nostrils, and the ground she lay on was instead a floor of weathered boards that creaked beneath her with every rotation of wheels on a rutted road. A wagon. She was bound and gagged in a wagon with a cover stretched over it, hiding her presence. The confined space was a sweltering box. The thin shift she wore offered little protection from the splinters that found their way through the fabric to pierce her skin.

How did she end up here and in this wretched state?

Her mind grasped at memories, coming away at first with only cobwebs, then a flickering line of images. Her bedchamber, waiting for Brishen to finish with the difficult sejm. She’d just downed her second cup of a well-brewed tea. It had made her sleepy, and she worried she’d doze off before she could keep her promise to Brishen to be awake when he returned. A series of strange thumps from the nursery had pulled her from her somnolence. There had been something menacing about the sounds, something that put her senses on alert and made her bolt from her chair, ready to race for the door connecting her bedroom to the nursery.

A dizzying fog rolled across her mind, and she struggled to recollect the rest. The door had opened before she reached it, and two figures rushed toward her. Ildiko frowned, her efforts to claw back more of her memories failing. She remembered nothing else, but it didn’t take recall to recognize the obvious. She’d been abducted.

The ropes binding her and the position she lay in rendered her nearly immobile. The gag around her face wasn’t much better, but if she could pull that down enough, she could breathe easier and call for help if the opportunity presented itself.

She bent her head to rub her cheek hard against her shoulder, trying to scrape the gag down on one side. It moved a fraction but not enough to make a difference. She continued the effort, switching to the other cheek when the first grew sore. Her face felt as if it were on fire when she finally stopped, and the gag remained firmly against her mouth, though it had moved a hair’s breadth lower toward her jawline. At this rate, she’d rub her skin off before the cloth ever dropped below her upper lip. Ildiko snarled her frustration into the gag.

What she wouldn’t give at this moment to be Anhuset. The Kai woman would have already chewed her way through the gag with those formidable Kai teeth, broken the knots in her ropes, kicked her way out of the wagon, killed the driver, and driven the wagon back home by herself. That was if someone even managed to capture her in the first place. They’d have to drug her into a deathless stupor beforehand. But Ildiko wasn’t Anhuset, and she’d have to find her own way out of this debacle using the strengths given to her.

She continued rubbing at the gag, feeling it creep down by minuscule increments as she sought explanations for how she’d ended up here. The spin of conjecture halted as abruptly as the wagon, sending her sliding forward hard enough to embed a few more splinters into her legs and midriff and tighten her shift so that the fabric cut into her shoulders. She yelped at the sharp stings.

Heavy footsteps sounded along one side of the wagon, pausing at intervals to move something that scraped along its high sides. They finally stopped at the wagon’s end, before a blast of fresh air buffeted Ildiko. Tears blurred her vision, seeping between her lashes as she squinted against the sudden onslaught of sunlight. She slowly opened one eye to see the edge of the wagon’s sides, bearded in tufts of hay lodged in the spaces between the boards, and above the sideboards, a wall of trees and a blue sky festooned with clouds.

She struggled to turn onto her side, groaning softly at the fire in her shoulders and the ache in her back. Whoever stood at the wagon’s end watched her thrashing without comment. Ildiko stilled, fear suffocating her as her captor remained silent and let the weight of a stare send gooseflesh over her entire body. She was so very vulnerable, tied up and unable to defend herself, dressed in nothing more than a shift now torn in several places and her legs exposed to mid-thigh. Her breath gusted fast through her nostrils, the sweat of terror pouring down her sides.

Her protesting cry was nothing more than a garbled squawk behind the gag as the unseen abductor grabbed her with rough hands and lifted her out of the wagon. She squirmed in their relentless grip, panic suppressing any pain and lending her a strength she didn’t know she possessed. Rough hands scrabbled over her shoulders, pausing at her neck. Ildiko fought even harder, fury combining with terror as the man grabbed the chain of her prized necklace and yanked it free. A sharp cuff to the head exploded dark stars across her vision that bounced and scattered she was dropped and struck the ground. More stars. She gagged on the droplets of mud she inhaled through one nostril, feeling the blood surge into her face as she tried to sneeze it out. She might have vomited had her captor not finally shown some small mercy and crouched to yank the gag down. She inhaled a deep breath, instantly regretting it as bile hurtled up her throat from her stomach. Ildiko closed her eyes and clenched her jaw shut, forcing back the bitter surge.

Once she exhaled hard enough to clear her nose, she risked another inhalation, albeit a shallower one, and opened her eyes again for a first good look at her tormentor.

He was human, with grizzled features and flat gray eyes devoid of any emotion—even lust—and he stank worse than a privy in high summer. Her eyes watered at the stench. He said nothing to her, but she didn’t mistake the warning gleam in his gaze. If she tried to cry out, he’d either hit her, gag her, or both.

Ildiko felt it worth the consequences. All she needed was one chance. One chance for someone to hear her and either come to investigate or mention it to the right person so that it traveled back to Brishen. Just as she opened her mouth to bellow for all she was worth, he jerked the gag back over her mouth. He didn’t cuff her a second time, but the yank he gave to her bonds hurt just as much. She screamed, and her shoulders screamed with her. She lay compliant at his feet after that, her thoughts and memories still murky as she planned her next attempt to get help. Questions heaped atop one another in her mind.

It was obvious why he’d stolen her necklace. The workmanship alone would garner a significant handful of coins, but why had he stopped and taken her out of the wagon to sit on the side of the road?

The sound of horses’ hooves crunching leaves, then gravel, alerted her they had company. Her captor didn’t move from where he stood beside her. From her contorted perspective, Ildiko couldn’t see more than equine legs and boots in stirrups as the new arrivals drew closer. She froze at the male voice that spoke above her, addressing the wagon driver in accented Common.

“She has blood on her. Is this your doing?”

Since her marriage to Brishen, Ildiko rarely saw humans. Her thorough immersion into Kai culture had given her the opportunity to learn and begin to understand her adopted people, and that included the language and accents. She couldn’t see the person speaking but she instantly recognized the accent. This was a Kai, and by the sound of it, not here to rescue her.

The driver responded, not with words, but with quick gestures of his hands and body movements.

The Kai spoke again. “Cut her bonds enough so she can stand. Leave the gag in place.”

Ildiko’s relieved groan thundered in her ears when the driver cut the length of rope securing her wrists to her ankles. The fire burning in her shoulder blades instantly faded to a dull ache, matching the one still throbbing in her lower back. She rolled to her side and curled into a fetal position, but not for long. Her captor grabbed her arm, wrenching upward so that she tottered to her feet. Tears rolled down her cheeks at the new pain shooting across her left shoulder. Her knees buckled, but she remained standing thanks to the grip on her arm and the fact her bare feet were stuck in mud made by the heavy rain that had fallen the day before.

Her view of the company before her was no longer limited to feet and legs. Two Kai, cloaked and hooded against the midday sun sat astride their horses, one carrying field satchels draped behind the saddle. Surely, she thought, they must be sweltering under those cloaks. She wore only a thin shift that offered little protection from the biting insects swarming around them, and the fabric stuck to her skin courtesy of the sweat streaming in rivulets down her body.

Yellow eyes glowed like lit lamps from the hoods’ shadows as the Kai regarded her. Ildiko couldn’t make out the details of their features, but she didn’t miss the gleam of a fang as the one closest to her and the driver curled his upper lip. “Stupid human,” he said in bast-Kai, and she wondered to which human he referred. He inclined his head to the other Kai. “Blood to cover blood. See to it.”

Her already queasy stomach somersaulted at the grim order, and she squirmed in her captor’s grip to break free, even as the sucking mud anchored her in place. He didn’t even have a chance to turn away before the second Kai was off their horse, sword flashing in the sun.

Ildiko screamed behind her gag as a splatter of hot blood struck her face. The wagon driver still held her arm in an unyielding clasp, his headless body canting hard against her until they both fell, and she lay pinned beneath him. His head lay not far away, eyes staring wide at the endless blue above.

His executioner pulled the body off her and yanked her to her feet once more to face the Kai who’d given the command to kill. That one dismounted and came to stand in front of her. This close, Ildiko had no trouble discerning his features and committing them to memory. If she made it out of this alive, she had something useful to relay to Brishen. A tiny scar cut through the line of his right eyebrow, and his upper lip was noticeably thinner than his lower one. It was all she had time to note before he seized her chin in one hand while the second Kai pinched her nostrils closed with thumb and forefinger.

Ildiko fought against their hold, struggling to open her mouth and take a life-saving breath. Her vision grayed at the edges, and the high whine in her ears drowned out any other sound. As she teetered on the edge of consciousness, the Kai holding her chin let go and jerked the gag down. Ildiko sucked in a great gasp of air only to choke when he pressed a vial hard against her bottom teeth and forced a bitter brew into her mouth. He held her jaw closed, forcing her to swallow. At her loud gulp, both Kai let go. Ildiko coughed and gasped while her lungs burned like hot coals in her chest, and a familiar taste lingered on her tongue. The black spots didn’t disappear. They merged instead with the grayness that didn’t recede. She blinked once. Twice. The world listed to one side and then the other, the two Kai tilting with it as they watched her with glowing eyes and inscrutable expressions. Soon there was more black than gray. Then nothing.

She awakened a second time from a drugged sleep, no longer trussed like a pig and hidden in a wagon but slumped in a saddle. Her first view was that of a horse’s coarse mane and the ridge of its neck that led to a pair of ears. They swiveled back briefly at her deep inhalation. That alone made her more alert. The gag was gone.

“You’re awake,” a voice said behind her. “Make too much noise, and I’ll dose you again, Hercegesé.

Were she not still so woozy, Ildiko might have been startled off the saddle. Her backrest was one of the Kai, and he held her in front of him with a heavy arm draped loosely around her waist while the other clasped the reins guiding the horse. They rode under moonlight, and his claws shone like black daggers under the silvery luminescence. She heeded his warning. Suffering from the effects of whatever poison they’d administered, she was worse than helpless; she was witless. No more, she thought. She’d bide her time, remain biddable, and plan how she might escape. It was a far easier thing to do conscious.

She stayed silent, peering into the darkness in an attempt to ascertain where they were. The wind sang a soft lullaby while insects serenaded the night. Her Kai companion guided his mount along a narrow path that hugged the border where foothills met great swaths of pastureland. At some point they’d exited the forest. Ildiko listened for another set of horse hooves following them, but it was only the one she rode that set a quick, steady rhythm in the darkness. What had happened to the second Kai?

While she still suffered the effects of whatever elixir her newest captor had forced down her throat, they weren’t as severe as the first time when she woke in the wagon. Her senses were sharper sooner, and she didn’t struggle as hard to comprehend details as they rode toward an unknown destination for some grim purpose.

The silent rider coaxed his mount into a steady trot as they came upon a fork in the path, one side still bordering the foothills while the other meandered right and up into the hills themselves. They took the second, their path dimly lit by the watchful moon. Ildiko tried to find her bearings, searching for anything familiar in a terrain made even more alien by the darkness even the moon couldn’t dispel. Never before had she wished so fervently that she was Kai instead of human. A few times the path opened up to reveal a broader view of the landscape falling ever farther away from them. Other times, the path sliced through wedges of rock that closed in other either side, creating a corridor where the only things to see were the carved ripples in rock and the black sky directly above. They continued to climb, the horse slowing to a walk as they navigated the narrowest corridors until they reached the peak of one of the hills. The opening from which they emerged revealed a sleeping village previously hidden by a towering wedge of rock.

Despite the night’s oppressive heat, gooseflesh rose on Ildiko’s skin the closer they rode to the cluster of houses crowning the hill’s top. They stood quiet and dark, not a soul about. If this were a human population, she understood the lack of lamp or torchlight. Based on the moon’s position, it was very late; people would have found their beds hours earlier. There was, however, no livestock to be seen or heard, nor a dog or two to sound an alarm with a round of barking. The silence was absolute except for the horse’s hooves as they struck a rhythm on the hardpacked ground.

Each house was a mirror of its neighbor in height, breadth, and design. Rounded walls topped with domed roofs and a single door in each by which to enter and exit. As they rode closer, Ildiko made out other details. None of the houses had windows or even holes carved out of the walls to let in fresh air. Many of the doors hung askew on their hinges, and a few of the houses were missing them altogether, giving any passerby a glimpse into interiors as black as a cave. Above each doorway, a different sigil had been carved into the plaster. They weren’t unique. Many households carved protection runes above their doorways, buried prayer bowls at the corners of their homes, and hung mirrors above thresholds to keep out malevolent spirits. These sigils looked familiar. More human than Kai in their design.

“What is this place?” she asked in a low voice, not expecting an answer.

Her captor surprised her. “I’m told you humans once called it Orshulgyn, before the Kai took this territory as theirs. The ashes of your dead sorcerers are stored in these houses with wards placed above the doors to keep their spirits from escaping.” He pointed to a few of the sigils. “The doors keep things out. Those keep things in.”

Orshulgyn. Ildiko knew of it through children’s tales, ones told to her by a few of her spiteful cousins when she was small. They had enjoyed frightening her with stories of dead necromancers rising from their cremated remains to escape their urns and suck the souls from the unwary. They nicknamed it the Ash Heap. Not a town built for the living but a necropolis whose houses were columbaria to store the questionable remains of questionable mages. Even with the more prosaic title in mind, Ildiko still found the place, and this Kai’s description of it, ominous.

Seemingly unconcerned by the notion of being surrounded by dead sorcerers, her captor guided his mount along weed-choked paths that twisted around the structures in a labyrinthine design. He finally halted the horse at the necropolis’s perimeter where the view once more opened to a panoramic scene of farmland supplicant below a field of stars. The part of the peak on which they stood dropped off sharply on one side as if sliced away by a giant knife, concealing the steep slope from any but the most reckless viewer who wished to risk life and limb to peer over the edge for a better look. In daylight, Ildiko might have recognized the lay of the land or a geographical feature that acted as a familiar place marker. The night, however, with its multitude of shadows turning everything into strange silhouettes, left her feeling adrift in these surroundings.

A sharp pain in her abdomen reminded her she hadn’t emptied her bladder since before the treacherous maid had brought her that fateful cup of tea. She shifted in the saddle to relieve the pressure as the Kai guided his mount along the perimeter as if searching for a particular spot to halt.

“Stop squirming,” he ordered as she continued to move.

“I can’t help it,” she snapped back. “I have to relieve myself. If you don’t stop and let me down, I’ll do so in the saddle and get both of us and your horse wet.”

A disgusted huff blew across the top of her head. “Lover of thorns,” he snapped, mercifully reining the horse to a stop. “Humans are vile.” He dismounted and not so gently, helped her down.

This was her second good look at him. He was close to Brishen’s height but with a heavier build and coarser, older features. His yellow eyes glowed softly in the darkness as he gestured to a spot not far from where they stood.

“Make it quick,” he said. “And don’t bother trying to run. I’ll catch you before your first step hits the ground.”

At the moment, Ildiko couldn’t imagine the agony of trying to run with a bladder ready to burst. She limped to the spot he’d indicated, wincing as small, sharp rocks dug into her bare feet. At least with her hands tied in front of her, she could still lift her shift out of the way without too much effort. “Pretentious arse,” she muttered under her breath as she put her back to her guard. “As if the Kai don’t piss.”

When she returned to him, he stared at her for a long, silent moment. His upper lip curled, and his nostrils flared. “I should have sent you further away. I can smell your piss from here.”

Ildiko rolled her eyes in the most exaggerated fashion she could muster, smiling a little as the Kai gasped and took an involuntary step away from her. “So sorry to offend your delicate sensibilities, my lady. You might remember to bring a chamber pot with you at the next abduction.”

His disgust at her eyeroll instantly changed to outrage at her mockery, one clawed hand curling at his side as if ready to strike. If he did, he’d kill her. A Kai’s claws, kept long, were lethal weapons.

Ildiko stiffened but didn’t cringe as she braced for physical retribution. Reason and practicality had always been her strongest traits and both were screaming at her now to keep her mouth shut. Exhaustion, thirst, cut feet, hands and legs embedded with splinters, and a sore face, however, made her reckless. And she had no intention of cowering away or apologizing.

Relief almost made her dizzy when his hand relaxed, even though his expression remained murderous. He didn’t retaliate for her jibe, only gripped her hard around the waist and tossed her back in the saddle before mounting behind her and putting the horse in motion once more. Wherever they were going, she was too valuable or too useful to kill just yet. She had no doubt this was a temporary state.

They rode a short distance, keeping to the edge of the necropolis until the hill on which it stood gentled from a sharp drop to a slope. A clearing behind three of the largest columbaria opened up, a space dotted with large upright stones embedded partway in the ground in a semicircle. The weathered rocks had withstood wind and time to reveal fronts carved in a myriad of sigils and runes, the vague outlines of strange, chimeric animals and the maps of stars that looked nothing like the celestial vault above her. Some of the menhirs cast angular shadows across the semicircle’s center, laddering a large, flat slab of rock resting on a foundation of more stone. Where the menhirs cast their shadows, the slab was a smooth, dull black. Where the moonlight struck, it gleamed a more polished onyx, marred only by splashes of ruddier discoloration that made Ildiko’s heart hammer and her blood rush cold through her veins. She clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering when the horse stopped within the semicircle.

Sacrifice. There was no question or room for interpretation regarding the slab’s purpose or that she was destined to be laid across it. Ildiko no longer pondered why she was here. Her focus now was escape. The terror of imminent death hummed a low-voiced dirge throughout her body, but her resolve was greater. If she had to die, it wouldn’t be by this Kai’s hands on a bloodstained rock.

Her thoughts raced with scenarios as her abductor dismounted and pulled her from the saddle. She didn’t struggle, pretending confusion or numbness. If she struggled now, he’d drug her, rendering her helpless. The grip he had on her arm promised to leave an ugly bruise as he marched her toward the sacrificial slab. The windswept quiet seemed a creature itself, squatting over them, waiting to pounce at a word or movement.

After several interminable moments, a shadow separated itself from the back of one of the menhirs most brightly lit by moonlight. It glided toward them, cloaked and hooded like the Kai holding Ildiko, but slimmer and not as tall. As it drew closer, Ildiko finally made out a pair of glowing yellow eyes. Another Kai. That didn’t surprise her. The revelation of whom those eyes belonged to did. The Kai raised a hand and slid back the hood.

Ildiko gasped, all half-formed plans for how to escape her captors paused as she gaped at the woman standing before her. A woman she’d once considered her perfect replacement as Brishen’s wife had he remained king of Bast-Haradis. A woman beautiful, clever, charming, and from a family who’d sacrificed much to help save the Kai kingdom. The child of one of Brishen’s most trusted advisors.

Ildiko, still reeling, barely managed to push the name past her lips. “Ineni?”

Ineni Emelyin, beloved daughter of Cephren Emelyin, offered Ildiko a shallow bow and a sweet smile tinged with a touch of darkness. “Hercegesé, you’ve arrived at last. It’s been too long since we last met.”

Ildiko could only stare at her, bewildered. Surely, this woman whom Ildiko had thought a friendly acquaintance, was not part of this scheme? She took a breath, ready to ask the question that had burned in her gut since she’d been dragged away from Saggara: why?

Ineni didn’t give her a chance. She raised an arm and carefully peeled back the cloak’s edge where it covered her other arm, revealing a sleeping Tarawin resting in the crook of her elbow. All thoughts of escape died a swift death as Ildiko nearly fell to her knees in horror.

Ineni’s smile never changed, though her eyes glowed a little brighter at the distressed sound Ildiko made. “We’re glad you’re here. Her Majesty has missed you.”


CHAPTER THREE


Agathering of thirty Kai congregated a league outside of Saggara where the main crossroad lay, one path leading to Gaur, one toward High Salure’s southern border, and the final two into the heart of Bast-Haradis. A day and part of a night had passed since Brishen discovered Ildiko and Tarawin missing—hours that had seemed to crawl or race by in turn as the alarm went out throughout the redoubt, and he marshaled a force of trackers and support teams to hunt down the bastards who’d taken those most precious to him.

Nearly sick with fear, he held onto his outward calm with an iron grip and issued instructions. “You all have your assigned paths. If you find any spoor related to the queen or the hercegesé or both together, send a runner to the team closest to you for help. Be cautious and do what you must in order to avoid putting either in danger if you locate them and their captors. If you find yourself engaged in combat, no mercy. Understood?”

They replied in unison with a chorus of “Aye, Herceges,” before sending their mounts in various directions, creating a net that, if the gods were kind, would catch their quarry in short order and deliver Ildiko and the queen regnant safely into Brishen’s arms.

He turned to his own companion, the grim-faced Dendarah. “Are you ready?”

She nodded, mouth set and hard. She still avoided his gaze even after he’d reassured her she hadn’t failed in her duty to protect Tarawin. Someone with a sound knowledge of poisons had planned carefully, received help from cohorts, and used cunning over brute force to get past not only the door sentries but the royal guard as well. Their actions spoke of patience, strategy, and learning the routines of his household. Dendarah hadn’t failed in her role; she’d been outsmarted. As had they all.

Made speechless by his request that she be his tracker, her mouth had opened and closed a few times as she struggled with a reply. He’d saved her the effort. “You were an elite ranger before you became a royal guard, and you saw the person who delivered the tea and have some memory of those who entered the nursery. If we come across them again, you’d recognize them. I wouldn’t.”

He’d scowled when she fell to her knees. “I would be honored, Herceges.” She rose just as quickly when he snapped at her to stand.

“Gather what you need and meet me in the bailey near the stables at twilight,” he told her.

In those desperate hours when Saggara erupted into battle mode, Mertok shone as Brishen’s sha, summoning every tracker in the redoubt and from the surrounding area. On Brishen’s orders he’d also sent for the queen regnant’s previous nursemaid and the royal guard who’d escaped Haradis during the galla’s attack on the city. Brishen himself spent the time questioning the still-groggy guards and the two nurses who could offer nothing more useful than what Dendarah had already told him.

He’d stood in the bailey, exhibiting a calm he didn’t feel as all of the sejm participants left Saggara for their estates, stunned by news of the abduction, some offering to stay to help. Brishen had declined. “You’re more useful to me on your estates,” he’d said. “If you notice anything unusual, send a messenger to Saggara immediately.” Somewhere in the sejm’s midst, a traitor watched. The last thing Brishen needed was to shelter a viper at his breast while trying to rescue his wife and daughter.

Mertok had stood beside him watching as the vicegerents and justiciars rode out the gates. “Give the command, and I’ll bring every one of them back in shackles until the hercegesé and the queen are returned.”

It was tempting, so very tempting. Brishen’s fury equaled his fear, and for the first time in his life, he’d considered the merits of his mother’s methods for extracting information. “Not yet. Whoever was responsible will expect it and has no doubt planned accordingly. But I want your best shadows assigned to each Kai who attended the sejm, and alert any shadow we’ve embedded in the various households to be even more vigilant.”

“Madam Senemset will cry foul the loudest if you move against her.”

Brishen snorted. He couldn’t care less about Vesetshen’s potential outrage. “If there’s a sliver of proof she’s behind this, I want her brought in, even if you have to drag her behind a horse. No one is to have access to my chamber or the nursery except for Kirgipa and Necos. I doubt anyone will question why we’ve isolated the queen since we’ve made it known the hercegesé has been taken. They’ll assume it’s a necessary precaution.” He wondered how many more lies he’d have to tell during his unofficial reign over Bast-Haradis.

The abduction of the regent’s consort was one thing: a matter of outrage, of ransom, of personal vendetta. The abduction of the queen was a matter of state with far-reaching consequences.

“Make sure the guards and the nursemaids are kept apart from others for now. They’ve sworn secrecy, but I don’t want anyone beyond those we’ve told to know that Tarawin is also missing.”

It was effectively imprisonment for Tarawin’s erstwhile protectors, but he had no choice. The Kai of Bast-Haradis might sympathize with him over his wife’s kidnapping, yet the country would continue as before, secure in the knowledge their young sovereign was safe and sound at Saggara. A slip of the tongue by the sentries or nursemaids would incite a chaos he might not be able to control.

Just before he left to join the trackers, he met with Necos and Kirgipa in the empty nursery. It seemed a hollow place now without the lively Tarawin keeping her nurses and adoptive mother busy. The stricken expression on Kirgipa’s face told him she felt as he did.

“Madam Hosanth,” he said, using the title he’d bestowed on her for her service to the crown. “Once again, you’ve been called upon to help the queen regnant as her nurse, though you’ll be minding a child who isn’t here.”

Kirgipa bowed low. “Whatever it takes, Herceges. If I had the skills of a tracker, I’d beg you to let me join the search party. However, you have whatever help I can give you and more. And I’ll pray to the gods you’ll bring the queen and the hercegesé safely home very soon.”

Necos, who’d refused the titles but not the estate Brishen had offered him as reward for getting Kirgipa and Tarawin out of Haradis alive, also bowed. “Your secret is safe with us, Herceges. Rest assured I’ll guard this room and Kirgi—Madam Hosanth with my life. None will know the queen isn’t here.”

Anxious to take to the roads, Brishen hadn’t hesitated, leaving Saggara in Mertok’s capable hands and the lie of Tarawin’s whereabouts in Kirgipa’s and Necos’s. With each tracker team assigned their route, the group split into pairs and trios, fanning out from the four roads. Brishen and Dendarah followed a drover path that forked from the main road and ran parallel to a woodland perimeter and the low foothills bordering the eastern horizon.

They traveled through the night, pausing at numerous intervals to dismount so Dendarah could look for any signs or spoor. While a fair tracker himself, Brishen acted as her cover, scanning the area, ready to nock an arrow while she concentrated on the muddy path and hunted for clues. At this part of the road, the space was more open, with the treeline only on one side. That wouldn’t last. He could see up ahead where it stretched deeper into the woods and the trees sprang up on either side. His role as guardian would become infinitely more difficult. A heavily forested landscape was the perfect place for an ambush by a few or a kill shot made by a single archer from the shadows. The risks weren’t unknown to any who participated in the hunt. They were why Brishen had asked for volunteers.

Dendarah rose from the crouch she’d taken, gesturing for him to follow her as she walked a short distance, head down, before stopping. When he caught up to her, she leaned in and spoke in a soft voice. “The track next to my feet is from the wheels of an empty wagon. Were it loaded, they would have sunk deeper into the mud.”

He resisted the urge to glance down. While his instincts didn’t hum with the sense of being observed, there might well be someone in the trees watching as they tracked. Being obvious about what they’d spotted would let any observer know they’d found something of interest. “Anything else?” Like her, Brishen kept his voice to a near-whisper.

She nodded. “Best to walk for now with the horses on our outer flanks. I can show you more.”

Putting the horses on either side of the road acted as both blinder and shield. Brishen didn’t much like the first as he stayed alongside Dendarah while she studied details of various tracks, but the second offered some protection. Ildiko had once said he reminded her of an owl with his yellow eyes. He suspected he looked much like one now with his head swiveling as he kept watch on the landscape behind and in front of them by turns.

Dendarah pointed to more tracks. “It’s a small wagon, meant to be pulled by a single horse as you can see here.” She gestured to the pattern of hoofprints embedded in the mud with smoother wheel tracks behind them. It was indeed one horse.

The wheel tracks stood out in a path pockmarked by the numerous trampling feet of sheep and cattle driven this way at any given time. A spark of hope lit inside him. “Why would someone try to drive a wagon over such difficult terrain? Loaded down, it might end up with a broken axle at the first rut it hit. Empty, and it will bounce in every direction.”

His companion nodded. “And the direction these tracks are headed in promise an even harder drive for no good reason. She glanced behind her. “That’s the way to the closest baling station, where the road is smoother and meant for wagon traffic.”

Brishen tried not to let burgeoning excitement send him on the wrong path. “Maybe the driver lives nearby or was deep in their cups and got lost.” It was a possibility, but his gut and Dendarah’s expression told him otherwise.

“It isn’t just the choice of paths, Herceges. The track on these wheels tells its own story. The framing gear is narrower and shorter than that of a hay wagon built by the Kai. This is of human design.” His eyebrows rose, and she gave a sheepish shrug. “I wasn’t born a royal guard. I grew up a farmer’s daughter. I baled plenty of hay and loaded many a wagon before I took up the sword. And I know the differences between a haywain built by one of us and a haywain built by one of them.”

Brishen’s heart began to race. “Then the question isn’t so much who would bring a haywain down a drover path but what is a human doing driving one through the heart of Kai territory?”

“Exactly.”

His thoughts raced with even more questions. “If the haywain was used to transport Ildiko and the queen, someone would have seen them, yes? Aren’t these just simple carts with decks built across the wheels so hay can be stacked?”

Thank the gods for farmers’ daughters turned soldiers and trackers. Dendarah was quick to answer. “For the most part, but some have sides, and tarpaulin can be stretched across the deck and attached to the sides to protect the load in bad weather.”

Fear and hope threatened to set fire to his heels. Were he a more impulsive, less reflective man, he’d be on his horse, racing toward a hint of a notion as to where Ildiko and Tarawin might be. But this mission required thorough observation and patience he was trying his best to hold onto despite his terror.

“While it may lead to nothing, I think this spoor is worth following.” Dendarah’s eyes gleamed like small suns in the waning night.

Before he could give his agreement, the faintest sound—a sigh on a whisper—teased his ears. It came from the beginning of the treeline to their right. He raised his bow, nocking the arrow in place even as Dendarah eased her sword from its scabbard.

“You might want to adjust your hoods better,” a familiar, much-beloved voice called out. “I spotted your eyes a league off. Why not just wear lanterns on your head?”

Dendarah didn’t move, though Brishen had no doubt her surprised expression mirrored his. He lowered the bow a fraction and peeked around the horse’s head, spotting another rider approach. Like them, the newcomer was cloaked, but the hood had been pulled far forward, hiding any eyeshine.

“And what is a gameza doing roaming about harassing decent Kai folk?” he called out, stepping around the horse made shield. Beside him, Dendarah swallowed a gasp at his insult.

The rider laughed, a deep, feminine chuckle with a surprising touch of sensuality to it. “Keeping watch over a useless prince of no value.”

This time the royal guard gasped loud enough to make both horses swing their heads toward her. Brishen grinned, awash with relief and a touch of joy. He strode toward the woman who had dismounted to meet him halfway.

A soft grunt sounded in his ear when he yanked Anhuset into his arms and squeezed hard. He grunted as well when she returned the embrace before shoving him away from her. This close and her eyes were no longer hidden from him, a pale yellow that hinted at her anger. This was no chance meeting. She’d learned something about the events at Saggara.

While he no longer thought a watcher kept an eye on them, he chose his louder words carefully. “You’re a fair distance from High Salure.”

Never one to let her guard down at any time, Anhuset followed his lead. She gave a careless shrug. “Out hunting.”

“So are we.”

Her half smile carried a wealth of meaning. “I figured such. I thought I might join you.”

“Is the margrave hunting as well?” To most ears, this was idle chitchat between friends. Between him and Anhuset, it was a field report.

She nodded. “He’s leading a patrol now. Raiders thieving cattle. Absolute pains in our arses.” She saluted Dendarah who returned the gesture. “So, where are we off to?”

He updated her while Dendarah continued her tracking. “Whoever took Ildiko also took Tarawin.”

Her soft “Lover of thorns, they abducted the queen as well?” encapsulated all the fear he felt, not only for his daughter’s safety, but for the kingdom’s stability.

“There are thirty of us working in teams. Of those, only the trackers know we’re hunting for two people instead of one. I assume you came across a team while looking for cattle thieves?”

Anhuset’s gaze flickered toward the treeline and then behind them, much as his had. “Aye. I think they would have been close-lipped were it someone other than me, but two of the three I talked to served under me before I left Saggara and sent me this way.” She scowled. “Don’t even think of refusing my help, Herceges.”

Fierce, dour Anhuset, whose devotion was unwavering but always served with a heaping of nettles. There wasn’t a day that passed since she married Serovek that Brishen didn’t miss her presence at Saggara. “I wouldn’t dare. We could use a second cover guard.”

“Have there been ransom demands?”

He wished there had. If it were greed that motivated the abductors, the easiest and safest way to resolve this would be to pay them what they wanted to get his wife and child back, then hunt them down later. But something told him greed played no role in this abduction, and that frightened him the most. “Not yet, but Mertok will send a scout to find me if one comes in. I think this is about something other than money.”

She gave a doubtful sniff. “Are you certain? Whoever has your wife and the queen could demand half the kingdom’s treasury, and you’d pay it without hesitating.”

He’d bankrupt three kingdoms to get them back if necessary. “True, but they’d have a hard time spending all that wealth in any meaningful way without drawing attention.”

The trek down the drover path was slow as they followed the tracks made by the haywain in the drying mud. To their left, the trees thickened into a black wall of towering limbs with tufts of underbrush carpeting the forest floor. The fields to the right gave way to more woodland until they were hemmed in on two sides. As Dendarah continued to track, Brishen took up lead guard while Anhuset covered the rear.

The tracks didn’t veer or change as the path led deeper into the woods. Brishen held up a fist to signal a stop, pointing to where the road made a slight bend. A haywain stood parked to one side, its concealing tarp thrown back, the horse to pull the contraption gone.

Weapons readied, the three crept forward, staying between their horses as they drew closer to the wagon. They halted at the sight of a figure slumped not far from the rear of the haywain. Brishen motioned for his companions to stay put while he tracked a semicircle around the person, arrow ready to fly if they so much as twitched. He nudged it with his boot and the body rolled over with a soft thud. Brishen pivot slowly to peer into the concealing underbrush before gesturing for Dendarah and Anhuset to join him.

Dendarah bent for a closer look. “The haywain’s driver I presume.” She pointed to the dead human’s head, not far from the body. He stared up at the dimming stars with sightless eyes. “Whoever beheaded him must have considered his usefulness ended.”

Anhuset gestured to the haywain with a jerk of her chin. “That rattletrap of a wagon is held together by a prayer and some rotten string.” She pointed to the dead man. “And by the look of him, he didn’t have two coins to rub together. Not likely a robbery.”

“Someone who needed help for a price but didn’t want a witness spilling knowledge about the task later.” Brishen tried not to let his fear race away with his reason and make assumptions. “Then again, maybe the horse was of value. If not to pawn, then maybe to eat.” While the second wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility, the feeling of the first rang truer.

Undeterred by the filthy state of the man’s clothes or his lack of a head, Dendarah patted him down from shoulders to ankles, pulling aside his tunic to check inside and did the same for his ragged trousers. Her search yielded a reward when she located a pocket sewn into the tunic.

Brishen growled low in his throat at the sight of the delicate flower carved from white moonstone hanging from royal guard’s claws by a length of broken chain. Fury threatened to swallow him whole as he took it from her with a shaking hand.

Anhuset reached out and lightly tapped the flower. “Is that Ildiko’s?”

“Yes.” Brishen hissed the word between his teeth. His instinct was right, confirmed in a way that made his heart jolt. The memory of Ildiko’s delighted expression when he gave her the necklace tortured him as did his imagining the human yanking it hard enough from her slender neck to break the chain. He slammed a foot into the corpse’s leg, wishing he was alive so he could be the one to kill him.

Dendarah completed her search, finding nothing else among the dead man’s clothes, and moved on to scrutinize the ground around him. She pointed to a strip of grass at the road’s edge where it had been flattened into the soft ground. “Someone else, smaller and lighter lay here.” She bent for a closer look. “They’re barefoot. At some point, they lay on their belly, then their side.” She crept forward a few footsteps and ran across another spoor. “They stood here.”

Anhuset added her own tracking to Dendarah’s, noting more tracks—this time hoofprints—crossing the road from the woodland to their right. “One rider joined by a second one in short order.” She traced the path from which they emerged, disappearing into the brush that stood knee-high under the whispering trees.

Brishen tucked the necklace behind the padding of his hauberk and left Dendarah for an inspection of the haywain. The rickety cart groaned in agony when he climbed onto the deck. The tarp that once covered it offered up no clues, but the deck did. Tiny spots of blood speckled the wood slats along with knotted threads of fine linen that had caught in raised splinters. Someone had lain here, possibly bound, shifting positions so that the deck’s dry wood caught skin and fabric, tearing both in places. His claws caught on a few strands of hair. Long and wavy, they appeared a dark gray under the moonlight, but he’d bet his remaining eye they would gleam red in the sunlight.

He shoved aside the grim images that rolled through his mind’s eye. He’d be no help to either Ildiko or Tarawin by tying himself into knots over what might be happening to them now, but his gut roiled as he gently wound the hair around one of his fingers. Whoever had taken Ildiko had passed her to their human accomplice somewhere beyond Saggara’s border. He’d tossed her into this wagon and taken the quiet drover road that led deeper into Kai territory instead of away from it. There were still no signs of Tarawin.

“Look who I found grazing nearby.” Anhuset emerged from the wood, leading a thin dun horse by a frayed halter. “Having a meal instead of being one.” She scowled at the dead man. “I bet that arse-wipe kept this horse half-starved and overworked. Good riddance.” She tipped her head back to the forest behind her. “It’s as I thought. One rider came through first, followed by a second. Both stopped here, probably just long enough to kill the driver and retrieve the hercegesé.”

Dendarah joined Anhuset for a moment before following the hoofprints where they disappeared into the woodland on the other side of the road. Her shadowy form melted into the landscape.

Anhuset watched her go. “Whoever has the queen and the hercegesé, they’re either careless or in a hurry or both. They didn’t have much time to put any decent distance between them and Saggara before you called a hunt. Even on a strong, fast horse, they wouldn’t get far, and they lost time by concealing her in the haywain.”

Brishen wished it were that straightforward. “Or they’ll hide and bide their time as we search. If they went through the woods, the underbrush would make their tracks more visible. With two riders, they can split up, taking Ildiko one way and Tarawin another.” That would make things so much harder.

“They’ll extract more ransom from you if they keep them together instead of making you choose.”

The thought of having to choose between his wife and his daughter made him physically sick. “I don’t think it’s ransom they want. If so, they would have left a message of some kind at Saggara where we’d see it and instructions for what to do next. We have nothing.”

Keeping company with a corpse while waiting for Dendarah to return wasn’t soothing Brishen’s anger or calming his fears. He paced, pausing at times to scrutinize the spoor they already found or search the haywain yet again. He almost shouted his relief when the tracker emerged from the wood, farther up the road from where he and Anhuset stood. She jogged toward them on silent feet.

“Two horses, both heading east. If I were familiar with the horses, I might be able to tell if one was carrying a second rider, but with just hoofprints to go by, it’s impossible.”

Brishen shrugged and turned to retrieve his mount. “It doesn’t matter. We have enough to assume whoever they are they have Ildiko and possibly Tarawin.” He gestured to the cart horse Anhuset had retrieved. “Send it back down the road. There’s open pasture it can graze on until someone discovers it.”

Dendarah grabbed her gelding’s reins and guided it around the dead man. “What about him?”

Brishen didn’t bother to turn around, his gaze hard on the wall of trees ahead and the path taken by Ildiko’s abductors. “Leave him for the scavengers.”

The white flower lay heavy against his chest, a reminder of happier hours.


CHAPTER FOUR


Ildiko lunged for Tarawin, forgetting her captor’s grip on her arms. He yanked her back hard enough to make her teeth rattle and her back crack. She ignored the pain and his hissed warning to be still. Struggling to break free, she glared at Ineni. “I will tear your head off with my bare hands and feed it to the crows if you’ve hurt that baby.”

For a moment, Ineni’s mocking laughter was at odds with her expression, a vague wariness of Ildiko’s threat and the possibility she could carry it out. “You’ve a mother’s ferocity for a child not of your blood or even your race, Hercegesé. I find that admirable.”

Ildiko couldn’t care less about Ineni’s opinions. She stared hard at Tarawin, noting the steady rise and fall of her chest, the way her bow-shaped lips pursed with her breathing, forming spit bubbles that disappeared back into her mouth with each inhalation.

Such serenity didn’t ease her fears. Tarawin was a lively child, especially now that she’d learned to walk. At home, she’d be toddling around the nursery, getting into trouble with her nurses or demanding Ildiko or Brishen carry her around the redoubt to see and hear all the goings-on there. And the queen regnant didn’t easily warm to strangers. Were she awake, she’d squirm in Ineni’s arms and bellow her disapproval at being held by someone she didn’t know. This was no natural sleep.

“What have you done to her?” Ildiko tried to free herself from her guard’s hold to no avail.

“Nothing that many a harried, worn-out mother hasn’t done with a fussy baby refusing to sleep.” Ineni lifted Tarawin to place a kiss on her forehead. Ildiko bristled. “A simple elixir of dream flower I brewed and mixed with milk. She’ll wake in a few hours none the worse for it.”

Until she could actually snatch her daughter back from her abductor, Ildiko would have to be satisfied with the other woman’s explanation and pray she wasn’t lying. “We considered you and your family friends, Ineni. Why did you do this?”

She couldn’t think of any reason for Ineni’s actions beyond inexplicable madness. The Emelyins had visited Saggara often, when Cephren reported to his liege matters of a judicial nature in his province, and sometimes at Brishen’s invitation. Ildiko had liked Ineni since the first time she met her and sometimes found it difficult not to show her obvious favor for the justiciar’s daughter over other visiting Kai families. A ribbon of cold shock was still unfurling within her at the revelation that this woman, whom Ildiko had considered a friend, was behind the abduction.

The sudden anguish twisting Ineni’s features startled her. “Friendship,” she said softly, “is a gift that must sometimes be sacrificed for necessity.” She tucked the sleeping Tarawin a little closer to her side as if seeking comfort. “You and the queen offer a chance to bring back the power that died with Queen Secmis and was lost to her son when he became a Wraith King.”

Even with the fog of a sleeping drug still clinging to her thoughts, Ildiko’s mind raced as she tried to comprehend Ineni’s enigmatic statement. Tarawin had inherited her grandmother’s formidable legacy. When she was older, and her sorcerous heritage manifested, she’d be the most magically powerful living Kai. That valuable heritage would have once been Brishen’s. Ineni was mostly right when she said he’d lost the power passed to him from Secmis. What little remained he jealously guarded in the hopes of one day uniting Megiddo’s eidolon with his physical form. Ineni didn’t know that, and Ildiko trusted she never would. Still, none of that enlightened her as to why Cephren’s daughter had taken the queen regnant and the regent’s consort.

Ineni studied her for a moment in silence. “Most Kai don’t understand how or why you’ve earned such devotion from the herceges. I think I do. You’re kind and obviously as devoted to him as he is to you. You held his kingdom together when he went to war and treat his niece as if you birthed her from your womb even though you’re not kin-bonded in any way.” She sighed, a mournful sound. “And there’s the crux of it. Were you Kai, none of this would be necessary. The little queen would still claim the throne, but Brishen’s line would also continue. Sons and daughters whose magic was as strong as the young queen’s even though their father no longer possessed his.”

The alarm bells chiming softly in Ildiko’s ears now rang loud and incessant. Ineni was making a winding way toward an explanation, but what she didn’t yet say painted every word spoken. Ildiko had been raised as a noblewoman of no importance except as a convenience in sealing a treaty. Now she was one of inconvenience, and the latter carried far more risks than the former.

Ineni turned her attention to the Kai holding Ildiko. “What of the driver?”

Ildiko felt him shrug behind her. “Dead. You instructed us to bring the hercegesé to you unharmed. He disobeyed.” His voice reflected no regret over the man’s murder.

“Needs must,” Ineni said softly, a bleakness tightening her mouth.

How many times, Ildiko wondered, would decent people use that reasoning to justify terrible acts? She’d killed a man herself to defend Tarawin and still had nightmares about it. She’d almost abandoned her marriage and the man she loved for a kingdom and people not her own. What had driven Ineni to these extremes?

Needs must.

Terror sent her thoughts scattering, and she fought hard in the henchman’s grip when Ineni instructed him to bring her closer to the altar slab. Ildiko squirmed, kicking back with her bare feet and tried to bite the hands that held her tight to no avail. The Kai simply shook her like a wet cloth and pulled her hair until her scalp caught fire and tears spilled down her cheeks.

The pain didn’t stop her. She fought even harder when Ineni paced alongside them with Tarawin to the altar. “You said you wouldn’t hurt her.” Ildiko wheezed the words between her teeth, her vision blurry.

“And I won’t.” Ineni bent to gently lay the sleeping child on the slab’s stained surface. “At least not very much and nothing she’ll remember.”

Grim words that only made Ildiko’s panic soar.

Ineni kept one hand on the sleeping child. Her features, when she faced Ildiko, had adopted an eerily calm expression. “Humans didn’t inherit Elder magic, but that never meant they lacked power of their own. Orshulgyn is proof of that. The ashes of sorcerers who could control magic with the same skill as any Kai adept are kept here, their power undiminished, even by death. She reached inside the satchel she carried with one hand, pulling out a ragged book which she held up for Ildiko to better see. “Grimoires like these hold spells, potions, incantations, some useful even to those who have no magic or aren’t human. I’ve never subscribed to the Kai notion that your kind is inferior to us in such matters. That’s a dangerous pride.”

Ildiko barely glanced at the book, all of her attention locked on the slender hand holding Tarawin down on the altar. “Please, Ineni,” she begged. “Whatever you’re planning, stop. No good can come from it.” She reached desperately for anything that might make the other woman pause and rethink this mad plan. “Surely your father doesn’t know about any of this, nor would he approve.”

Ineni’s strangely serene look melted away, leaving anguish behind. “He would disown me if he did, and he may still do so one day. I love my father, but his approval, his love, must come second now.” She frowned. “We’re a nation dying with every child born. Tarawin is a hope, but a single, fragile one. We need more than one if we’re to survive as a people with a soul. Without our magic—our ability to reap our mortem lights and preserve the memories of those who came before us—we will vanish before Tarawin can bounce a grandchild on her knee.”

Ildiko continued to fight against her captor’s grip when Ineni instructed him to drag her to the slab and hoist her atop its surface next to Tarawin. He held Ildiko down easily enough, her struggles no match for his strength.

Ineni lay the book down, adding a flask, a chalice, and knife next to it.

Please, gods, save us, Ildiko screamed the prayer in her head. Save Tarawin. Mercy for the queen.

“Peace, Hercegesé,” Ineni half crooned to her as she lifted the knife. “Neither you nor the queen are useful to me dead.” She paused. “At least not yet.”

With those words, the knife flashed, and Ildiko felt a sharp pain along the inside of her forearm before Ineni raised it and placed the chalice edge against her skin. She held her arm in a vice grip as blood ran in rivulets into the cup. Ildiko’s arm was awash in red by the time Ineni pulled it away and turned her attention to Tarawin.

“Don’t! This time she shouted the word as Ineni partially freed Tarawin from her blanket to expose one of her feet. The Kai holding Ildiko down clapped a hand over her mouth, silencing her protest.

Tarawin didn’t awaken when Ineni carefully pricked her heel, only pulling her leg back in reaction to the wounding. While Ineni wasn’t as harsh with the knife as she’d been with Ildiko, she was no less merciless in extracting the amount of blood she needed from the queen regnant to drip into the chalice. When she was done, she carefully wiped Tarawin’s foot and covered it in the blanket.

Ildiko’s heartbeat thundered in her ears, from both fear and relief. She didn’t fool herself into thinking either she or the queen were out of danger, but for now they still lived. Bound to Ineni Emelyin’s bizarre machinations but still alive.

Ineni poured a dark liquid from the flask into the chalice, swirling the contents for a few moments until satisfied with the results. She held the cup up with both hands and read from the tattered grimoire, not in bast-Kai, but in old Temple language used by human priests and mages who served the gods Ildiko herself had grown up praying to on sacred days.

“Blood of a queen, blood of an Elder, wine aged in a barrel made from a Sanfar tree. One to free the magic, one to cloak the wearer, one to bind the spell and make the wearer whole.”

More of the spell spilled from Ineni’s lips but in an arcane language Ildiko didn’t recognize. Ineni then downed the chalice’s contents in two gulps. For several moments nothing happened, and a look of panic blossomed across the woman’s face. “It didn’t work,” she said in a voice heavy with despair.

As she finished the sentence, her eyes rounded, and the chalice fell from her limp fingers. Ildiko’s guard abandoned her with a warning. “Run, and I’ll kill you.” He didn’t have to worry. She was going nowhere without Tarawin.

Fear twisting his features, the guard reached for his mistress where she now leaned hard against the altar slab.

Ineni held up a hand to warn him off. She gasped and bent at the waist before falling to her hands and knees. Her cloak hid her form, but the folds of cloth twitched and rippled as she convulsed, and ragged, choking noises erupted from her throat. The guard ignored her gesture and knelt down to grip her shoulder. She shrugged him away.

The convulsions continued for several more minutes before fading. It was the sight of Ineni’s hands that alerted Ildiko the spell had done its work. The Kai woman braced her palms flat on the ground to give herself leverage to rise. Palms that were no longer the gray of the Kai but as pale as Ildiko’s. Her fingers lacked the formidable Kai claws, their tips rounded by much more fragile human fingernails with pink nail beds.

Ineni rose on shaking legs, and there too a change was obvious despite the concealing cloak. She was no longer as tall, and the cloak’s hem puddled at her feet. She pulled back the hood with one of those very human hands. Ildiko and both guards gasped aloud, the Kai closest to her jerking away as if Ineni had struck him.

“Lover of thorns,” he said in a choked voice. “What have you done, mistress?”

She raised her hands to stare at them in a mixture of wonder and horror. “It worked,” she said, reaching up to touch her face, wincing as she did so.

Speechless, Ildiko could only stare at what had once been a tall, elegant Kai woman with gray skin, white hair, and yellow eyes. Now she gazed upon the mirror image of herself, right down to the cuts, scrapes, bruises, and tangled red hair. Even Ineni’s voice was no longer her own, though the cadence and accent weren’t Ildiko’s either.

Ineni turned her head slowly to survey her surroundings before her gaze settled on Ildiko. “It’s strange to see the world from your eyes.”

Shocked by the spell’s results and the sight of her double standing in front of her, Ildiko shook her head. “My gods, what have you done?” she said, echoing the guard’s earlier question in equally horrified tones.

Ineni shrugged. “Nothing yet. You can’t give the Khaskem children, and he refuses to set you aside for a Kai woman or take one as a concubine to sire offspring. Were he anyone else, such devotion would be admirable. If he won’t give up Ildiko of Gaur for a Kai woman, then a Kai woman will become Ildiko of Gaur. Not forever, but long enough to achieve what’s needed.”

All of Ildiko’s suspicions were confirmed. “A mare put to a stud.”

Ineni nodded. “Isn’t that the duty of every royal couple? He’s unwilling. You’re unable. Apart or together, neither of you is more important than the survival of the Kai and Bast-Haradis.”

Ildiko might have argued with her were it not for the fact she’d considered these same arguments herself many times, usually when sleep eluded her as she lay next to Brishen and wondered how the Kai would ever recover from the trauma of the galla and the sacrifice they all unknowingly made to defeat them.

Ineni’s plan was foolish, madness in the making, and poorly stitched together from the threads of desperation and grief. Even if Brishen thought her his wife at first sight, the mirage wouldn’t last. He knew her too well, and Ineni didn’t know her well enough. She could wear Ildiko’s face and body for a time but not her character. “He’ll know, Ineni. This illusion won’t fool him for long.”

“It doesn’t have to be for long. Just long enough for me to share his bed and take his seed.” Ineni shrugged off the cloak, revealing her Kai garb of tunic and trousers, now hanging on her in loose-fitting folds. “Strip her,” she instructed her guard. “We’ll exchange clothes. The Khaskem would question why I’m in something other than that shift when he sees me.”

Ildiko backed away from the guard as he approached her. “I’ll do it myself.” At Ineni’s nod, he halted. In short order Ildiko found herself swathed in Ineni’s clothes while the other woman picked at the torn, bloodstained shift now gracing her form.

Were these not such dire circumstances, Ildiko might have marveled at the spell’s power. Ineni mimicked her appearance in every way, even down to her injuries. Ineni, though, would have to do more than look and sound like her captive.

As if she heard Ildiko’s thoughts, she shifted her posture and turned her head in such a way that was nothing like her. Her half smile and raised eyebrows changed her facial features in a subtle way. The pitch of her voice altered as well when she spoke. “Don’t think I’m not aware there’s more to a mimic than what’s seen, Hercegesé. I studied you very closely every time we visited Saggara. I may not know you as intimately as your husband, but I’ve learned enough to suit my purposes for the short time I require.”

Ildiko believed her. Ineni, intelligent, clever, and focused, would somehow make her plan work and deceive a terrified Brishen blinded by relief at recovering his wife. She glanced at the still sleeping Tarawin. “What of the queen?”

Ineni scooped the baby into her arms. “She comes with me. Ildiko of Gaur is a resourceful woman. Everyone knows that. She escaped her captors with the queen and found her way back to the man who’d tear a kingdom apart to save her.”

Ildiko’s heart slammed against her ribcage. Her role in this mad scheme had come to an end. Surely, it was so. Keeping her alive was out of the question. Ineni hadn’t hesitated in issuing orders to kill the driver once his task was at an end. There was nothing to stop her from issuing the same order for Ildiko, and the motivation was even greater. Somehow, she had to buy herself time.

“What then,” she asked. “Once you’ve gotten what you wanted? You disappear into the woodland and Brishen finds my body later?”

It was eerie seeing her likeness stare back at her with a cold regard Ildiko was sure she’d never adopted in her life. “Something like that, though not right away. You’re still of use to me.”

A horse’s soft nicker and the crunch of hooves on hard ground alerted them to another’s approach. The brief hope that such sounds heralded rescue died in Ildiko’s breast. The second henchman she’d seen with the first when they’d come upon her and the haywain driver rode up to them. He dismounted, paused at the sight of the two Ildikos and then bowed to Ineni. “The Khaskem found the spoor we left,” he said. “And the driver. Two guards accompany him. They’re tracking their way here.”

Ineni took a deep breath. “They’re quicker than I anticipated. It’s time.” She gestured to the newly arrived guard and pointed to Ildiko. “Lock her in one of the columbaria. You remember my instructions from earlier?” He nodded. “Good.” She waved to the guard who’d brought Ildiko to her. “Let’s go.”

They made for the first Kai’s horse. Ildiko managed to evade the second guard long enough to block Ineni. “Please. I beg you. Allow me to kiss her before you leave.”

Ineni hesitated, then gave a quick nod. She didn’t relinquish Tarawin but held her up so Ildiko could press a kiss to her forehead.

“Sweet daughter,” Ildiko whispered against the baby’s skin. “Know I love you.” A soft sob escaped her lips when Ineni pulled away, the first hints of guilt flitting across her altered features.

“I truly wish with all my heart, things didn’t have to be this way,” she said.

Ildiko scowled. “You can still give up this madness. It isn’t too late, Ineni.” It felt so strange speaking to a mirror image of herself and watching the myriad of expressions chase across a face she was only used to seeing in a reflection.

Ineni sighed. “We both know that’s a lie. It was too late the instant the galla stole our magic.” She pivoted around Ildiko to accompany the guard to where his horse waited. He helped her mount, then mounted behind her.

The second guard didn’t give Ildiko a chance to watch them leave. His grip on her injured arm promised more bruises as he jerked her toward one of the columbaria. “Struggle,” he snarled as she stumbled after him, wincing as the hard ground dug into her bare feet, “and I’ll break both your legs. Scream, and I’ll cut out your tongue. The mistress doesn’t need you walking or talking to get more use out of you.”

She couldn’t risk defying him. This guard was far more savage than the first one, and she had no doubt he’d follow through with his threats with relish. He dragged her to the nearest columbaria, shoving the door open with his shoulder. His eyes gleamed like gold coins in the darkness. “Stay put,” he said. “And stay quiet.” Then he slung her inside and slammed the door behind him on a ghostly cloud of dust.

Ildiko listened to his receding steps, gauging the direction he took. If she’d heard correctly, he’d traveled in the opposite direction from where he’d left his horse to graze at the necropolis’s edge. Such knowledge might be of no use to her, but it was something to keep in mind. Ineni hadn’t yet ordered her death, and while she still breathed, there was hope of somehow making it out of this disaster alive and finding her way to Brishen.

As her eyes slowly adjusted to her prison’s deeper night, she made out various details. The round room housed a stone bier on which an urn stood in the middle, anchored to the surface by lengths of slender chain. More chains bound the lid closed. A weak shaft of illumination slanted down from the room to the floor, and Ildiko gasped at the sight. There was a hole in the roof, large enough for a person to pass through, and a rope hung from the exposed beams. It swayed gently just above one side of the bier.

Souvenirs from grave robbers no doubt. Whatever treasures had been put in here had long been stolen. She was surprised the cinerary still remained. The door must have been much more formidable then or warded, so they’d cut a hole in the roof and climbed in with the aid of a rope.

Ildiko couldn’t believe her luck. Had her guard crossed the threshold to push her inside, he would have seen the rope and the hole. This was a way out. She just had to reach the rope and climb.

The bier was taller than the sacrificial slab had been, and it took her three tries to hoist herself onto its surface. The rope didn’t hang as low as she’d hoped. Even on her tiptoes, she could barely grasp the dangling end in her hand and didn’t have the strength to pull herself up with such a meager grip. A frustrated growl escaped her lips before she could stop it, and she froze for a moment, hoping the guard was far enough away not to hear her.

Unsure what to do next, she tugged on the rope, lifting her feet so it would bear all her weight. It held as she swung gently across the bier, the joist creaking in rhythmic protest. At least the rope fibers hadn’t rotted through from time and the elements.

She dropped back onto her heels and let go of the rope, freezing a second time when a noise sounded nearby. She listened for the guard’s footsteps but heard nothing outside except the hoot of an owl. The odd noise repeated, louder this time.

The urn, final burial housing for a sorcerer’s remains, was chained not far from where she stood on the bier. As she stared at it, one of the chains rattled, and the urn pivoted ever so slightly on its own, its base scraping against the stone. The scents of ash and old earth assailed her nostrils as the lid tilted, pushed upward by the force of a dry exhalation from inside. Ildiko’s heart leaped into her throat.

She wasn’t alone in this house of the dead.


CHAPTER FIVE


While the forest made tracking more difficult than open terrain, it offered shelter from the harsh noonday sun. Brishen and his companions had taken sanctuary beneath the shade of towering trees to wait out the most glaring part of the day before they continued their search. Dendarah leaned against the trunk of one tree, eyes closed as she dozed.

Brishen, on the other hand, was wide-awake, alternating between pacing and doing his own tracking in the nearby area. During his third foray back to their temporary campsite, Anhuset, who’d been watching him without comment, finally spoke.

“You need to do as Dendarah and sleep, even if it’s only for a couple of hours. This isn’t just running prey to ground. You know how good tracking works. You sacrifice care for speed, and you’ll miss something important. You won’t be as alert if you’re tired. I can stay awake and keep watch.”

Brishen gave her an incredulous look. “I can’t sleep. Could you were you in my place? What if someone had made off with Serovek?”

She snorted. “I’d love to see someone try to stuff that big ox into a haywain and trundle off without anyone noticing. To answer you, probably not, but you need to. Like you, I think we’re headed in the right direction. The fact that this path leads to Orshulgyn isn’t a coincidence, but it might also be a purposeful gull or even a trap. At least give Dendarah an hour or so. You brought her with you because she’s an excellent tracker and because she might recognize one of the abductors. Let her rest so she can complete her task to the best of her ability.”

He sighed and plopped down beside Anhuset where she sat in a patch of grass. “You’re right.” He eyed her, noting the subtle changes in her face, the contentment there just below the surface of her usually grim visage. “Serovek is having an effect on you. When did you become an acolyte for the virtues of patience and caution?”

She ran a hand across her eyes for a moment as if burdened by a memory. Her expression was one of mild horror when she looked at him. “The first time I had to host a tea at High Salure.” She shrugged. “Well, Serovek was the one who hosted it. I just spent the time grinning at everyone invited.”

Considering their present situation, Brishen didn’t think he had it in him to be amused by anything, but her comment made him chuckle. He could imagine the scene—a bevy of aristocratic Beladine men and women gathered in one of Serovek’s lavish solars, partaking of tea and spirits. Or trying to. No doubt there had been much cup rattling and swallowed gasps of terror as Anhuset exposed her sharp Kai teeth to them in a wide, unapologetic grin. He had a very good idea whose influence was at play there.

“I see Ildiko has inspired you,” he said. “Surely the tea gathering wasn’t that bad.”

She scowled at him. “It was the worst afternoon of my life. I’d take pitched battle against a giant scarpatine any day over one of those torture sessions. I usually leave them to our steward who handles such things as if born to them. Should she ever hint at leaving her position at High Salure, I will nail her feet to the floor.”

He laughed a second time and reached out to grip her arm affectionately. “I’ve missed your dour ways. Tell me what havoc you’ve wreaked at High Salure as the Beladine Stallion’s margravina.”

“Ah, gods, never let him hear you call him that. He’ll puff up like a stuffed pigeon and I’ll never hear the end of how his reputation as a magician between the sheets has even reached the Kai royal court.” She gave him a quick wink before launching into an accounting of the months she’d spent adjusting to life as High Salure’s margravina. There was plenty of commentary regarding raids, gambling with the soldiers serving there, complaints regarding an endless parade of Beladine visitors and guests, praise for the new steward who’d taken up the role with quick efficiency, and Serovek’s training of a mare bought from the famed Nadiza’s lightning herd.

Brishen listened to it all, or thought he had, until a sharp push on his shoulder startled him awake. Despite his assurance that he couldn’t sleep, he’d drifted off.

Anhuset stood over him, both frown and smile warring for a place on her features. “Don’t panic. You haven’t been asleep long. Dendarah’s awake and ready. We can go.”

Dendarah’s tracking took them toward the edge of the forest which later gave way to open fields and the hills in the distance. It was slow work as they picked their way through woodland terrain, moving forward, then backtracking as they searched spoor in front and behind them, gradually working their way toward the forest’s edge.

Dawn was just cresting the horizon when the royal guard pointed toward an opening in the trees where one could see the slopes and the vague outline of structures perched on the peak of one hill. “They’re no longer putting in much effort to hide their tracks. What I’ve seen so far tells me they’re headed that way, toward the village of dead mages.”

Something about that rang ominous to Brishen. Why there? What nefarious plan had the kidnappers enacted that required they drag a woman and a baby to the forgotten grave site of human sorcerers? “How sure are you they’re headed there?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Quite sure at this point. This track is so obvious now, it’s as if they want us to see where they’re going.”

Dendarah halted when Anhuset suddenly raised a closed fist to signal quiet. She pointed to a spot hidden within the depths of the trees and nocked an arrow against her bowstring. Brishen did the same, and all three crept toward hiding spots as the sound of an approach grew closer and louder. Whoever it was made no attempt to quiet their steps, crashing through the brush like a spooked boar.

His heart stopped at the strident wail of a child, then hurtled into his throat when a ragged, bloodstained and barefoot Ildiko lurched into the small clearing, holding a squirming Tarawin with one arm and a hefty stick in her free hand.

In that moment he forgot caution, forgot battle training. “Ildiko.” He uttered her name as a prayer and rushed toward her, uncaring that he might be hurtling straight into an ambush.

Her eyes widened when she saw him. “Brishen,” she cried in a hoarse voice and stumbled toward him. “My gods, Brishen!”

He crossed the clearing in two strides to scoop her and Tarawin into his embrace. The stick Ildiko held fell to the ground as she wrapped her arm around him. Tarawin squawked a protest at being squashed between them. Brishen eased his grip, running a frantic gaze over both woman and child, noting Ildiko’s numerous cuts and scrapes, the darkening bruise on her cheek, the dried blood smeared across one arm and spattered across her face and clothes. Even her hair was matted with it. By contrast, Tarawin appeared unharmed. She’d managed to free her arms, and her tiny hands reached out to Brishen, catching one of his braids as she lunged toward him.

As much as he wanted to continue holding both woman and child in his arms, the exposed space of a forest clearing wasn’t the place to do so. He hustled them into the relative protection of the trees, with Anhuset and Dendarah hemming them in on either side, acting as shields.

He shouldered his bow to free both hands and turned all his attention to his wife and daughter. Dappled patterns of shade cast Ildiko half in shadow, half in morning light, revealing and obscuring by turns the tell-tale marks of her ordeal. Brishen hugged Tarawin close and raised a trembling hand to stroke Ildiko’s tangled hair. “Woman of day,” he said. “Were you followed?”

Her strange human eyes were huge, the dark shadows beneath them hinting at her exhaustion. She shook her head. “I don’t think so. They were hard into their cups. It’s the reason I was able to grab Tarawin and run away.”

While Ildiko sported obvious injuries, any Tarawin might have had were hidden by the blanket wrapped around her. Brishen checked her first, unwinding the dusty swaddling and tossing it aside. He breathed a relieved sigh when he didn’t find any wounds, a sigh that turned to a low growl at the discovery of a small slash on her right heel. Already scabbed over, it was crimson and fresh. He glanced at Ildiko who silently watched him with an oddly intent gaze. “Who cut her?”

Ildiko paled a little. “I don’t know. She already bore the mark when I came to. None of our captors spoke, or if they did, they made sure to do it beyond my hearing so I wouldn’t learn names. I didn’t recognize any of their faces, even when they pulled back their hoods.”

Anger over Ildiko’s state already coursed through his veins like a hot river, one that started to boil at discovering proof the abductors had not hesitated to injure a defenseless child. He motioned to Dendarah to join them. The royal guard disarmed before taking the baby from him, displaying a rare smile as Tarawin went willingly into her arms with a gurgling laugh. “Check my road rations,” he said. “There’s food in there and a flask of water. She’s likely hungry and thirsty.”

“I’ll stay with them.” Anhuset still had her bow at the ready, her gaze sweeping their surroundings numerous times, pausing briefly on Ildiko. Her eyes narrowed. “We’re glad you’re returned to us, Hercegesé.” Her formal tone startled Brishen. His former second usually addressed his wife in a more casual manner.

Ildiko gave a brief nod and small smile. “Thank you, sha-Anhuset,” she said in an equally formal voice. She didn’t acknowledge Dendarah at all.

That truly surprised him. Whether or not Ildiko simmered with anger over Dendarah’s failure to protect Tarawin, she would have still asked after her well-being, asked her to relate what happened during the queen’s abduction. Ignoring her completely, except for a quick glance, was an odd thing. Ildiko’s ordeal must have been far worse than her surface wounds suggested. His rage burned even hotter. Dendarah’s mouth tightened, and while she didn’t speak, she did offer a shallow bow before walking toward Brishen’s horse, Tarawin nestled in her arms.

He carefully cupped Ildiko’s bruised and blood-spattered face, feeling the swollen softness of her skin. “I’ve failed you and Tarawin, Ildiko.”

She reached up to encircle his wrist with her fingers, the nails broken and jagged with dried blood coagulated under their tips. Her thumb glided over his knuckles, and she offered him a much wider smile than the one she’d given Anhuset. “You’ve failed at nothing, Herce…Brishen.” Her eyelids fluttered down for a moment, and her thumb pressed hard into the back of his hand. “You came for us, and we’re here now.”

He resisted the urge to crush her against him, mindful of her injuries, and settled on leaning down to capture her lips in a kiss. Just before he closed his eyes, he caught a glimpse of her expression: wide eyes and a hesitancy that was gone so swiftly, he was sure he imagined it. She turned her head at the last moment, and his kiss landed between the corner of her mouth and her jawline. Her slender shoulders were stiff under his hands until they abruptly relaxed as she sagged in his arms and pressed her face to his neck.

It was a small peculiarity, one he didn’t dwell on as he, Anhuset, and Dendarah made haste to get their precious cargo back to Saggara. They traveled back along a different path through the woodland, one that offered more safety and was easier to defend when they stopped for Ildiko to rest. Morning was fully upon them, promising a bright, sweltering day.

They stopped briefly when Ildiko complained of pain, and Brishen’s heart lurched. His wife rarely complained of any ailments. He held her close after helping her down from his horse. “I can carry you,” he said,” scowling at the sight of her bare feet, dirty and bruised. No doubt her soles were in much worse shape, and she stood gingerly, shifting from side to side to keep her weight off each foot for as long as possible.

Her expression brightened. “Thank you, Brishen. It hurts without shoes.”

“Do you need help?” Anhuset was suddenly beside them. Once more her eyes were narrowed as she studied first Ildiko, then Brishen.

Her question puzzled him. His human wife weighed as much as a feather compared to a Kai and was far more fragile. He’d have to be an invalid on his deathbed to find it a challenge to lift her. “Just keep watch, cousin.”

She nodded before stepping away, still wearing a guarded look.

He lifted Ildiko in his arms and carried her to a spot sheltered by thick low-hanging branches. Sunlight filtered down through the trees, painting the silhouettes of leaves across the forest floor and over Ildiko’s torn shift. The blood splatters on the once-white linen were crimson splotches on the dirty fabric, and Ildiko was as pale as the shift itself. He crouched down beside her. “Give me a moment to fetch you water and food.” She nodded, her hand on his arm a reassurance and reminder that the gods had smiled upon him by returning her to him. Bruised and battered, but alive.

The supplies he’d brought with him were meager. A few road rations, medicinal salves, a blanket, and of course weaponry—all hastily thrown into field satchels while he gave last instructions to Mertok before racing out of Saggara to meet up with the tracking teams. There had been no time to gather extra clothing or shoes, nor had there been any thought given it as Brishen drowned in silent fear for his wife and daughter. Until they reached Saggara, Ildiko would have to make do with his blanket to cover her from the biting flies that swarmed in summer.

After a brief exchange with Anhuset, who donated her blanket to wrap Ildiko’s feet in makeshift shoes, Brishen gathered a small armload of supplies from the satchels, and approached Dendarah as she held Tarawin in her lap. He crouched in front of the pair, smiling when the little girl held up a carved wooden toy he recognized as one of her favorites. He bowed his head to the royal guard in appreciation. Dendarah, like Anhuset, was not a motherly type. She was unmarried, had no children of her own, nor expressed any desire to pursue marriage or motherhood. She was, however, absolutely devoted to the queen regnant. In the chaos and rush of leaving Saggara and starting the hunt, she’d thought to pack one of Tarawin’s toys. A thoughtful gesture full of hope.

“Once I’ve seen to the hercegesé, I’ll return to relieve you of child-minding duties. I’ll need you again for them later, but for now, you acting alongside Anhuset as guard will serve us all best.”

She nodded. “Of course, Herceges.” A hesitant look came over her features. “I wish to apologize directly to the hercegesé for my failure in protecting her and the queen, but I don’t know the best time for it.” She glanced at where Ildiko sat propped against a tree, head leaned back, eyes closed. “Now may not be appropriate.”

Recalling Ildiko’s surprising indifference toward Dendarah, Brishen was inclined to agree. His wife’s behavior in that instant had been odd, and he chalked it up to her ordeal. Still, it wasn’t like her not to acknowledge someone, even were she seething with anger. “I agree,” he told the royal guard. “Wait until we’ve returned to Saggara, and things calm down.” He tried to reassure her. “It isn’t her way to ignore, in any circumstance, even anger. I suspect she’s in shock.” Somehow that sentence rang false in his ears and sour on his tongue.

Whether or not Dendarah believed it, she simply nodded again. “As you deem best, Herceges.”

Ildiko opened her eyes and offered him a tired smile when he returned to her bearing gifts. She ate road rations and drank the water he’d brought, remaining mostly silent while he cleaned the blood from her face and arms, and tended to her injured feet as well as the nasty slash on her arm.

“How did this happen?” he asked, holding up her arm for a closer look. The cut was shallow but long.

“I struggled with one of them while trying to take Tarawin. He cut me.”

Brishen paused from inspecting the wound. That didn’t make sense. Earlier she’d told him the guards were too drunk to notice her escape. He frowned but held his silence and returned to inspecting the wound. This was a deliberate slash carefully made, not one inflicted during a struggle. He didn’t question her more about it but kept the thought in the back of his mind.

Ildiko didn’t say anything when he checked the scratches on her neck and collarbones—marks made by a thin chain dragged across skin.

He remembered her necklace found on the drover road, now safely tucked away inside his tunic. He reached to pull it out, then paused.

Wait.

The silent, internal voice he’d always listened to in the past spoke now, a single word of…warning? Caution?

“Why the frown, Brishen?” Ildiko watched him, her own brow stitched with worry.

He lowered his hand to clasp one of her feet, inspecting it. “With Anhuset and Dendarah acting guard and other members of our hunting party not far away, we’re as safe as one can be in the middle of the forest, but I’ll feel better once we’re through Saggara’s gates.” Everything he said was true, though not what made him frown. He did his best to smooth out his expression and hide the unease rising within him, alongside the anger. Judging by her reaction—the slow relaxation of her shoulders against the tree—the salve he’d brought worked its magic in relieving the pain in her feet. He wrapped them in pieces of the blanket Anhuset had given him

“You’re acting strange,” he’d told his once second-in-command in a low voice moments earlier.

“Am I?” She’d handed him her blanket, her gaze flickering from him to Ildiko and back to him.

Her stoicism hadn’t fooled him. Something was bothering her; she just wasn’t ready to share it with him yet. “If you think we’re being followed, you need to tell me, cousin.”

That had made her scowl. “Why would I keep something like that from you, Herceges?” She’d shoved the blanket harder into his arms. “See to your wife. If I or Dendarah think we may be attacked, you’ll be the first to know.”

He bit back a sigh as he now worked to secure the blanket strips to Ildiko’s feet. They were all on edge and would remain so until they returned home. “Not nearly as good as having shoes, but at least you’ve some protection, and we’ll be on horseback most of the return trip.” He glanced at her, catching the odd intensity in her stare again as she watched him. “What can you remember about your abduction?”

She shrugged. “Very little. A maid I didn’t recognize brought tea. I grew very sleepy, and when I woke, I was in a wagon. I was insensate most of the time from whatever they made me drink. I know there were two Kai and a human cart driver. They stayed silent most of the time, though I think I recall a mention of ransom.” Her hand was pale against his sleeve, livid scratches decorating her knuckles. She squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry I don’t remember more.”

He leaned forward and kissed her forehead, drifting down slowly with the intent of brushing his lips across hers. Once more, he felt a subtle shudder under his hands before she turned her face just enough that his kiss landed on her jaw.

She pulled away to offer him a tentative smile. “Do you have more to drink? I’m terribly thirsty.”

Never did Brishen think he’d recoil from his beloved wife, but in that moment, it was as if she doused him in ice water. It took all of his will not to wrench away from her as she watched him with one eye a layered white, gray, and black, and the other, a radiant, citrine yellow.


CHAPTER SIX


Icy air coiled around Ildiko’s bare feet, chilling her ankles. She curled her toes against the cold stone and edged away from the rattling cinerary until she balanced on the edge of the bier. Even as she put distance between herself and the dead, she still leaned forward, arms outstretched to stop the vessel’s racket lest it draw the Kai outside to come and investigate the noise. An internal voice that warned her the danger from her guard was far less than touching whatever clamored to get out of the urn made her pause. The lid halted its movements, as if it waited, hoping she might make the perfect mistake and touch it. She drew back, skin crawling at the notion, and wiped her hands on her tunic.

With one eye still on the urn, she turned her attention back to the rope. If only it were a little longer or if she were taller and stronger. If she were Kai…

She glanced down at her replacement garb, an idea blossoming. Ineni hadn’t been the tallest Kai woman, but she was still much taller than Ildiko. The trouser cuffs puddled at her feet, and the tunic, meant to reach mid-thigh, hung almost to Ildiko’s knees. Good material, strong threads, and plenty of fabric. She shucked the trousers, shivering as the columbarium’s unnatural cold spread gooseflesh over her thighs. The rope ruthlessly teased her. It swung in tantalizing circles just out of reach until Ildiko thought she’d bellow her frustration and destroy any hope of escape. The cinerary nearby clattered louder with every curse word she muttered, as if excited by her struggles.

She finally caught and held the rope in place long enough to knot one of the trouser legs to the frayed end. Sweat dripped into her eyes, and she wiped the trouser cloth across her forehead. An experimental swing on the fabric assured her that for now her knot remained snug and the garment strong enough to hold her weight.

The chains shackling the cinerary to the bier’s surface no longer clattered but were pulled taut as the urn strained against its tethers in an effort to slide closer to Ildiko. The lid canted once more, and this time, a voice—dry and thin as dead leaves—wafted upward on a tendril of ethereal mist.

“Sweeeet.”

Ildiko’s skin nearly leaped off her bones at the hunger in that whisper. She scampered up the rope, scraping her palms raw as she clumsily made her way along its length, no longer worrying if the trousers would stay attached or the guard would hear her. An icy draft brushed the soles of her feet as if the thing in the urn tasted her with a vaporous tongue. She clenched her jaw to keep from screaming in terror, not daring to look down, frightened of what she might see staring back at her as she made her escape.

The joist the rope was attached to creaked as she climbed. After several pauses to catch her breath and give her muscles a rest, she reached the beam. Gasping and drenched in sweat, she draped herself partway across the wood before swinging one leg over the other side until she lay on her belly, straddling the oh so-narrow expanse. Her hands, legs, and feet stung from the abrading rope, but thank the gods, she was far above the cinerary and its vile contents.

Her heartbeat slowed from a gallop to a steady thump. No longer dizzy, she carefully scooted to where the beam met the slope of the roof, near the opening made by erstwhile thieves. The ragged edges of cut thatch framed a sky festooned in stars. She stretched out a hand, gripped a clump of straw, and slowly clawed her way out onto one of the yelms, whimpering as chaff and hazel spars caught on her tunic and dragged across her exposed legs. The pain of new scratches was worth the chance to escape from both her guard and whatever awful thing lurked in the columbaria with a deathless hunger.

She lay against the roof’s slope, breathing in the outside air and listening for any approaching footsteps. Her view was limited from this vantage point, but she didn’t think Ineni’s henchman had gone far. At least the thieves had breached the once-locked death from the opposite side to the door. If her guard were keeping watch, he’d expect her to try and escape through the entrance.

As much as she wanted to crawl off the roof and scamper away from the columbarium, reason kept her in place. The Kai’s vision, even under moonlight, was much sharper than hers. In every way, he was physically superior to her, especially at night. She’d have to use the sun to give her even the slightest chance of escaping him. That meant spending the remainder of an uncomfortable night lying across the bristling thatch. At least she was miserable enough and frightened enough that she was in no danger of falling asleep.

Once dawn gave way to full morning, she began her slow descent, muscles stiffer than shutter poles and her skin stinging from the numerous cuts and scratches she’d collected. Every crackle of dry straw made her cringe as she crawled down the roof, pausing at intervals to listen and find better purchase on the thatch so she wouldn’t slip. The fall would be short but loud enough to bring the Kai running. Finally at the edge, she hung onto the lowest of the spars, her feet swinging just above the dusty ground. One of the spars started to give way, and she let go, sliding down the yelm’s length until she dropped with a soft thud.

Splinters of agony shot through her bare feet and into her shins. She pressed her palm to her mouth to muffle her cry and blinked away tears. Huddled against the columbarium’s wall, hardly daring to breathe for fear of alerting her guard, she prayed the gods remained merciful. Only the nearby nicker of a horse and the ceaseless croon of the wind filled the silence. So far, so good.

The sun plated the landscape in gold, casting the structures surrounding her into silhouettes that stretched like giant fingers over the ground. For a moment she had the eerie sense of being trapped within a cage where shadows acted as bars for the captive within. The sound of the horse’s nicker beckoned, and she crept toward it, wincing with each careful step. She spotted her guard and his mount at the same time.

The Kai sat cross-legged in the shadow of a columbarium, reclined in peaceful repose. Despite the rising heat, he wore his cloak with the hood pulled forward to shield his eyes from the blinding light. With any luck, he dozed, assured in the belief that a weak, human woman would never escape.

His horse was where she’d guessed earlier, grazing on tufts of grass that lined the precipice of the necropolis. These weren’t tall hills, but they were steep in places, and the rugged ground was made treacherous by loose, sharp stones. If she made a dash for the animal, she risked scaring it away or flinging herself over the edge thanks to a misstep. That, and she was shoeless and footsore, in no shape to sprint for anything.

She crept toward her means of escape, sidling alongside several columbaria, always watching her guard. He hadn’t yet noticed her, and she held her breath as she closed the gap between her and the peacefully grazing horse.

Thank the gods Brishen had taught her how to mount and ride bareback. Every failed attempt to swing onto a horse’s back, every jarring stumble and fall, every bruise, had culminated in this slim chance for freedom. The animal still wore its bridle, with the reins looped across its neck. All Ildiko had to do was sneak past the Kai, reach the horse without startling it, and vault onto its back without falling down the side of the hill. And keep her seat long enough to put distance between her and her warden. She tried not to think too hard about the near-impossible series of tasks ahead. One thing at a time, she reminded herself. She’d escaped the columbarium with its ghoulish occupant. She could do this too.

Hope inspired courage. It didn’t guarantee success. Ildiko was no more than arm’s reach from the horse when a frisson of warning crawled down her back. She turned just in time to see the Kai leaping toward her, a terrifying figure of black claws, sharp teeth, and glowing yellow eyes bright with rage. He was on her in an instant. She opened her mouth to scream, but the air gusted out of her lungs in a squeak instead as the Kai slammed sideways into her much harder than his weight or momentum warranted. She caught a glimpse of his face, shock rounding his eyes, before her feet left the ground, and she hurtled with him over the hilltop’s edge.

The sky tilted around her for a moment before earth rushed up to meet her with a bone-cracking thud. Agony exploded across her body as she hit rocks and twigs, the Kai’s heavy weight crushing her as they tumbled together down the rocky slope. She was suddenly free, flailing even harder as she rolled down the hillside, stopping only when she smashed into something hard and sharp.

She lay on her back, gasping for air as a red tide of pain washed over her. The sky had returned to its place above her, endless blue and free of clouds. She tried to lift her arm, then tried to scream at the fire licking her entire side from knee to shoulder. The only sound to pass her lips was another thin gasp as glass splinters pierced her lungs with every breath. Black stars pulsed in her vision, growing until all she could see was a sliver of blue slowly devoured by darkness. She attempted to speak, but that hurt too. In the end, she prayed. Not to gods for mercy, but to the one person whose face she most wanted to see in these last moments of fading consciousness, his name an invocation, an orison, an evensong.

Brishen.


CHAPTER SEVEN


The woman posing as Ildiko offered Brishen a smile when he squeezed her fingers. “I’ll be right back,” he said, suppressing the urge to yank his hand away and wipe it on his trousers. That or jerk her arm up behind her back, haul her to her feet, and demand she reveal who she was and what she’d done with the real Ildiko.

He rose, reluctant to turn his back but forced to do so if he didn’t want to raise suspicion. His position in front of the imposter blocked Anhuset from seeing her, and Dendarah’s attention was focused on Tarawin for the moment. Both women instantly turned their gazes on him when he stood, and sharpened when he signaled with one hand.

Danger. Hold.

His thoughts raced as he walked to where Anhuset casually pulled an arrow from her quiver, pretending to inspect its fletching. She kept the bow loosely hooked over her arm, ready to nock the arrow and draw the string in less time than it would take to inhale a breath.

She glanced past Brishen’s shoulder before returning her gaze to the fletching, her expression mild. To any who might overhear her softly spoken inquiry, she sounded bored. “Why does the hercegesé now have one yellow eye?”

“A question I’d like answered myself.” Brishen bent to rummage through their supplies for one of the full flasks of water. “I’m certain there’s at least one other abductor somewhere nearby hiding and watching. I’m going to try and flush them out. Warn Dendarah. I trust her to protect the queen. I want you to catch our quarry.” He straightened, keeping his posture relaxed though every muscle in his body demanded he grab the nearest horse, vault atop its back and race toward his wife’s rescue. Unfortunately, for the moment, he had no idea where she was.

“Said and done,” Anhuset reassured him.

The Ildiko look-alike hadn’t altered any further. Only the yellow eye gave her away. Brishen wondered if her eyesight had changed as well, with her vision improving on one side and worsening on the other as the forest brightened. He returned to her with the flask, noticing that she squinted more than before.

What powerful spell had this Kai somehow wrought to mimic his wife so closely? It went beyond surface appearance. The Kai were a physically heavy race. He would have noticed the difference in weight the instant he’d lifted who he thought was Ildiko in his arms. Yet, this stranger was as feather-light as his wife. The voice inflections and timbre were the same as well. Even the movements of her body and the way she held her shoulders when she spoke all accurately copied those of the real Ildiko.

There had been minute differences. Small things those who didn’t know her well might miss. And then there was gut instinct, a feeling of…wrongness that struck him when she first stumbled out of the woods and hadn’t ceased plaguing him right up until the spell started to fade. Even Anhuset must have sensed something was off. She’d been very guarded, even for her, with a woman she considered a friend. The queen regnant, more than anyone, had offered the greatest clues to this Kai’s duplicity. She hadn’t been fooled by the familiar face or voice. The child had squirmed to get away from the woman carrying her through the woods and completely ignored her afterward.

His thoughts raced as he drew closer to the imposter. The spell was powerful, if short-lived. He guessed it worked as a method to outwit an opponent. Cast it on someone dead or someone to be sacrificed so the person being mimicked had enough time to escape. It imitated every physical attribute, from hair color to voice and height to strength. If he was right, the Kai playing Ildiko was currently only at a fraction of her true vigor. A disadvantage for her, an advantage for him. The changing eye color hinted such a boon wouldn’t last long.

The close-lipped smile he offered hurt his face when he extended the water flask to the false Ildiko. She returned it, exposing her small, square horse teeth. Square except for her cuspids which were more pointed, longer, and sharper. Were it not for the fulgent yellow eye, he might not have noticed such a minor change, but now he watched for the tiniest transformation, and her teeth were no longer as human.

She reached for the flask, and he struck. Her startled yelp at being yanked upward and spun around ended on an “oopf” when Brishen slammed her face-down into the forest floor. He wrenched both her arms behind her, gripping her slender wrists with one hand while pressing a knee into her back.

“Who are you, and where’s my wife? Fury hazed his vision red, and he barely got the words out around a snarl. He was tempted to snap her neck. The magic cloaking this Kai might be short-lived, but it was powerful. The cuts and bruises, blood and scratches—how much had been earned on the journey to him, and how much was copied from the real Ildiko? Nausea flipped his stomach at the idea of her battered like this. He pressed his knee harder into the woman’s back. “Answer me.”

She slowly turned her head to spit dirt and debris from her mouth. More dirt smudged her pale cheek, and a thin smear of blood stained her lips. Her right eye was still human, though the white sclera bore a hint of jaundice. The spell continued to fade, and his captive grew ever stronger as she squirmed in his grip. “Brishen, please! What are you doing?”

“Ripping away the mask.” He stood, taking her with him, his grip unyielding on her wrists. She stiffened when he leaned into her and pressed his face to the side of her head. She smelled of earth and blood, and nothing at all like his wife. “You should have brought a mirror,” he murmured into her ear. “You’ve one Kai eye and one human eye.” He spun her around, let go of her hands and stepped back. If she tried to break for the treeline, he’d be on her in an instant. If she evaded him, there was always Anhuset, waiting within the shadows. “The spell you wear is fading.”

Her startled expression changed to one of fear as she touched her face, fingers running over the contours of cheekbones and nose. Brishen noted the way her fingernails had darkened, as if bruised from an injury. The fear faded, hardening her features with unmistakable resolve. She lowered her arms and shook out her wrists in a deliberate manner, her back straight and proud, head held high as she stared back at him with an oddly familiar gaze. Ildiko had never looked at him in such a way, yet he was certain he’d fallen under this particular scrutiny before.

The false Ildiko didn’t try to run. Instead, she raised her chin in challenge. “What are you willing to do to get your wife back?” Her voice matched the coldness of her expression.

Disconcerted, Brishen bared his teeth at her. “You’re lucky I haven’t strangled you with your own innards yet, and you’re trying to negotiate my hercegesé’s safety with me?” Incredulity at her gall only fueled his anger.

She paled but stood her ground, hands clenching in the folds of her ragged shift. “Give me what I most want, and I will give you what you most want.”

“And what is that?” He couldn’t begin to guess. He’d ruled out money as the motivator for this abduction long before encountering the Kai mimic. Whatever she and her cohorts wanted, it wasn’t ransom.

“Your seed,” she said. Her pallid cheeks rosied with a blush, but she didn’t look away. “A mating with you.” Her words tumbled out in a rush at his stunned silence. “I’ve no need of romance or passion, just a coupling and the life essence of the Khaskem inside me.” She crossed her arms, her yellow eye blazing pale and hot. “Give that to me, and I will tell you where you can find the hercegesé.”

Brishen wondered when he’d ceased to breathe. He gawked at his adversary, shocked speechless as his mind registered each outrageous word. Every line in her body dared him to reject her crazed demand and risk the life of his beloved wife.

“Are you mad?” The question, thick with outrage, came from Dendarah nearby.

The impersonator ignored the guard, never taking her gaze off Brishen. “You’re the direct descendent of Queen Secmis,” she continued. “And the regent of Bast-Haradis. Your ability to wield magic may be gone, but you can still pass it on to your offspring.” Her lip curled in a sneer, revealing one of her lengthening cuspids. “And yet you withhold what you owe all of the Kai for the love of a human woman. You abandon your duty by not taking a concubine or setting the hercegesé aside in favor of a Kai wife. What you won’t willingly give up, someone must take.”

Her words sent bile hurtling into his throat and ice water sluicing down his spine. She questioned his loyalty, justified abduction, and proposed rape. How desperate, how despairing did someone have to be to fall so far?

It didn’t matter. As she said, he was the Khaskem. He wouldn’t be used. He wouldn’t be threatened. And he would save his wife.

He stared at her, no longer seeing an echo of Ildiko but the shade of the Spider Queen of Bast-Haradis right before he embraced her and extinguished the last dark spark of her twisted soul. Hatred had flowed through his eidolon veins then, just as it did now, hollowing him out until nothing remained except the resolve to end a malice that strove to control him.

The Kai must have seen something in his expression for her eyes widened, and she spun away to flee. He caught her by her shift, jerking her off her feet a second time. She landed on her bottom with a thud. Brishen let go of the garment long to grab her hair, wrapping the long red length around his arm like a rope. Thin streaks of white wove through the vibrant strands. He almost let go when the imposter’s eyes watered with human tears. It was a truly powerful spell if it could create tears in the eyes of a Kai.

He dodged the blow she tried to land on him, flipping her so that she was on the ground again, this time on her side. She lay there, one arm trapped under her, the other gripping his boot so that her fingers dug into his calf through the leather. A quick glance into the tree line surrounding them yielded no hint of Anhuset’s whereabouts, and the sense of being watched from the wood’s obscuring shadows still lifted the hairs on Brishen’s nape.

His captive squirmed in his hold, breath whistling out her nostrils as he leaned down close to her ear. “If I allow you to use me as stud and discover you’ve lied about the hercegesé, I will track you down and kill you.” His words were no less sincere for their softness. His fingers twisted her hair a little harder. The Brishen he was now wouldn’t be the Brishen he’d become if he lost Ildiko because of this bitch. “Being pregnant won’t save you. Being a mother won’t save you or the children you bear. There isn’t a place in this world to run to or hide that I won’t find you. And I won’t stop with you. I’ll wipe out your entire family, from your living relatives to the mortem lights stored in Emlek. Do you understand?”

Her pained gasp made her stutter. “You would kill your own child?”

He almost threw her from him then, revolted by the question and the dark implications of infanticide. He had killed in battle. Enemy soldiers and raiders, his dead mother whose soul had been far more dangerous than her body. He’d never murdered, never planned the killing of someone with coldblooded calculation. Still, any mercy he possessed would die if Ildiko died. He knew that down to his bones. But could he kill his own offspring? Even if forced to sire them on a woman driven by some demented ambition to save the powerful magic of his line? The possibility he’d become a monster like his mother sickened him.

“Do you understand?” he repeated, tightening his grip on her hair.

She tried to nod. “I understand. Swear you’ll leave us be if I keep my part of the bargain.”

He’d swear to no such thing, especially since he had no intention of giving her what she wanted, but this dangling carrot bought him and Anhuset time.

“Herceges!” Anhuset’s excited cry reached his ears moments before she entered the clearing, dragging a trussed and struggling Kai behind her. “Found him up in the trees.” She flung her captive not far from where Brishen held the false Ildiko. A short length of rope hung from the hand she held out to him. “You need this for her?”

He nodded his thanks and tied the Kai woman’s hands behind her back. Bedraggled from her scuffle with him in the dirt, she looked even more ragged than before and still too much like Ildiko for his peace of mind. Her defiance had vanished the moment Anhuset appeared with the second Kai, her body rigid as she watched the newest prisoner from the corner of her eye.

“Run, and I’ll catch you,” Brishen warned her. “Then I’ll cripple you.” He half expected her to spit at him, call him names, or rain down curses on his head, but her gaze remained fixed on the new arrival.

Anhuset gestured for him to join her out of their prisoners’ earshot. She tilted her chin toward the Ildiko imposter. “She tell you anything yet?”

“Only things I don’t want to hear.” He relayed the extortion threat, watching her eyes lighten as her temper soared.

Her lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl. “I’ll kill her,” she said before lunging toward the kneeling Kai woman, almost wrenching Brishen’s shoulder out of joint as he gripped her arm and blocked her with his body. “Not yet. I need her alive until I can find Ildiko.”

Anhuset’s nostrils flared. “Then can I kill her?”

He might have laughed were the situation not so dire. “Maybe.” The bile still hung in his throat at the memory of what the Kai had demanded of him in exchange for his wife’s whereabouts. “I don’t have the time or inclination to coax Ildiko’s location out of her.” He glanced at the woman, noting how she and Anhuset’s captive stared silently at each other, no doubt carrying on a wordless conversation of warnings to stay silent. He nodded toward the man. “If I were to guess, he answers to her, not the other way around.”

Anhuset nodded. “I agree.” Her hands flexed, then curled into loose fists as if she prepared to brawl. “As you say, we don’t have the luxury of time. “Do you want me to encourage her? I have no problem doing so.”

Even with the cold fire of rage licking his insides, Brishen still shied away from the idea of torture as a method to extract information. He’d suffered through that brutality himself and come away from it blinded and scarred inside and out. Subjecting another person to something similar, no matter the reason, turned his stomach. But needs must, and he’d do much worse to save Ildiko.

“I think she’ll die before she talks,” he said. He gestured to the Kai henchman. “And he’ll spill her secrets to stop her.” He hadn’t missed the horrified anguish in the man’s eyes as Brishen bound her with rope and threatened to maim her. “You interrogate him while I use her to convince him to talk.”

She clasped Brishen’s arm, stopping him from walking away. “Let me handle her.” Sympathy darkened her eyes to a lustrous gold. “She may not be Ildiko, but she still looks enough like her that you’ll have sleep terrors for years, not to mention misplaced guilt. If anyone is going to beat the shit out of the imposter, let me or Dendarah do it.”

“I won’t ask that of you.”

“You didn’t. I’m volunteering.”

Fierce Anhuset, whose devotion to him never wavered and whose insight into his character remained clear and far-seeing. She never failed to amaze him. He nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”

The false Ildiko’s mismatched eyes widened, and she scuttled back, still on her knees, as Anhuset approached, her knife unsheathed and held lightly in her hand. Brishen turned his attention to the henchman, grasped his bound hands by the rope and dragged him closer to the woman. He stayed quiet, eyes nearly white with hatred as Brishen crouched down beside him.

Brishen seized his face, claws digging into his cheeks until blood trickled down his fingers. The man wheezed a pained exhalation through clenched teeth and glared.

“Here’s how this works,” Brishen told him. “I will ask one simple question. You answer, and there will be no pain. If you don’t…” On that pause, he let go of the man’s face and glanced behind him to where Anhuset stood beside the imposter.

She’d gagged Ildiko’s impersonator with a strip of cloth ripped from the already ragged shift. The woman’s mismatched eyes glittered with desperation, fear, and warning as she stared hard at her cohort.

Brishen shuddered inside at the sight of her, enough like Ildiko to make his gut twist at the knowledge of what he and Anhuset were about to do.

He turned back to the henchman, making sure the Kai had a clear view of the two women. “Where is the hercegesé?”

The Kai, face streaked with blood, glared at Brishen, and said nothing.

Brishen stared back and said in his calmest tone, “Anhuset, break all the fingers on one of her hands.”

A pair of gasps tore from both captives, one muffled by a gag. Brishen didn’t flinch or turn around at the rapid snap of bones, or the choked scream that followed. He swallowed down a rush of bile, not seeing the anguished Kai in front of him, but the memory of leering human faces twisted with ghoulish laughter as they ripped out his claws one by one with a pair of pincers.

He mentally shook himself, and once more it was the Kai’s face before him, no longer defiant but twisted with grief and fury.

“You fucking bastard!” He lunged at Brishen who dodged nimbly out of the way. He fell to his side, only to have Brishen right him again with a clear view of his mistress and her torturer.

“Where is the hercegesé?” Brishen barely resisted the urge to punch the information out of the man. Torturing or beating him would do nothing more than waste time. He was indeed the weakness in the wall of secrecy. Brishen didn’t doubt this Kai would readily die for his mistress, even under torture. That he would allow the imposter to die under the same circumstances…

Her soft sobs sounded so much like the real Ildiko’s it was all Brishen could do not to spin around and order Anhuset to stop. Instead, he kept his eye on the henchman who watched her, grief-stricken. “Please, mistress,” he begged her.

Brishen waited another moment. When no answer was forthcoming, he sighed. “The other hand, Anhuset.”

The henchman lunged again, this time toward the imposter, as a second round of awful snicks and muffled screaming sounded behind them. He crawled on elbows and knees to reach her, using fists, feet, and teeth to fight off Brishen, who pulled him back. Brishen did punch him then, hard enough that the man hit the ground and lay still, eyes closed as his breath gusted from his mouth in heavy pants.

He lay limp as Brishen grabbed the back of his tunic and yanked him to a sitting position. The false Ildiko sat on her haunches, holding her bound hands close to her chest. Her fingers were swollen and misshapen, and tears streamed down her cheek from the one eye still mostly human. She rocked back and forth, obviously in pain, yet she shook her head violently when her accomplice once more begged her to let him speak.

Panic and impatience began to eat away at Brishen’s revulsion for what he and Anhuset did. They were losing precious time. “Where’s the hercegesé?”

The Kai man snarled in impotent fury. Brishen seized the opportunity and twisted the knife a little harder. “This isn’t a game I want to play.” He spoke over his shoulder to Anhuset. “If I don’t get an answer this time, sever both of her heel cords.” He ignored his captives’ distressed cries. “After that, hamstring her. And after that, cut off her nose.” He met the charlatan’s horrified gaze. “So I may always know who dared to threaten what is most precious to me.”

“My gods,” the other man whispered next to him. “You are insane!”

“No, I’m a husband wanting his wife back, and if I have to take your mistress apart piece by piece to make that happen, then so be it.” Brishen meant every word and more. If Ildiko died because of these two, there wouldn’t be enough left of either of them to burn or bury. “Where is the hercegesé?” Once more silence reigned, and Brishen raised his hand, signaling to Anhuset.

“Stop!” The Kai man broke, fury mixed with regret, despair, and most of all, love in his eyes. He raised his bound hands in a plea for mercy. “No more. I’ll tell you where the hercegesé is. Just don’t maim her anymore.”

Behind Brishen, the imposter tried to shout garbled commands around her gag. The man flinched, looking away for a moment before turning his gaze back to Brishen.

“She’s at Orshulgyn.”

The rush of relief roaring through Brishen made him lightheaded. They were one step closer to ending this ordeal. “How many guards?” he asked, surprised by the dead calm of his voice when it took all his strength not to leap to his feet and bolt for his horse.

Mouth twisted into a sneer, the other man spat to one side. “For a human woman? Just one.”

If there was one thing Brishen could count on, it was his enemies’ predictability in overestimating his mercy and underestimating his wife’s prowess. “Is she wounded?”

A casual shrug. “No worse than how my mistress appeared when she first approached you.”

“Please, holy gods,” Brishen silently prayed. “Let that still be true.”

He stood and strode to Anhuset standing over the Kai woman. “Gag them both and bind them to separate trees away from each other. Then you and Dendarah ride hard to Saggara with Tarawin. You’ll no doubt cross paths with one or more of our other trackers. Send them back here to retrieve these two.” He glanced at his wife’s double as she violently shook her head. He shuddered and looked away.

“You want to leave them alive?” Anhuset’s outrage startled a pair of doves hidden in the trees into flight. “Brishen, they took the queen! That’s treason!”

He grasped her elbow and pulled her to a spot out of his captives’ earshot. Anhuset’s eyes were white-hot as she practically vibrated with fury. “I know nothing of the magic she wears other than that it’s powerful but temporary. If I kill her now, she might die still disguised as Ildiko. I want to know who she is. If she’s one of Vesetshen’s relatives, then that matriarch will regret the day she ever crossed me.”

His explanation went far to cool Anhuset’s temper, though her eyes remained pale. “I can take them back on lead lines, one tied to my horse, one to Dendarah’s.”

If they didn’t have his daughter, he might have agreed to the idea. “They’ll slow you down too much if you try to bring them with you. Tarawin is the first priority. I’ll risk one or both of them escaping in favor of getting the queen safely home. Speed counts most here.” He scanned the forest surrounding them, praying no one else lay in wait to ambush them. “Take down anyone who gets in your way.”

She nodded. “That goes without saying.”

He left her to carry out his commands, halting in front of Dendarah to take Tarawin in his arms and hug her tightly. The little queen squealed and planted a slobbery kiss on his cheek before head-butting his nose in a demand that he play “horsey” with her. He kissed her forehead and handed her back to Dendarah. The royal guard nodded when he relayed the same commands he’d given Anhuset. “Remember you’ll have to sneak her into the fortress,” he said. “We’ve spread the lie the queen is still at Saggara under Kirgipa’s care. See it stays that way.”

Dendarah saluted him. “As you command, Herceges.” Worry flashed across her grim features. “Be careful, and may all be well with the hercegesé.”

Rain clouds had moved in by the time he rode out of the woodland for the wide swath of fields stretching like a gentle sea to the bottom of rolling hills and the ancient necropolis built for dead human sorcerers. The sullen sky hung low, a dull gray with hints of lightning flashing across its underbelly.

To keep from exhausting his horse, he altered its pace between a walk, a trot, and a gallop. The hills silhouetted against the building storm hid the most precious thing in Brishen’s life, and he urged his mount onward as they raced toward the shadowed slopes.

The sky opened, washing curtains of rain across the landscape. Orshulgyn crowned the peak of the lowest hill, its flanks made treacherous by the loose rock covering the ground. Brishen scouted one side where a worn path—almost choked to invisibility by weeds—snaked its way up the incline. Thunder rumbled in every direction as he coaxed his horse up the narrow road, gaze sweeping the terrain for any movement or possible ambush.

Nothing rushed him from behind the large boulders standing sentinel along the route. Lightning lit the way as he rode closer to the circular buildings capped with pointed thatched roofs. He listened for the warning whine of an arrow shot from a bow, but only the thunder serenaded him. His mount stumbled twice on the now slippery ground, and Brishen dismounted to lead the horse the rest of the way to the necropolis. If Ildiko’s guard waited for him, he’d have plenty of time to prepare for a confrontation.

Except for its dead, Orshulgyn looked deserted. His hopes of swiftly finding his wife plummeted even as his fear and anger soared. If the Kai had lied to him regarding Ildiko’s whereabouts, Brishen would make him wish Secmis were alive to dole out his punishment.

He spun around at a soft whuff and spotted a gray gelding still bridled near one of the columbaria. The animal paced toward them, tossing its head and whickering a greeting to Brishen’s mount. Both horses snorted and shied when a lightning bolt kissed the field below, leaving a crack of thunder to boom its disapproval.

Brishen caught the gelding by its dragging reins, noting the saddle nearby with its familiar tack and the tell-tale presence of bow and sword still inside their saddle scabbards. No Kai soldier with any training would leave their weaponry unattended. Something had happened to the guard tasked with watching Ildiko.

Torn between relief and worry, he led both horses to a columbarium where the wall shielded them from the worst of the wind-driven deluge and looped their reins around a wooden post planted in the ground. Sigils carved into wood and weathered by time and elements, shimmered faintly in the rainy murk. The fine hairs on his arms rose as the feel of old sorcery danced across his skin.

Brishen unloaded his weaponry from his horse, then emptied the quiver belonging to the Kai guard, adding the arrows to his supply. He broke the bow in half and slid the sword under a gap between the ground and the building, hiding it from sight.

Drenched to the skin, he navigated the necropolis grounds, sloshing through puddles and small rivers of muddy water that tumbled over his boots. He paused before an ominous stone slab, stained and glistening in the downpour, and wondered how much blood had once been spilled on its smooth surface. A whisper of malevolent laughter mingled with the chatter of raindrops, as if something found his revulsion amusing.

Blade and bow were useless against entities that defied death and wielded sorcery, but he wasn’t defenseless. Elder magic still coursed through his veins, thin as watered-down ale, but strong enough to protect him if needed. He prayed he wouldn’t have to use it. All hope of one day rescuing Megiddo lay in what little magic he still retained.

The rain gradually lightened to a heavy drizzle, heralding in a twilight of starless gloom and a quagmire of mud that threatened to suck his boots off his feet. He stopped at every columbarium to either shove or kick open the door to look inside. Each one stood empty except for a solitary urn chained to the lid of a stone bier. It wasn’t until he reached one with a hole in the roof that his heart smacked against his ribs, this time in triumph.

Ildiko had been here. He had no doubt of it. And she’d escaped using a tattered rope and a pair of soggy trousers hanging from its length.

He bolted from the house of the dead, cursing the rain as it had destroyed any hint of tracks that might have told him which way she’d gone. Her name hung in his throat, wrapped around a bellow he held back until his jaw ached. “Where are you, Ildiko?” he whispered, the question drowned out by the steadily falling rain.

Luck blessed him when he paused to choose which way to continue the hunt for his wife. While the rain had obliterated most spoor, a few remained. Hoofprints, embedded deeper in the ground than those of a barefooted human woman had withstood the wash of water so far. They showed a path the Kai’s horse had taken, from the necropolis’s outer perimeter to its inner circle. Brishen backtracked the prints until the flat terrain dropped off into a steep decline.

The mad hope of finding Ildiko safe and sound had set his heart to drumming when he’d seen the rope and trousers. That same organ seized when he peered over the hilltop’s edge and spotted a pale, crumpled figure far down the slope amid a scatter of rocks, scrubgrass, and brambles. Another figure lay not far away, twisted at an odd angle. Faded yellow eyes glowed dull and unblinking in the oncoming night.

Brishen didn’t hesitate and leaped to careen down the slope at breakneck speed, sliding across a field of mud and slippery rocks. He lost his balance once, landing on his side as stone and thorns tore his tunic and ripped his bow and quiver off his shoulder. Something sharp nicked his cheek, just below his eye. He barely noticed the sting or the warm trickle of blood washed away by the water sluicing down his face.

He almost crashed into Ildiko on his knees, scrabbling for purchase by gripping nearby tufts of scrubgrass whose wet blades sliced into his palms as easily as knives.

Ildiko lay in the mud, looking like a poppet thrown about by a child. Bruises mottled her pale skin, along with scratches and a cut on her forearm purposefully inflicted by a blade. Rain pelted her features, mixing with the blood trickling from her nostrils and the corner of her mouth. More blood matted her hair on one side.

Brishen knelt beside her, gently cupping her cheeks in shaking hands. The chant in his head kept pace with his racing heart. Oh gods. Oh gods. Oh gods. He bent close, praying he’d feel her breath against his face. Nothing. Terror screamed through his mind, blinding him to his surroundings. Shouting her name would do no good. Instead, he scooted back and lay his head against her chest, listening for a heartbeat and begging deaf gods not to steal her from him.

The breath he held gusted from his lungs when the faintest pulse, unsteady and weak, whispered in his ear. Had he been human, he might have wept. He pressed his forehead between her breasts, drunk with relief. A caress of fingers in his hair made him raise his head. His wife stared at him, blinking away raindrops. “Ildiko,” he said, her name an orison on his lips.

Her mouth curved into a half smile as her fingers wove through his wet hair. “Brishen. I knew you’d come.” The smile became a frown. “Tarawin?”

“Safe.” He swiped away rivulets of rain from her cheek with his thumb. “Anhuset and Dendarah are taking her to Saggara.”

She licked her cracked lips. “Thank the gods.” Her voice had a wheezy quality to it and was hardly more than a whisper. “It’s getting darker.” Her eyes rolled back before her lids drifted down.

Alarmed, Brishen grasped her hands. “Stay with me, wife. Open your eyes.”

Her eyelids fluttered, and she raised them enough for him to see the lower half of her sclera, irises and pupils. “I think I’m broken inside.” The cough she expelled and the weak cry of pain that followed, broke the dam holding back his panic.

He ran his hands lightly over her torso, careful not to press too hard and hurt her even more. She felt as fragile as a bird. There was no obvious injury beyond the cuts and bruises he could see, but his alarm didn’t lessen. The new bright blood spilling down her chin, and the blue tinge to her lips were testament to her concern that she was, indeed, broken inside. He caressed her head where old blood matted her hair and came away with a palm stained red.

For the first time in his life, he floundered, helpless in the face of her unseen injuries. He was good with a sword and axe, physically strong, and willing to face armies of galla, but this…this was beyond his capabilities. He was without a healer, and if he was right, Ildiko was dying.

The slightest wheeze of a breath escaped her mouth, then nothing. Brishen bellowed her name, spurred on by desperation to shout her recovery into existence and make her open her eyes. Neither happened, and he bent to press his ear to her breasts, seeking the weak but precious heartbeat. Still nothing.

He wasn’t a healer or a sorcerer, but he was the Khaskem and the last adult Kai to retain a pittance of Elder magic not lost or weakened by the fading of the Kai and the spell he’d wrought to rob them of their heritage in order to save them. He’d held onto those thin threads of ancient sorcery with both hands in the hopes of one day rescuing Megiddo’s eidolon from his horrific fate. He sacrificed that magic now without hesitation, without regret, summoning it from within so that it arced like lightning through his veins and muscles, sizzling down his arms and making his claws shimmer with blue light. The luminescence bathed Ildiko’s wan face, turning it into a death mask.

This was the sorcery of necromancy, once revived by a macabre spell fueled by spilled blood. It was all he had to wield as he tried to save his wife, and he poured its dark power into her dying body. It cascaded out of him, making his head spin and his vision fade until Ildiko was no more than a hazy outline of color smudged by rain.

“Please, Ildiko,” he begged her. “Don’t leave me.”

The magic continued to rush out of him with a speed that made him reel. Ildiko’s features went from hazy to sharp in his vision. Her eyes opened to stare past his shoulder to an infinite horizon. She spoke, not in a weak, whispery voice, but in two voices, both strong and powerful. One hers, the other deeper, male, familiar. Megiddo.

“Witch, open the gate for me.”

The strange command slammed an ethereal door shut, and Brishen gasped when the flow of power suddenly stopped, sending a shockwave of nausea through his gut. He rolled away from Ildiko and vomited into the bramble bush next to him. Limbs shaking, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve and crawled back to where she lay.

Rain mixed with blood created pink ribbons that unfurled and dripped off her chin. She hadn’t changed position, and her eyes were closed again. Her pallor, however, was no longer the sickly gray of the dying. She was still pale but with a rosy undertone in her cheeks and her lips.

Hollowed out by the loss of his remaining magic and too frightened to pray, Brishen pressed his ear to her chest a second time and heard a heartbeat, slow and steady. Hardly daring to believe it, he put two fingers to her throat, then placed them under her nose. Her breath fanned gently over his knuckles.

The euphoric laughter erupting out of him held more than a tinge of madness. The sky answered him with a far-off crack of thunder as the storm rolled south, and the drizzle lightened to a sprinkle. Brishen clasped one of Ildiko’s hands and brought it to his mouth to press kisses across her palm and fingers. He would have kissed her lips as well were it not for the lingering sourness of bile still on his tongue.

She hadn’t awakened, but she was alive, and if he weren’t already on his knees, he would have fallen to them, a grateful supplicant before merciful gods. Her hand flexed in his grasp. Brishen held on and used his free hand to scrape away the wet tendrils of hair glued to her cheek. “Ildiko?”

A smile graced her mouth, and her eyelids gradually lifted. He inhaled sharply at the sight, squeezing her fingers until she flinched. Cerulean light ringed her irises and tinted her sclera. She stared at him for a long time without speaking. When she finally did, her voice was neither the feeble whisper of a dying woman nor the powerful command of two entities speaking in tandem. It was simply Ildiko, his beloved. “I’ve always wondered what the Kai might look like if they could weep.” She lifted her other hand to wipe the rain from his face. “Now I know.”

The sudden tightness in his chest rose to close his throat. He gingerly lifted her into his arms, breath held as he waited to hear a cry of pain. Instead, she draped her arms over his shoulders and pressed a kiss to his throat. She sighed in his embrace. He shuddered in hers and buried his face in her neck.

Somehow, he’d managed to heal her, though how much or in what ways, he didn’t know. Getting her off this slope without hurting her would still be a challenge. But she breathed and smiled and even joked. And while she might have a Wraith King’s magic flowing through her veins now, she no longer bled.

They held each other long enough for his knees to protest their genuflection amid the sharp rocks. The rain had completely stopped, and night lay fully upon them, made hazy by a rising fog. His vision might be sharp during the nocturnal hours, but fog blinded both Kai and human alike. If he and Ildiko didn’t leave soon, he’d have to guess his way back up the hill’s flank. “Woman of day,” he whispered near her ear. “Are you ready to come home with me?”

Ildiko’s fingers combed gently through his wet hair, her short huff of laughter warm on his skin. “As long as you don’t have a scarpatine pie waiting to celebrate my homecoming.”

Leave it to his resilient wife to find humor in the grimmest circumstances. He adjusted her in his arms so that he bore most of her weight, and slowly stood. She lost her footing on the slippery ground, clutching his shoulders to stay upright.

“Sorry,” she said. “I still have ribbons for legs.”

He kissed her forehead. “No apologies. You’ve survived an ordeal that would have killed another. I doubt any would hold a stumble against you. Not even Anhuset.”

“I can’t imagine Anhuset ever stumbling over anything.”

“Just her tongue when Serovek is near.”

His remark elicited another laugh from her before her features turned somber. “You sacrificed the last of your magic to save me, didn’t you?”

That was a conversation for another time and certainly another place. Brishen tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “It was a necessity, not a sacrifice Ildiko, and I’d do so again without hesitation.” He hugged her lightly. “Right now I need to get both of us up this hill before the fog truly sets in.” He stepped back to inspect her mud-splattered form. “Are you in any pain? Can you stand on your own?”

She shook her head at the first question and nodded at the second, then tilted her chin to where the Kai lay not far away, still unmoving. “What about him?”

Brishen followed her gaze. “That’s why I asked if you could stand. I need to leave you for a moment to make sure he’s dead.” He focused his attention back on her. “Do you know who he is?”

It was difficult for him to read emotion in human eyes, but the sorrow and anger in Ildiko’s was unmistakable. “No, but I know whom he serves.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “I’ve much to tell you.”

He stroked her arms, claws passing over her skin, with only hints of the bruises and scratches there. Even the knife slash on her arm was nothing more than a raised pink line. “And I you, but we’ll do so on the way home. Wait here.”

As he thought, the Kai tasked with guarding Ildiko was dead. He lay among the stone rubble, his eyes a dull ochre now as he stared at nothing, his neck twisted at an odd angle. Like Ildiko, he’d taken a tumble down the slope. He hadn’t been so lucky as her.

With the rain gone, birds left their sheltered trees and took to the sky. Some chose to scour the ground for food, including a wake of vultures who landed not far from where the dead Kai lay. A pair of crows soon joined them. All watched Brishen, patient in their waiting, as he stood and walked away, leaving them to their meal.

Ildiko watched his approach, her face wan with quiet horror. “That could have been me had you not saved me,” she said and hugged herself.

He gathered her in his arms. “But it wasn’t you, wife.” He kissed her forehead once more, then both her eyelids. “I saw the rope and trousers in the columbarium. Clever woman, you saved yourself.” The rolling fog had risen to coil around his knees now. Brishen pulled away from her. “We have to go. I’m more surefooted than you and have my claws to grip if needed to climb this hill. You may not be in pain but I doubt you’re strong enough yet to make the climb on your own. Get on my back and I’ll carry you.”

She frowned. “Are you certain? I’ll be a burden.”

He snorted. “You weigh less than my armor. I’m certain.”

She did as he instructed, wrapping her legs around his waist and her arms around his shoulders. Had she been a Kai woman, the ascent would have been much more difficult, much more treacherous, but she was feather-light and held on with the tenacity of lichen on stone. He slipped only once, his heart leaping into his throat as his claws dug into the soft earth to keep his balance. Rocks skittered past them to skip down the slope.

“I’m fine, Brishen,” Ildiko assured him before he could ask her.

They made it to the top without mishap after that. Ildiko slipped off his back and offered him a mischievous smile. “I once compared you to a dead eel, but maybe a nimble goat is more accurate.”

She was a mess of blood-matted hair, torn clothes, and bare feet scratched by brambles. She was also the most beautiful being he’d ever beheld. “You’re still the pretty hag,” he said, returning the smile with one of his own that never failed to make her eyes go wide for a moment.

He led her to where the two horses still sheltered under the columbarium’s thatched overhang. Ildiko happily took the flask of tepid water he offered, downing half of it in three gulps before returning it to him with a sheepish look. “Forgive me. I was thirsty.”

Hungry too if he were to guess. He pushed the flask back to her. “Drink as much as you want, but slowly this time or you’ll be sick.”

She refused and pushed it back to him. “I’m done, truly.”

He finished the rest, using most of the remaining water to rinse his mouth of the taste of bile. A vague queasiness still assailed his stomach, and the strange emptiness that carved a trench inside him from the loss of his magic would always remain, along with the grief of knowing he’d destroyed any hope of saving Megiddo. But he had saved his wife, and he comforted himself with the idea that the courageous monk would have approved the sacrifice and done the same himself.

Ildiko didn’t argue when he lifted her onto his horse and mounted behind her. The dead Kai’s mount followed behind them as they rode out of the necropolis grounds to make their way back to Saggara. Brishen kept Ildiko snug against him, one arm resting across her midriff. She leaned back, hands stroking his forearm. “I hope I never see this place again,” she said.

“If the gods play fairly, you never will.” Once they reached Saggara, he’d assign a battalion of Kai soldiers to guard her and Tarawin. As for the woman who’d abducted and impersonated her, there was a gate with a pike waiting for a head to mount on it.

As if Ildiko heard his grim musings, she squeezed his forearm. “No dark thoughts for now, Brishen. We’ve more bleak things to face when we reach home, but wait until then. Tarawin is safe, and we’re alive and together. Be joyful with me in this moment.”

He reined the horse to a stop. Ildiko twisted in the saddle enough so she could face him with a turn of her head. The combination of grief and fury had returned to mar her features, but faded when he tilted her chin up. Her lips parted beneath his, her tongue seeking entrance past his teeth to caress the inside of his mouth. His soft groan mimicked hers, and the saddle creaked under them as he gathered her tightly in his arms. When they came up for air, he offered her a second quick peck on the lips.

“I’ve my wife where she belongs, safe in my arms. How can I not find joy in that?” A sudden thought occurred to him, and he reached inside his tunic, pulling out her necklace with its broken chain.

At first, Ildiko merely squinted at it, unable to make out what he held in the dark—the pale moonstone flower with its tangle of black roots. Then she gasped, her eyes filling with tears as he dropped the necklace into her hand. “Oh gods, Brishen, I thought it was lost forever!” She clutched his gift, pressing it to her chest. Tears streamed down her cheeks and dripped off her jaw. “You found it. You found me.”

He held her close and stayed silent until her crying eased and only sniffles were left. “The chain’s broken,” he said.

She wiped her nose on her sleeve and smeared away tears with one hand. The look she gave him was one he’d grown familiar with during their marriage, one that comforted him during the longest nights and the hardest hours. She cupped his cheek. “But we are not.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


In the month since their return to Saggara from Orshulgyn, Ildiko had been plagued by bad dreams and grim memories. Ineni cutting Tarawin’s heel, her own abduction, the Kai guard beheading the human driver in front of her, the hot splatter of his blood on her shift, the rattle of the urn lid and the feel of icy fingers on her calf from the touch of a dead sorcerer—all combined to rob her of sleep.

Sometimes the memories visited during her waking hours, when her mended bones remembered cracking against unyielding ground after she and her guard fell. She didn’t recall anything else beyond explosive agony until she opened her eyes to see Brishen’s beloved face hovering above her, golden eye shining like a beacon. She’d been dying then; she was certain of it. He’d saved her with the last of the Elder magic he’d hoarded since his time as a Wraith King—and forged a tether between her and another Wraith King.

“Witch, open the gate for me.”

She’d spoken those words in unison with Megiddo as Brishen strove to claw her out of Death’s hold. She uttered them now on a harsh gasp as she hurtled up from restless sleep and the recurring dream of the doomed monk.

Brishen bolted up beside her, knife in one hand, the other holding her arm in a firm grip, ready to fight his way out of their bed to protect her. After a moment of silence, he returned the knife to its place under his pillow. The hold he had on her arm became a caress. “Easy, wife,” he crooned softly in the darkness. “You were dreaming.”

Despite the perspiration sheening her skin, she shivered. Brishen coaxed her to lie down once more and tucked her into the cove of his body. She caught one of his hands, entwining her fingers with his. “I’m sorry, Brishen. I keep waking you with all my noise and twitching.”

His low chuckle vibrated against her back and caressed the top of her head. “That would be our daughter, not you.” He kissed the top of her head. “You spoke the words as before. You dreamed of Megiddo, didn’t you?”

She nodded. They both called it a dream, but it was more than that. A vibrant vision not wrought from her memory or created by her imagination, but a true moment of time and place in which she looked out at the world from Megiddo’s eyes and spoke with his mouth, calling a terrified young woman a witch and commanding her to open a gate.

They stood within a ruined enclosure, a temple or sanctuary that somehow seemed familiar and was surrounded by a winter-bare forest frosted in snow and bejeweled in ice. The woman sat on the ground, fighting with all her might to keep from being dragged toward the broken steps. A writhing miasma of shadows swirled about Megiddo, twisted faces with fanged maws opened wide in silent screams and howls. Madness trapped within an ethereal cloak worn by the doomed monk.

The first time she described the vision to Brishen, he’d paled to the color of cold ash. “Those are the galla, though I have no idea who the woman is.” One of his hands had flexed as if he wanted to shred the memory of the abominations who’d attacked Haradis and changed the fate of the Kai forever. “Were they torturing him?” Dread at her impending answer threaded through his voice, along with the awful guilt she’d seen bow his shoulders many times.

Ildiko had clasped his arm, though she didn’t know if she did so to sooth him or warn him. “No.” The gods had granted her the mercy of not yet witnessing Megiddo’s suffering as Brishen had, but what she’d seen made her shudder. “I don’t think he’s their victim anymore, Brishen. I think he’s their master.” He’d shuddered at her words.

What had she witnessed through the power of the Elder magic Brishen had sent rushing through her body? And what was the fate of the poor woman who’d defied Megiddo’s grim command?

She drifted to sleep once more, still troubled but comforted enough in her husband’s arms not to be plagued by more dreams. When she woke, the darkness within their enclosed bed was more gray than black, and she could make out the faint outline of Brishen’s sleeping sprawled next to her.

While she lived her life now during the nocturnal hours as the Kai did, she woke early, when the sun still blazed bright in late afternoon. Those were the hours when Saggara was at its most peaceful, when most of the Kai slept and those assigned day duty moved quietly through the manor and the grounds. She used that time to either sit in solitary bliss in the garden or read a book in the library, perched in a chair next to one of the tall windows where the sun spilled a lattice work of light across the floor and warmed her skin.

Today, however, was not a day for such indulgences, and her stomach roiled with dread at the task ahead of her. With Sinhue’s help, she dressed quietly and braided her hair into a simple style that she fastened at her nape with a pair of ornate pins. The maid pronounced her presentable with a hand signal and the two tiptoed toward the door.

“Are you certain about this, Ildiko?” Brishen’s voice called from behind the bed curtains.

Both mistress and maid froze in their tracks, and Ildiko flinched before turning around to face the bed. “I’m certain, Brishen.”

The answering silence was long and heavy. “So be it. If you need me, I’ll come.”

Such a simple statement, yet behind it, the most majestic promise. Ildiko smiled. “I know.”

She and Sinhue left with a quiet click of the door behind them, greeted the battalion of guards lining the hallway outside the royal bedchamber and nursery, and descended the stairs toward the ground floor. While the servants passing them offered salutations as they went about their duties, their expressions were no longer curious at seeing the hercegesé awake during the Kai small hours.

She entered the narrow corridor that acted as the only entrance and exit to Saggara’s prison. Sinhue kept pace beside her, carrying a lantern to light her mistress’s way. The warden himself had met them in the courtyard, offering the light and a respectful bow before leading the hercegesé’s entourage into his domain.

Built below ground when Saggara first rose on this flat plain as the summer palace for the Kai royal household, the prison was a modest affair with a dozen small cells used to house prisoners prior to transport to the capital for trial. Even now, with Saggara the new capital of Bast-Haradis, it maintained its humble size. Most of its occupants were moved to the prefectures from which they came where the local justiciars oversaw trials, handed down judgments, and meted out punishments and executions.

There were sometimes exceptions. A few were too important or too dangerous to release outside of Saggara’s walls and place in the hands of lower-ranking officials. They were kept in cells isolated from those waiting for transport. At the moment, only one such prisoner held that dubious honor. Those who had aided in her plan had been executed within a day of Brishen returning to Saggara, their bodies buried without proclamation or lamentations.

Ildiko wiped her damp palms on her skirts as she kept her eyes on the warden’s back and counted the synchronous steps they’d naturally fallen into as they traversed the long hallway toward a set of doors bound by iron straps and crossed by a heavy bar fitted into a pair stout brackets. Her stomach, queasy for hours from dread, erupted into a roil when the warden called out to the pair of guards standing sentinel on either side of the doors.

“Raise the bar and open the doors,” he instructed.

The two leaped to his command, and soon the entry into the prison yawned wide to welcome them.

“Are you well, Hercegesé?” Sinhue eyed her, concern for her mistress furrowing her brow. “You look paler than usual.”

Ildiko swallowed and gave the maid a thin smile. “I will be,” she said. “As soon as this is done.”

When she’d first told him what she wished to do, Brishen had offered to accompany her, his face grim, his eye bright with the slow-burning anger that had yet to cool since he’d rescued her and Tarawin a month earlier. “You don’t owe that traitorous bitch anything, Ildiko, except maybe your wrath. If you wish to bid her farewell, I’ll do it for you so you won’t have to see her again.” The audible snap of his teeth on those last words had made Ildiko wince.

She’d squeezed his hand. “I could use the same argument for you. Someone else can mete out her sentence. Why does it have to be you?”

A coldness settled over his features that almost made Ildiko recoil from him. “Because she stole my wife and daughter, injured both, tried to extort me into a rape, and nearly got you killed. I failed to protect my loved ones.” He bared his teeth, and this time Ildiko did step back. “I want to do this, wife.”

His cheek had been hot under her palm when she cupped his face. “Once this is done, you have to let your anger and the undeserved self-reproach go. If you don’t, then the question becomes who is truly being punished? Don’t surrender that power to her.”

She understood the rage. Had once simmered with it herself as Brishen healed from wounds inflicted on him by his torturers. She’d ordered their deaths and never lost sleep over it, buoyed by the fury that had made the blood sizzle in her veins. Still, she didn’t wish another burden upon him. Guilt and anger were relentless overseers. Even Ildiko’s insistence that the only person at fault in this entire debacle was Ineni—a desperate woman who’d paid a terrible price thanks to the blindness of despair and the misguided fervor of zealotry—did nothing to blunt the edges.

Saggara’s prison, while hidden deep in the earth below the redoubt, was clean and dry. Brishen had been unbudging in his insistence that it be so, and regularly inspected it himself to make sure his decree was followed to exacting measures.

“Filth, damp, and vermin promote disease,” he once told Ildiko. “Even if I had no mercy for the prisoners, I do for the guards, and I certainly don’t want my family and servants living above a plague pit in the making.”

A good king, she thought. With or without a crown. She was blessed beyond words to be the consort of such a man.

The thought stayed with her as their entourage turned a corner to enter another much shorter hallway where a newly built cell stood at the end. Were it not for the lamp Sinhue carried, the darkness would be thick enough to scoop with a shovel. One guard lit a cold torch bolted to the wall, the blaze of light making everyone, including Ildiko, flinch away for a moment.

“Will this be enough for your needs, Hercegesé?” The warden squinted at her from the shadows of his hood. Torchlight danced across the low ceiling and spilled into the cell where a single occupant crouched, their back to the visitors standing on the other side of the bars.

Ildiko nodded and motioned for Sinhue to pass the lantern to her. “Give us time alone,” she instructed the group. “I’ll summon you when I’m ready to leave.” None protested though Sinhue’s half frown warned she verged on an argument. Ildiko patted the maid’s hand. “I’ll be fine, Sinhue. “This is nothing more than a conversation between two people, and there’s a wall of bars between us. I’m perfectly safe.”

Sinhue’s frown didn’t fade but she did as her mistress bade and followed the others back to the main corridor, leaving Ildiko alone with the prisoner.

“We’re not to have an audience then?” Ineni’s voice was raspy as she slowly stood and pivoted to face Ildiko. She didn’t turn away from the torchlight, and her mismatched gaze settled heavily on Ildiko.

Ineni Emelyin, once a lovely Kai woman of grace, charm, and intelligence, had irrevocably changed. The spell she’d invoked to deceive Brishen had worked its awful power too well, though not well enough. Human magic wasn’t Elder magic, and sorcery was a mercurial thing, even when wielded by an experienced hand. Ineni’s attempt to control a spell not of Elder origin had failed in ways she’d likely never anticipated.

She no longer looked like either Ildiko or herself. Her long hair was a faded mess of white and dull orange, her visage reflecting an unnatural amalgamation of both Kai and human features. It was as if a clumsy god had cobbled together a chimera made from the broken poppets of two races. Her mismatched eyes, one a human gray with a black pupil, the other a glowing yellow, watched Ildiko from the other side of the bars with a bleak steadiness. Her skin, a mottled patchwork of gray and pale pink looked sallow in the torchlight, and her healing hands still bore the marks of Anhuset’s work as torturer. Despite Ineni’s bizarre appearance, Ildiko found it much easier to look upon her now than when she was her mirror’s reflection.

She mentally shook off the memory. “There’s no need for an audience, Ineni.”

“Then you’re here to gloat about my impending death?” She laughed, a bitter sound. “Strange. I never imagined that from you.”

Ildiko bristled. “And I never imagined your treason.”

Ineni’s laughter died abruptly. She sidled up to the bars, the straw covering the cell’s floor whispering under her feet. “Then why are you here, Hercegesé?” Her mismatched eyes narrowed. “If it’s to glean an apology from me, you’re wasting your time. My only regret is my plan failed.”

“The plan where you’d rape the regent for his seed, bear his child, and raise it to overthrow the queen regnant?” Ildiko squeezed the lantern handle with one hand and made a fist of the other behind her back.

She jumped when Ineni slammed her body against the bars, sharp Kai teeth gleaming in the light. “I would never betray the queen! She is Secmis’s granddaughter!”

Ildiko rolled her eyes and watched Ineni’s altered features twist in revulsion. “I think it’s a bit late to reclaim any misplaced morality.” She held up a hand to halt Ineni’s reply. “I didn’t come here to spar with you, or to gloat. I came to tell you that your father has requested he witness your execution. The herceges has denied that request. However, if you wish to see him a final time, an escort will bring him here. But be prepared for…unpleasantness.”

Hatred was more like it, accompanied by crushing grief. The lie of their only child’s death had nearly broken Cephren and his wife. The truth of her survival would have surely killed them. Brishen’s solution for not only sparing Ineni’s parents the truth of her actions, but also any shame for the entire Emelyin clan, had seemed almost god-sent.

They had stood together in the garden, away from prying eyes and listening ears. A small army of guards were outside the garden walls, out of earshot but close enough to defend against any attack. Safety had replaced the days of freer movement for now.

“We can tell them, and the families of her guards, they were ambushed by those who’d abducted you and Tarawin. Ineni admitted she’d told her parents they were going on a hunting trip.” Brishen had paced in front of her. “What do you think?”

“And their bodies?”

He sighed. “That’s the hard part. Even if we say they were burned to ash, there would still be bones. We can say we never found their bodies, only their horses, which their killers stole. Neither one will offer much comfort to Cephren.”

She’d caught his hand, halting his pacing. “Spinning the most elaborate tale will never accomplish the thing Cephren wants most—his daughter back whole and hearty.” She squeezed his fingers. “Keep it simple. I think the ambush idea will work, and our inability to find the bodies more realistic.” It was her turn to sigh. “Who knows? Lack of proof of her death may not offer closure, but it might offer a tiny spark of hope to hold onto, that maybe she isn’t dead but simply lost.”

He’d pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eye. “Hope built on a string of lies.”

“But hope, nonetheless. Kai and human, we have that in common—the need to believe in something better. It gives us fortitude.”

His hands had been warm on her back when he drew her close and bent to press his forehead to hers. “You ease my soul, wife.”

She leaned in to give him a soft kiss. “And you make me brave, husband.”

While she’d declined his offer to come with her for a finalconversation with Ineni, she still wished he were here now. His steady presence always strengthened her spine, especially in the hardest moments.

Ineni lost her defiance at the news of Cephren’s request. Her voice softened to a thin wobble. “He’s here? In Saggara?”

Ildiko nodded, a trickle of pity cooling her temper. Pity for Ineni, but especially for Cephren. “He arrived yesterday, seeking an audience with the herceges. He wishes to face his daughter’s murderer and witness the execution.”

The other woman closed her eyes for a moment. “Why didn’t the herceges grant his request?”

Even if the spell to mimic Ildiko hadn’t worn off, Brishen would have discovered the deception in short order. Despite her previous careful observations, Ineni knew next to nothing about him. Ildiko waited until she opened her eyes once more before answering. “Because he doesn’t believe cruelty should be part of punishment. Yours will be brief. Your father’s punishment will last a lifetime.”

A bitter smile curved Ineni’s mouth. “You’re right. You didn’t come to gloat but to bury the knife.”

Her words struck hard. Ildiko’s entire face heated with the hot blood of shame. She’d counseled Brishen not to succumb to his fury, yet she’d done that very thing, pouring venom into sanctimony disguised as righteousness. “Not originally,” she said softly. “I shouldn’t have said that, though I would be lying if I said I didn’t hope it hurt.”

Ineni regarded her silently, a slight tilt to her head as if puzzling out a conundrum. “I still believe the herceges should set you aside and take a Kai consort. I’m not alone in that belief, but I understand why he’s so devoted to you.” She tucked a tangled lock of hair behind one ear with a swollen finger. “I know he didn’t do it for me, but please tell him I’m grateful for the compassion he’s shown to me, my parents, and my clan.”

She said no more, retreating to a far corner of the cell, her back to the bars. Ildiko watched her for a moment, weary with sadness. Secmis’s thirst for more power had forever changed the kingdom and the people she once ruled. From the destruction of its capital to the destruction of fair Ineni—whom Ildiko once considered not only a friend but her possible replacement when the throne of Bast-Haradis was in jeopardy—the Spider Queen’s malice had infected every part of Kai existence.

Thank the gods, and Brishen, that Secmis is dead, she thought.

Sinhue clucked her disapproval when Ildiko returned to the main corridor where the others waited. “You’re white as milk, Hercegesé.” She glared in the direction of Ineni’s cell. “Did that foul creature hurt you?”

Ildiko’s maid had seen Ineni’s chimeric appearance when Anhuset and Dendarah brought her to Saggara, but didn’t know her identity beyond that of the architect behind the abductions. No one did, outside of the three people who’d rescued them and Ildiko herself. Brishen had made certain it stayed that way, swearing his cousin and the royal guard to silence. They’d done so without hesitation, Anhuset going to so far as to say “Give her to me. I’ll put her to the sword when I’m halfway to High Salure, and bury her where no one will ever find her.”

Brishen had been tempted. Ildiko had seen it in his expression, the desire to wash his hands of the entire ordeal, including the memory of Ineni’s plan for him. Instead, he’d shaken his head. “You’re the margravina of High Salure now. I shouldn’t have involved you in this in the first place. I’ll deal with her.”

Anhuset’s scowl didn’t lessen when he hugged her farewell and bid she convey tidings of good health and fast horses to her husband. “I don’t know which of you is more stubborn, but I could cheerfully bash your heads together sometimes.”

Her sour comment lightened the mood, and Ildiko seized the chance to ask her a question that had pricked her curiosity from the moment Brishen had recounted the transformed Ineni’s appearance in their camp. “Why were you so suspicious of her initially? Brishen said there were small things that seemed odd but nothing one couldn’t lay at the feet of fear and circumstance.”

The Kai woman’s citrine gaze moved over Ildiko in a slow pass. “She walked out of the woods holding a stick to defend herself. She held it completely wrong.” She sniffed with a haughtiness that made Brishen’s eyebrows rise and Ildiko smile. “I taught you better than that.”

“Hercegesé?”

Sinhue’s question brought Ildiko back to the present, and she smiled at the memory of Anhuset’s defense of her training prowess. “I’m quite well, Sinhue. Nothing a goblet of wine and a bit of sunshine can’t fix.” Her smile widened at the maid’s pinched face, alongside the palpable dismay of the guards at the idea of seeking and finding solace under the summer sun.

“As you say, Hercegesé,” Sinhue said in a most skeptical voice.

Brishen was waiting for her in the great room and instantly pulled her into one of the smaller chambers reserved for meetings. He kicked the door closed with one foot before advancing on her. She backed up, matching his determined stride until halted by the table behind her. He braced a hand on either side of her and leaned in. “I knew I should have gone with you. Or you shouldn’t have gone at all. You’re almost as pale now as when I found you at Orshulgyn.”

His comment echoed Sinhue’s earlier observation. Ildiko thumped his chest with two fingers. “Why aren’t you asleep?”

He snorted. “Surely you jest.” He pulled her close when she slid her arms over his shoulders to embrace him. “I was on my way to the prison to meet you.”

He was solid in her arms in every way, a column of strength upon which she could lean. “I’m fine,” she said. “It’s just a sad ending for a once exceptional woman. What she did was wrong in every sense, no matter the motivation behind it. I know this. I still have dreams of waking up in pain with the vultures circling over me. Of seeing her slash Tarawin’s heel and squeeze the blood from the wound. Still…”

Brishen nuzzled her temple with his nose. “I can’t let her live, Ildiko,” he whispered. “This isn’t personal vengeance, though I’ll admit to the desire for it. She abducted you with the intent to murder. And even though we’ve hidden the fact from most, she abducted the queen regnant. Both are crimes against the crown. If I offer clemency, we’ll be fighting not just for the throne but for our lives.”

She kissed the corner of his mouth. “I know. You don’t have to explain. I think she’d refuse clemency anyway. Fate has meted out its own justice.”

They spoke no more of Ineni that day or the day that followed when the sun arced toward the west and Brishen rose quietly from their bed to dress. Ildiko listened to his precise movements, counting in her mind the number of eyelets he laced in his tunic. She pictured his garb behind closed eyelids—a justiciar’s gray outfit, lacking all adornment except for an embroidered crest near the right shoulder identifying the one wearing the outfit as a custodian of Kai law. Or, in this case, an executioner. She suspected he knew she was awake, but he remained quiet, closing the bedroom door behind him with a soft snick.

Her throat closed tight, and a tear slid from the corner of her eye, down her cheek to tickle her ear. She cried for Cephren who grieved a daughter he thought already dead, for Brishen who tasked himself with the grim duty of meting out final justice to that daughter, and for Ineni who exemplified generations of Kai reeling from the loss of their magic.

She didn’t see him again until well after supper. She sat in the solar, sewing at her embroidery frame. Candles in wall sconces illuminated the room, revealing the pair of nurses who watched Tarawin as she played with a set of toys at her mother’s feet. A quick knock that didn’t wait for a reply, and the door swung open to reveal Brishen swaying drunkenly between a servant and a soldier.

The lopsided smile he offered her matched his loose-limbed stance as he canted to one side before the servant caught him. “Hello, Hercegesé,” he said in a slow drawl. “I’ve been looking for you.”

He shook off his escort and crashed to one knee as Tarawin dropped her toy and ran to him with a happy squeal. Ildiko’s heart jumped for a moment when he caught her in his arms, afraid he’d keel over, taking the little girl with him. But Brishen remained steady as he hugged the queen before tickling her into shrieking laughter.

They played together for a few moments until he guided her toward one of the nurses hovering nearby and rose unsteadily to his feet. “I think I need to lie down,” he said between hiccups.

The walk back to their bedchamber was a stumbling jostle as Ildiko took over the role of support pillar from the servant, while the soldier on the other side of Brishen helped her guide her swaying husband down the corridor. Once inside, they lay him on the bed, and the servant helped her undress Brishen before tossing a light cover over him.

Ildiko swiped a hand across her perspiring brow. “You Kai are a heavy lot,” she said and thanked the servant for his help before dismissing him from the room.

Sinhue passed him on the way out, glanced at the herceges sprawled across the bed and brought the empty water basin to Ildiko. “Keep this nearby,” she instructed. “By the reek of spirits in here, he’ll need it sooner or later.” A frown stitched lines into her forehead. “I’ve never known the herceges to overindulge.”

Neither had Ildiko, but she suspected this had been weeks in the making. She stroked his hair back from his face, then slid her hand across his chest to feel the steady thump of his heartbeat. “We’ve dealt with unusual circumstances lately.”

She sent the maid away after assuring her she didn’t need the help with Brishen. Except for his closed eyelid, which twitched, he lay still under the covers. His lips also moved in silent conversation with whomever he dreamed of in the fog of inebriation.

“It must have been a difficult day for you to dive so deep into your cups, my love.” She murmured the words, but he still heard them, for he grasped the hand that stroked his cheek and held it still.

“I drank with Cephren,” he said, “so he might have company while he mourned his daughter, and I might comfort a friend whom I lied to in the name of compassion.” His eye opened, deep yellow and bloodshot. Ildiko, who could never read a Kai’s emotions in their eyes, had no trouble reading the grief in Brishen’s face. “Before she died, Ineni told me she was grateful there was no one with the ability to reap her mortem light. For her father’s sake.”

Ildiko sighed. “I agree with her. It’s a small mercy, but a mercy nonetheless.”

Brishen gave a slow blink and tightened his grip on her hand. “Had there been no other choice, I would have played stud for her, Ildiko. Whatever it took to save you. Would you have forgiven me?”

Her heart raced. This, she thought. This was what had lain silent and poisonous between them since they’d returned to Saggara. She had sensed something troubled Brishen greatly, something he wrestled with and couldn’t speak of until now in a vulnerable moment.

“Forgiveness is warranted when one party has committed a wrongdoing,” she said. “You wouldn’t have need forgiveness.” His hair was silky as she combed it with her fingers. “I’d give you my sympathy instead. My gratitude, my faith, and most of all my sorrow for being subjected to such a thing.” Her heart ached for him. How heavy was this invisible crown.

She kissed him then, tasting the sharp flavor of strong drink. He pulled her down atop him before rolling her beneath him. They lay tangled in the covers until Brishen yanked them aside so that his naked body pressed down on her clothed one. He groaned into her mouth when she deepened the kiss, pulling back briefly to stare at her.

“Claim me,” he commanded in a voice deeper and more guttural than she’d ever heard before.

And she did, over and over until her body shivered from exhaustion and his lay heavy and hot against hers in dreamless sleep.

“Mine,” she whispered, idly stroking his muscular back. “From the moment we met in a rose garden until I take my last breath.” It was her promise to him.


EPILOGUE


Winter following the events of THE IPPOS KING

On a snowy day, as the Kai city of Saggara sank into sleep and left the daylight world to the younger races, Brishen Khaskem closed the garden gate and joined his wife where she sat on a bench in the middle of a profusion of white flowers. She was a splash of color among the monochrome hues of white and gray, her bright flag of hair unbound so that it spilled down her back in loose waves.

She’d turned her face up to the sun, eyes closed as she savored its light. She opened them when the bench creaked beneath his weight and gave him a smile. “And why is the regent roaming about the gardens in the middle of the day instead of resting in his bed?”

He tucked one of her cold hands against his side to warm it. Even protected by his cloak’s hood, he still squinted in the daylight glare. “Because my strange wife has chosen to sit out here by herself and freeze instead of keeping me warm under the blankets.” He lifted her hand to blow on her pale fingers. Her pleased “ooh” encouraged him to do it several more times to both hands. “Where are your gloves?” he finally asked.

“I was in too much of a hurry to come outside and watch the first snowfall and forgot them on the table. There’s no use in bothering a servant with such a trivial task of fetching them.” She huddled along his side. “Besides, you make a marvelous muff.”

He chuckled at her odd compliment. “I’m glad to be of use, wife.”

A sparkle at her throat caught his eye, and he warmed at the sight of the moonstone flower he’d given her. A jeweler had repaired the chain, and Ildiko had worn the necklace when it wasn’t at risk from Tarawin’s curiosity. It seemed very fitting right now that his wife wore this particular jewelry as she sat among the white blossoms that had inspired its making.

“It’s my favorite of the many gifts you’ve given me,” she said as if hearing his thoughts.

He lifted the delicately carved flower with a black claw. “I’m glad. It doesn’t have the best memories tied to it now. I’d have understood if you put it away and never wore it again.”

Ildiko shook her head, the motion causing the stone to drop from his claw. “All the more reason to wear it as often as I can. This necklace led you to me. Its chain is more than thin gold. Whatever memories are bound to it, they’re of no importance compared to the reason you gave it to me in the first place. That’s what matters most.”

A sharp wind hurtled through the garden, sending up snow flurries and making the white flowers shiver and dance on their stems. Tiny drifts of snow scattered off their petals as they bowed to the frigid breeze. Bowed but didn’t break, anchored to earth by strong black roots that resisted the bitter cold and bloomed in defiance.

Ildiko shivered with them and stood. Her cheeks were ruddy, and she sniffled. “I’ve had enough of snow and sunshine,” she declared. “Shall we find our bed?”

Happy to get out of the bright light and huddle with his wife under the covers, Brishen didn’t need to be told twice. He grasped her hand and followed her through the garden, and she laughed at his eagerness. Ildiko reached forward to push the gate open, glancing back at him with a smile. Her eyes shone the preternatural blue of a Wraith King.

His heart stuttered to a stop for a moment, as it did each time she awakened from the dream-vision with Megiddo’s command on her lips.

His expression must have alarmed her. She paused, and her smile fell away. “Brishen?”

He’d fought Death on a hillside at Orshulgyn to save her, surrendered what remained of his magic to heal her broken body and unwittingly passed on to her a connection to the imprisoned monk.

“Witch, open the gate for me.”

Who was the witch? What was the gate? And what would happen when someone obeyed that imperative?

He forced a smile, raising her cold hand to his lips to kiss her palm. “All is well. The sun pains my eyes.”

Her doubtful look warned he wasn’t as convincing as he’d hoped. She eyed him a moment longer before accepting his answer, the ethereal blue of her gaze fading as quickly as it appeared. “Then let’s go inside.” She reached once more for the gate, its lattice of black iron glazed in a thin coating of ice.

Brishen pivoted to block her, and her eyebrows rose. “Allow me. Cold metal on bare hands is never pleasant.”

The latch clanged sharply when he shoved the gate open with his foot. He hesitated, listening, searching for some alteration to the world around them. He breathed a relieved sigh when nothing changed, and he ushered his shivering wife out of the garden. The wind sang, the snow danced, and a Wraith King watched from a waiting dream.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Writing BLACK HELLEBORE gave me the wonderful opportunity to revisit Brishen and Ildiko (and Anhuset) in the world of the Wraith Kings. It also allowed me to drop in an easter egg or two from the world of Master of Crows. If you’ve read THE BRUSH OF BLACK WINGS (sequel to MASTER OF CROWS), you’ll spot those eggs. If you haven’t, then I hope you’ll give it a try. A familiar monk waits within the pages to greet you.

~ Grace


Excerpt from

THE BLADE MAIDEN

Blade and Dagger, Book 1

Coming 2026 from Grace Draven

“Be prepared,” Hadassa warned as she jogged next to Solunada toward the crown princess’s suite of rooms. “The servants are saying Her Unbearableness has been on a tear since word reached her that she wasn’t the only candidate the lim king considered for the position of Royal Consort. I hear she sent one maid to the physicians when she threw her hairbrush at the poor girl.”

Solunada sighed inwardly. This was going to be a long afternoon if Faelde’s behavior was anything to judge by. She prayed whatever tantrum the Crown Princess might be throwing at the moment, she’d wrestle it into submission by the time everyone gathered for the wedding.

They were almost to the princess’s rooms, and Solunada reached for the mask she’d tied to her waist cincher before she and Hadassa had left their rooms. She stopped abruptly when her hand landed on her belt clasp with its collection of small weaponry tied to the ends of thin leather straps. No mask. Her breath rushed over her lips in a tiny wheeze of horror.

A few steps ahead of her, Hadassa pivoted, eyes narrowed. “What? What’s wrong?”

Solunada patted the cincher front to back in the fading hope she’d somehow chosen to tie the mask in a different spot than usual and simply didn’t remember. One clear memory followed on the heels of that thought, along with a shot of panic.

She’d had the mask in her hand, but laid it down on her bed to wind her scarf around her shoulders. As usual, she and Hadassa had been in a hurry to leave. The mask still lay where she left it.

Solunada stared back at her twin’s paling face, certain she looked much the same. “I left my mask in our room.”

Hadassa’s eyes rounded. “Oh bollocks, are you sure?” She didn’t wait for an answer, quickly offering her own mask. “Take mine.”

Solunada backed away as if she’d been handed a live viper. “Are you mad? I’m not going to let you take a backhand because of my stupidity.”

Hadassa shrugged. “We’ve both suffered harder hits in training and lived another day. Her Beastliness always reserves her worst cruelties for subtler revenge. You know that.” She shoved the mask toward her. “Take it.”

“No.” Solunada glanced down the hall behind her, judging the distance to their shared room and the time it would take to get there if she sprinted as if her life depended on it. And in this case, it just might. She held up a hand to forestall further argument from Hadassa. “Go ahead of me. I’ll meet you there. If I’m right, Faelde will only notice any tardiness if we’re not present when it’s time to leave for the presentation chamber.”

She didn’t wait for an answer but turned to race back the way they came, taking endless stairs two at a time before vaulting over the railing to the fourth-floor landing, then taking the narrow corridor toward the small room she shared with her twin.

“The gods have mercy, let it be on the bed” she said between pants, terrified the mask wouldn’t be where she’d remembered leaving it. If it wasn’t, she was doomed to taste Faelde’s displeasure.

She threw the door open, uncaring that it hit the opposite wall with a resounding bang. Were she outside, she would have shouted her triumph at seeing the mask perched on her pillow. She snatched it up by the ribbons and flew out the door, slamming it behind her.

While descending the stairs was easier than climbing them, she risked breaking her neck, leaping the treads three at a time. It took almost no time to reach the third floor, and she began to hope she’d make it to Faelde’s chambers not only on time but even a tiny bit early. That hope faded as quickly as it appeared.

A young maid, hardly out of childhood, squirmed in the grip of a Sunrise guard. The monstrous brute dragged her toward him, undeterred by her struggles or the pewter serving plate she repeatedly bashed against his arm.

None of the elite royal guard had any reason to be in this part of the palace. Their sole purpose was to protect the Usurper. If they weren’t doing that, they were training at Herensuga Mansion. This one wore the uniform of a new recruit. Either he was hopelessly lost or tricked by his seniors into coming here. Whichever it was, he didn’t belong here, harassing palace servants.

“Let go!” the maid yelled, scrabbling to find purchase on the slippery marble floor as she pulled away from her assailant.

Solunada forgot her panic, disregarded the consequences of offending her mistress, and embraced the cold anger settling in her gut. She unwound the scarf she wore, holding onto one end as she swiftly twirled it into a tight rope. The brass beads woven into the fringe at the other end gave a clattering hiss. “Let her be, Sundog.”

Both guard and servant paused, startled by her presence. The girl’s eyes were wide and black with fear that lightened to relief when she saw Solunada. “Blade maiden,” she whispered before renewing her struggles against her captor with even greater fervor.

The Sunrise guard ignored her, focusing instead on the new arrival. His upper lip curled in distaste when his gaze landed on her face. “Aren’t you an ugsome thing.” He tilted his chin toward the stairs. “Move along, girl. This is no business of yours.”

Definitely a new recruit. Every Sunrise guard who’d been on palace grounds for a fortnight knew of or had trained with the Crown Princess’s blade maidens. Solunada took advantage of the thug’s ignorance and continued twirling the scarf, noting how his gaze shifted to the motion, then disregarded it as unimportant. “Let her go,” she repeated. “And return to your commander. You aren’t allowed in this part of the palace.”

The guard snorted out a disbelieving guffaw. “And you’ll be the one to stop me?” He yanked the maid closer, enveloping her in a meaty embrace. She gave a muffled squawk, and continued beating him with the plate.

He swatted it out of her hand. The disk sailed toward Solunada, landing with an ear-ringing clang at her feet. She bent to pick it up with her free hand, hiding a triumphant smile. The time for negotiation was over.

She snapped the scarf toward her opponent’s face—once, twice. The first strike laid a red line of divots across his cheek, the second caught him in the eye. He screamed, let go of his captive, and staggered backward, clutching his face. Solunada leaped forward, grabbed the maid’s hand and yanked her out of reach. “Run,” she ordered.

The girl didn’t have to be told twice. Solunada watched from the corner of one eye as she flew down the stairs and disappeared from view. With any luck, the maid would alert the steward or housekeeper who’d send a contingent of guards to deal with the intruder. Otherwise, Solunada would be stuck here playing warden for who knew how long.

Half-blinded and maddened with pain, the sundog rushed forward, his massive fist raised to bludgeon her. Solunada anticipated the attack, stepped to one side and slung the plate she held. The rolled edge struck her opponent in the neck just above his collarbone with a solid thunk.

His eyes widened, then rolled back as he fell to his knees, before collapsing, unconscious, on the floor. Solunada watched him for a few moments, noting the steady rise and fall of his chest. The hit from the plate hadn’t been hard enough to kill him, but she had no intention of shortening the distance between them to check his breathing. The image of his raised fist flitted across her memory. A single hit from one of those hams would cave in the side of anyone’s face.

Solunada looped her scarf back over her shoulders and nearly jumped out of her skin when a deep voice spoke above and behind her. “Well done, madam.”

She spun around, hand on the hilt of the dagger at her waist. A tall figure stood on the landing above her, leaning casually on the banister. Sunlight filtering in from a nearby window illuminated his features, and she caught her breath.

An Azordian half-lim stood there, watching her. She recognized him as one of the delegation members sent to Stido by King Lucelyn and tasked with overseeing the successful marriage-by-proxy between Lucelyn and the crown princess Faelde.

Solunada had noted this particular delegate during the initial introductions. Imrys ban Arve, or so he’d introduced himself to the Usurper and his daughter. Like all the visiting half-lim, he was striking. Tall, graceful, with refined features that reflected the dual heritage of human and lim. He’d caught Solunada staring at him during the introductions. A tiny smile had curved one corner of his mouth, and she’d looked away, mortified that he’d noticed her regard.

He observed her now, once again wearing that faint smile. Why was he here alone in a part of the palace reserved for the servants?

She didn’t get a chance to ask him. The thunder of numerous feet pounding up the stairs caught her attention, and she breathed a relieved sigh at the sight of one of the Sunrise commanders rushing toward her, a half dozen of his subordinates behind him. When she glanced up, Imrys ban Arve was gone.

Solunada gave the commander a quick explanation of events on the landing, assured him that no, she hadn’t killed his newest recruit—for which he thanked her—and bid him a hurried farewell before tearing down the remainder of the stairs to reach the second floor.

Mayhem greeted her as she navigated an army of servants who hurried in and out of Princess Faelde’s suite. Maids and soldiers alike bustled past her, and Solunada had to squeeze through the wide doorway amidst a mob of jewelers, dressmakers, milliners, and cobblers, all there to assist Her Highness in readying for her wedding.

She paused at the entrance to Faelde’s solar to tie her mask in place. Here, the noise wasn’t so deafening, but the frenetic sense of controlled chaos had increased. Her Highness, dressed in an embroidered night rail and silk robe, sat amidst it all, her vanity stool as much a throne as the one in the presentation chamber. A cadre of maids hovered around her. Her personal maid, Venosha, frowned in concentration as she applied cosmetics to her mistress’s face. Another maid wove intricate braids into Faelde’s upswept hair, while a third massaged her feet with scented oil poured from a slender bottle.

A dressmaker’s effigy stood nearby, garbed in the gown the princess would wear for the wedding. It was a spectacular creation of silk dyed in graduating shades of purple from darkest indigo to palest lavender and sparkled from the thousands of priceless gems no bigger than a hummingbird’s eye sewn into the silk by a battalion of seamstresses—most of whom now swarmed the gown like agitated bees for last-moment tailoring.

Solunada spotted her twin standing sentinel in one corner of the room. The mask Hadassa wore didn’t conceal the sneer lifting her lip as she watched the preparations. The sneer melted away, and her shoulders relaxed when she spotted Solunada in the doorway.

Faelde’s eyes were closed while Venosha dusted her face with a fine powder. The princess didn’t see Solunada traverse the room’s perimeter.

“Watch your expression,” Solunada whispered once she stood beside Hadassa. “I could see you sneering from the doorway.”

Hadassa gave an indignant snort. “Mind your own house. What took you so long? I thought you knew where you left your mask?”

“It was hidden in the bed linens.” A small lie, but Solunada wasn’t in the mood for her twin’s admonishments if she revealed the true reason for her delay.

“You must be more rattled by this marriage than I thought if you’re forgetting and losing things.” Hadassa squeezed her arm. “The Azordian lim are just a bunch of jumped-up toadies with pointy ears, a little magic, and no sense of survival if one of them is actually willing to marry Faelde. Stop fretting.”

“Maybe, but they’re toadies who’ve earned the trust of a king the Usurper wants as an in-law and a trade partner. If any of us ruin Faelde’s chances of becoming Lucelyn’s bride, we’ll pay for it with our lives.” The idea of such a catastrophic mistake—and the resulting consequences—made her insides twist. “Of course I’m fretting. You should be as well.”

Hadassa remained unconvinced. “Short of letting some blessed soul kill her, what mistake could we possibly make to affect the outcome? We’re merely blade maidens assigned to protect Her Wretchedness. This is all about her beauty and connection to the throne. We’re of no consequence.”

“I notice you didn’t mention her charm.”

“Did you miss the part where I called her Her Wretchedness? I might doubt your doomsaying, but I’m not delusional about Faelde’s character.”

Solunada coughed behind her hand to hide her laughter and risked a glance at Faelde. The princess sat quiet beneath Venosha’s ministrations, eyes closed while the maid applied rouge to her lips. “Is she still attacking people with hairbrushes?”

“No, but the day isn’t over.”

Everyone who served in the palace knew of Faelde’s violent temper. The lucky ones only heard about it from the gossip mill. The unlucky experienced it firsthand. Both Solunada and Hadassa bore permanent reminders of their mistress’s rages. Those who looked upon Solunada’s face without the mask shuddered and prayed to the gods they’d never have to suffer the same fate at the hands of the Usurper’s daughter.

The crown princess had once been a sweet child of jovial temperament and affectionate nature, even with a father whose coldness was renowned throughout court. When she turned eight something profound changed, and the smiling girl had disappeared overnight to be replaced by a stranger as frigid as her sire and just as ruthless. More than a decade later, Solunada still missed that gentler child and wondered what darkness had so suddenly possessed her.

As if Faelde heard Solunada’s thoughts, her eyes opened, and her gaze landed unerringly on the twins in their corner. Her slender finger crooked. “Maidens,” she said. “Attend.”

“Here we go,” Solunada murmured to her sister. Nothing good ever came from being the focus of Faelde’s attention.
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