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Corban Thaenfall \Cor-ban Thane-fall\ Renegade Siphran lord, son of Siphran rebel against Infinite.

Matteo of Arimna \Matt-tay-O\ Youngest son of King Jonatan of Darzeq.

Arimna \Ah-rim-nah\ Capitol of Darzeq.

Darzeq \Dar-zek\ Nation ruled by House of Jonatan, ostensibly faithful to the Infinite, prey to political infighting.

Cthar \Sith-are\ Princess of Kaphtor. Mother of Jonatan, Grandmother to Matteo and Anji.

Kaphtor \Kaff-tore\ Realm beyond the sea, west of Darzeq, devoted to ideals of self-worship venerated in Chaplet Temples.

Valsignae \Val-sig-nay\ Queen of Darzeq, wife of King Jonatan. Matteo’s mother.

Anji, Lady Rhiysa \An-jee \ Ree-sah\ Princess of Darzeq, only niece of Jonatan, wife of Ekiael

Dalia Hradedh \Dal-ee-yah Raided\ Daughter of Lord Roi Hradedh of Tragobre

Ekiael \Eh-Ki-ay-el\ Devout and honored high priest of Darzeq.

Araine \Ah-Rain\ Prophet of Belaal. 

Belaal \Bell-A-el\ Kingdom southeast of Darzeq, formerly ruled by a dynasty of god-kings.

Parne \Parn or Parn-ay\ City-state east of Darzeq

Ela Roeh \El-ah Roe-eh\ Prophet of the vanquished city-state of Parne.
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Chapter 1
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Corban Thaenfall awoke to the sight of cobwebbed, smoke-colored ceiling beams, and straightaway the truth gnawed into him, as fierce as a starved dog attacking a carcass—he could not escape himself.

Not that he hadn’t tried. More than a month’s fugitive journey through the Snake Mountains and the Tracelands had landed him in this pit of a rented room in Istgard, but hadn’t erased abhorrent reality. Running wouldn’t redeem the Thaenfall name. Wouldn’t restore life to the old man who’d perished last month in ToronSea. Wouldn’t blot out the memory of his love, Araine, vanishing as she lay dying beneath his grip—after she’d uttered the only word that could make him hate her.

Infinite.

Corban mentally edged away from the fateful precipice of saying His name. Surrendering would accomplish nothing. He’d remain the son of a rebel Siphran lord, without estates, without honor, without hope of making restitution for his crimes. Forever denied the peace Araine had sought for his sake. No. He must not think of her. 

To dream of Araine was to invite the madness of remorse and grief. He’d never see her again. Yet why should he mourn her? She’d betrayed his trust. She’d lured him toward the Enemy who’d wrought his downfall. By every established measure known to mortals, she’d deserved the hatred he could no longer summon. 

Foolish love now overruled cold-eyed vengeance, and he must pay the price of his ungoverned rage. In truth, he’d wrought his own ruin. Now, he must live with Araine’s absence, and he must reach a truce with his war-torn soul. Therefore... 

Corban rubbed one hand over his face and shook away sleep’s bleariness, flung himself off the creaking, warped wood-framed bed, and winced. Movement pained him, as if he’d lost a fight, or won badly, which might have happened. He must give up his attempts to drown his thoughts with strong drink. All his muscles burned as he crossed the rented room within three steps. Resisting pain, he slowly scrubbed, rinsed, and plied his razor over his stubbled beard. While wiping his face, Corban scowled at his grim, warped reflection in his polished silver travel mirror. At least he wouldn’t terrify the locals quite so much now. 

Not that he cared. 

He shoved the mirror into his leather knapsack, worked three coins from within his money-belt, scratched the flea-bites on his shins, donned his overtunic, then buckled on his boots, sword, and long dagger. 

By the time he’d pinned on his mantle and snatched his gear, his stomach was growling its beast-like hunger, and he needed water before his sleep-dried tongue fused permanently to the roof of his mouth. He unbarred the door and stomped down the creaking, uneven wooden stairs. In the decayed, cramped hall below, the puffy-faced innkeeper smoothed his sparse grease-clumped hair and affected an equally oiled smile. “All’s well, sir?”

Corban glared, silently daring the man to say another word. The innkeeper gaped and then shut his mouth, wisely deciding not to demand another coin for the dusty bug-ridden excuse of a closet he’d rented to Corban as a—for lack of a better word—room.

Outside, the spire-decorated city of Riyan met Corban’s gaze, pleasant as an idle old minstrel dozing in the sun, and Corban shielded his eyes from the light. What a decorous air this new regime had cast over Istgard’s reputedly riotous capitol! His sources had lied through their rotten teeth. This was not a city where a renegade nobleman could hide, nor earn a living by more adventuresome means. 

Likewise, signing himself into the local militia was out of the question. He’d be trapped by rules, boredom, and fleas. Nor would he pledge himself to safeguard some bumptious pack of traveling merchants as they journeyed from city to city. The monotony of continuous back-and-forth between those cities would tempt him to jump from the nearest cliff.

What, then, should he do? 

The question weighed Corban’s steps and added to his glum mood as he entered Riyan’s aggravatingly cheerful marketplace. The vendors who glanced up at him swiftly looked away. Wise men. He was in no mood for banter, and clearly his antipathy heralded his way as a warning fanfare. He purchased a small jug of fruit juice, fresh rounds of bread and grilled meat from a silent, hurried vendor and ate his breakfast as he walked to the city’s stables. 

The grizzled stable-keeper—wiping a fly-beset mare’s eyes—greeted Corban with a slight bow and then muttered to a brawny stable-hand, “Saddle the gray.”

“As if we’d others to worry about,” the hand retorted as he trudged deeper into the stables. “Thank all the gods I’m nearly done here!”

The stable-keeper called after him, “Be grateful for the silver you’ve earned, Aki! I’ve given you more than your share for the little work you do!”

“You don’t see half of what I do, old man, and I’m paid for less!” From the depths of the stable, thuds and a clatter emphasized the hand’s fury. Soon, the aggravated huff of Corban’s gray was answered with a ferocious ‘thwap!’ Repeatedly. Definitely the sounds of a man thrashing a horse—and not just any horse, but Corban’s splendid gray, Ghost. 

Corban gritted his teeth as he set down the remains of his breakfast. He must resist reaching for his dagger. He could not slice the stable hand apart. Wasn’t it enough that Thaenfalls were known and sought in the Tracelands and Siphra for murder and attempted murder? He must not add Istgard to the list.

A stream of muted oaths followed as the hand led Ghost to the stable door. He dropped the reins and huffed at the stable-keeper, “I’m away to Darzeq for real money. You can tend this sty alone, old miser!”

His silvered eyebrows lowering, the stable-keeper tied the mare, then growled, “Go, and Istgard’s well-rid of you!”

Fury-maddened, the stable hand snatched a long, leather vest from a nearby wall-peg. As he struggled into the garment, he snarled at Corban, “I’ll take my coin for tending your beast!” 

Would he indeed? Corban grabbed the man’s vest, lunged into him, and then flung the wretch into the muddied street. Before the fool could collect his wits, Corban drew his short sword and held it ready. “Leave before I take off your nose and ears! You can thank me for sparing your life—I’ll pay no man for mistreating my horse.”

The stable-keeper pitched a tarnished coin at the still-supine offender. “Aki, I’ll pay you to go! ‘Less you’d like the magistrate’s men to lock you away.”

Aki grabbed the old silver coin and stood, casting a wary, sullen glare toward Corban, then slunk away, his vest dangling ludicrously from one shoulder.  

Corban sheathed his sword, pulled a quarter-dram of Tracelands’ silver from his money belt, and tossed it at the stable-keeper, who caught it neatly. As the man articulated a half-hearted protest, Corban said, “That’s for the feed and the lodging. Tell me about Darzeq. How does that lack-wit expect to earn better wages there?”

“Word is that gold’s hirin’ forces in Kiyrem, in Darzeq.”

“To serve whom?” Hearing his own question, Corban almost sneered at himself. Ironic that he was still principled enough to care about his potential master’s reputation. Absurd, considering his own corrupted name and lowered status.

The stable keeper shrugged. “None know. Payin’ gold—need a man ask more?”

Yes, always, a man should ask. However, payment in gold was worth considering. And Darzeq had potential. Chiefly that it was farther from ToronSea and Siphra. 

Farther from Araine, if not from himself.

Corban turned toward Ghost, who waited in trained, elegant, ground-broke patience. “Time to leave.”

He tied his gear onto Ghost’s saddle, mounted, and then goaded the beast southwest. Toward Darzeq.

***
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Matteo of Arimna, youngest son of Jonatan, King of Darzeq, forced down his hasty morning meal of bread and chilled fermented milk, brushed crumbs from his new tunic and leggings, shrugged his formal gold baldric over his shoulder, buckled a ceremonial belt and dagger about his waist, and then fastened his cloak with the required insignias and gold pins.

It wouldn’t do to face Queen-Grandmother, Cthar, while unfed and informally attired. 

Why had he been summoned? More to the point, why was Cthar awake so early? This couldn’t be good. Had Darzeq’s most grand lady heard about Dalia?

Matteo shoved his feet into his new boots, nodded to his servants and slaves, and then faced himself in the mirror, straightening, soldier-like. He placed a plain gold circlet on his head, and frowned. “What do you say, Abiah? Do I pass inspection?”

Abiah straightened Matteo’s mantle and stepped back, tension easing visibly in his lined brown face. “More than pass, sir. If the queen-mother dislikes what she sees, then she must dislike her own son—and herself.”

Matteo exhaled, but not from relief. He loathed being ever-compared to his lord father and Cthar all in the same breath, and one day, he’d tell others so. Summoning dignity, he thanked Abiah and sped from the room, his sword clattering faintly against his gold-studded belt. 

His boots, however, thudded too loudly over the gleaming amethyst marble floors. Listening to his own racket, Matteo scowled. For once, he’d like to arrive in Queen-Grandmother’s rooms without warning. Just startle her and watch her leap like a frightened hare. 

However, nothing ever seemed to startle Cthar. 

Cthar’s chief guard, Gueronn, nodded slightly as Matteo approached—and in truth Gueronn could do little more than vaguely nod while ridiculously clad in full ceremonial gear. He might overset that too-lofty gold-crested helm. Had Cthar ordered new and specific honorary attire for Gueronn alone? If so, the king would be displeased, for discretion was not one of Cthar’s strengths, and Gueronn was rumored to be Cthar’s love.  

Muting his misgivings about the man, Matteo motioned at Gueronn’s new helm, conveying sympathy for Queen-Grandmother’s latest whim. “A new decree?”

Gueronn grinned, his gray eyes and white teeth gleaming in his tanned, blonde-bearded face, betraying his rogue-nature. “Nothing unbearable, sir. Thank you for your concern.” 

Gueronn announced Matteo, then allowed him inside Queen-Grandmother’s private reception room. Matteo entered, bowed, and paused, glancing obliquely at Queen-Grandmother.

Cthar—clad in sumptuous embroidered linen robes and eating her morning meal—placed her slender rock-crystal cup on the polished stone table, then motioned Matteo to approach. Fatigue blurred Queen-Grandmother’s features this morning. Yet, at almost sixty, she was magnificent, her slim, proud face still regal and painted, her glowing olive skin etched with only the faintest lines, her eyes golden and fringed with dark lashes framed by imperiously lifted black eyebrows and long, glossy black curls. 

No woman in the entire realm of Darzeq resembled a grandmother less. Which was why Cthar’s painted likeness adorned every street in Arimna, to Father’s vexation. It was bad enough—according to Father—that she’d foisted his own likeness onto every coin when he first wore Darzeq’s crown, but she must make her staring presence felt at every turn when he rode through the capitol. Such self-worshiping images were apt to become objects of unconventional worship, and to an extent, Cthar’s celebrated beauty stylishly mitigated her personal controversies.

Cthar’s golden eyes glinted as she studied Matteo—her gaze so intense that Matteo bowed to avoid at least one instant of inspection. Had she heard of his communications with Dalia?

Queen-Grandmother pointed to a footstool, and Matteo sat like a trained pup. An overdressed fool.

His regal grandmother arranged her flowing white gown in elegant lines as if that singular task was all she’d planned for this morning. At last, she looked down at Matteo and spoke, direct as the linear folds she’d just arranged. “I’ve been considering your future and the influence I might have upon your life. Among the family, you most resemble your father and me. How much alike are we, I wonder?”

Matteo kept his voice gracious. “Lady, I protest. How can anyone be like Father, or you?” 

“How, indeed?” Grandmother smiled, the tiniest of creases showing near her black-rimmed eyes. “But tell me plainly, Matteo, what is most important to you?”

Dalia. Her name instantly winged into Matteo’s thoughts. Followed by, “My family. My lord-father, my mother, my brothers, you—of course—and the Infinite.”

Queen-Grandmother’s smile turned bland and her voice sweetened. “What a dutiful answer. Yet I’ve no doubt it’s the truth.”

Clearly his answer hadn’t pleased her. What had she hoped he would say? 

She sighed and flicked at a fold in her gown. “Be that as it may, I wondered and decided I should speak to you this morning. A whim. Perhaps one I should ignore. Never mind, Matteo. Return to whatever you were doing.”

Braving her irritation, Matteo asked, “Lady, have you heard from our lord, the king?”

Cthar sniffed and looked away—evidently a mother unhappy with her royal son, the king. “Of course not. He’s in Port Bascin, hunting, fishing, and ignoring us completely.”

Flicking her long, graceful hand, she dismissed Matteo without another word. Matteo bowed, then fled. The interview was done—and so easily. Not to mention pointless. But who could understand Cthar? Her Kaphtor-born reasoning remained incomprehensible to all who were Darzeq-born, Matteo included. Why couldn’t Cthar be more like Mother? Grinning at the thought of surprising his mother and stealing some of her breakfast, Matteo sped to her rooms. 

Darzeq’s Queen Valsignae, despite all her royal blood, never affected hauteur. The instant Matteo was announced, Mother stood and called to him, “Matteo! Come in and sit down. Why are you prepared for Alvir’s party so early?”

Matteo frowned. He’d nearly forgotten the naming day celebration for his second brother this afternoon—a feast in the garden. “Queen-Grandmother sent for me, so I dressed properly.”

Valsignae briefly cast her gaze toward the gilded roof-beams as if pleading for grace from the Infinite, their own Creator. “The queen-mother quarreled with your father again before he left. Let’s not speak of her.” Valsignae sighed, then smiled. “Have you eaten?” 

“Not enough, so thank you.” Matteo bent and kissed his mother’s softly curved, tawny face. “Any news from Father?”

“None.” Valsignae settled onto her floor cushion again and picked at her breakfast of fruit, bread, and cold lamb. “But we must remember that when the king’s hunting and fishing, he rarely pauses to write letters, not even to me—and I’d like to believe he’s fond of me.”

Matteo grinned, tore off a chunk of bread, added some meat, and dipped his snack into herb-flecked olive oil. “You know he loves you.” 

Valsignae nibbled a bit of the cold roasted meat, swallowed, then shrugged. “I’m thinking of surprising him with a visit. Matteo, would you like to accompany me? Sheth’s agreed to go.”

“Sheth?” At the mention of his long-absent third brother, Matteo swallowed his mouthful, abandoned his food, and stood. “He’s finally returned from Belaal?”

“At dawn.” Valsignae smiled and selected a summer peach. “Though I shouldn’t have mentioned him. Obviously, you’re about to run away just as I’ve settled in for our visit.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll return!” Matteo kissed his mother in farewell and then dashed through the echoing corridors to the garden. If Sheth was home, then he’d undoubtedly detoured to stay overnight in Tragobre to visit with Roi Hradedh. Perhaps he’d have news of Dalia.

***
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Every palace had its secrets, and Anji—niece of King Jonatan—crept through one of her favorite childhood secrets now: the hidden passageway behind the false panels in the king’s rooms. Ancient, musty, and barely lit, with miniscule vents pierced high inside the stone outer walls of Arimna’s palace, the passageway was known only to the king, his queen, and his children, and Anji as the royal family’s much-indulged only girl.

Ordinarily, Anji would never dare to intrude upon the king’s chamber, but he wasn’t in residence, so she was quite safe. Why bother to wait for an audience after the king’s return in order to present a worthy petition from two of his favorite subjects? 

For the sake of her husband, Ekiael, Anji would presume upon royal favor. Anyway, it wasn’t as if she and Ekiael were requesting wealth or any such nonsense for themselves—this was a plea on behalf of Ekiael’s assistants, his priests, for improvements to their living quarters near the Infinite’s Holy House. Jonatan was devout. Surely he would allow them a grant of some sort....

Holding her breath, Anji pressed the framed secret doorway panel at the end of the passage. If only Dalia could be with her in this little sortie. Anji sighed, missing her childhood friend for the thousandth time. But Dalia might make her laugh and give them both away. Smiling, Anji waited in the musty darkness. Hearing no servants’ voices, she gently eased open the secret door. Within her, Anji’s unborn child fluttered for the first time, as a tiny bird struggling against terror. Anji smoothed at the tiny tempest, her delight warring with perplexity. Sweet little one, why such tumult? Why...

Anji stared about the king’s chamber. At unreality.

Jonatan, King of Darzeq, lay crowned and robed, bizarrely wizened and motionless upon his fully made bed. His royal robes rested in perfect order, redolent of embalming spices, his waxen brown hands folded and bound over his unnaturally concave belly, and ... his sunken eyelids sealed shut. With glue, visibly dried and darkened beneath his long lashes.

On the floor beside him, arranged on tarps, four servants lay unmoving, their hollowed-out bodies bound and glued—all four freely dusted with a white powder that turned their brown skin to murky ash. Unlike the king, their faces were contorted, as if they’d died in agony. 

Oh, those poor men! And dear irascible King Jonatan. What had happened?

Pressing a protective hand over her agitated baby, Anji retreated, fearing to breathe, her throat too dry to rattle out even a squeak. Anguished tears blurred her gaze as she closed herself within the hidden corridor, then stifled sobs of grief.

Adored Creator...dear Infinite, what must she do? What was her wisest course?

The king was dead. Days dead and embalmed, and no one knew. Except for a handful of now-dispatched servants. And, unfortunately, Anji and her frantic unborn child.
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Chapter 2
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Matteo pretended a glare down at Sheth while they strolled through their favorite haunt, the most ancient walled garden in Arimna palace. They were halfway through the garden’s main rose terrace—its formal pavilion set with a long table for their feast—and Sheth hadn’t said a word about Dalia. On the way home, he’d undoubtedly stopped off at Tragobre Fortress, Dalia’s lord-father’s magnificent primary residence, to rest and catch up on news while returning from Belaal. Yet Sheth’s thoughts were evidently wandering amid unknown realms. And he was hacking at the bushes with his ceremonial dagger, testing its gleaming edge amid a shower of fallen roses and scattered petals.

Matteo shoved his third brother and then snatched the dagger, bidding for his absent attention. “Give me that! I know you must have stopped at Tragobre. Where’s my letter from Dalia?”

Sheth’s golden eyes widened in the afternoon light. “Be patient! And don’t cut yourself on those edges—I’ve just had that blade sharpened.”

Matteo snorted, rolled the blade in an edge of his light mantle, and tucked it safely beneath his filigreed sword belt. “Am I a child that you ought to warn me? No! I’ll return this when you hand over my message. Don’t make me thrash you for it!”  

Sheth retaliated, swiping Matteo’s hair. “What if I thrash you? Ever since you surpassed me in height, you’ve become far too belligerent. All the same, your future is as sealed as any note.” 

“So you say.” While Matteo smoothed his hair, Sheth fished a sealed parchment square from the leather pouch slung from his belt, then dangled it just beyond Matteo’s reach. Dalia’s silver-gray wax stamp gleamed, impressed over a slender green cord. 

Matteo lunged for the long-desired letter, but before he could open the seal, Sheth raised a warning hand. Servants entered the garden, lugging serving ware, pitchers, and trays of food toward the pavilion. Clearly wary of being overheard, Sheth motioned to a vine-screened arbor at the far side of the garden.

The instant they were hidden by the shadowed vines, Sheth scolded quietly, “Matteo, seriously, this flirtation must end. What could you two possibly hope for? Your marriage petition would be refused by the lords of the First Forum and Dalia would be punished for overreaching her rank, never mind how high her lord-father’s placed. You’ll both suffer!”

Matteo mentally shoved away the thought. “Sheth, no lectures. Not yet. I love her. You know I do—as she loves me. It’s no flirtation, so please allow us to hope. I might yet persuade Father to approve the marriage petition.”

Sheth shook his head. “According to the law, you’re no mere lovesick boy. You’re a bargaining tool. A game-piece to be moved about by Darzeq’s will.”

“I’m no boy, and I’m certainly not a game-piece. If I’m involved, shouldn’t I have some say in determining the game’s moves? What if I wish to dictate the bargain on my behalf?”

“Matteo, you have no voice! No wish of your own. You’re merely an instrument. Everything you possess is granted to you by the First Forum, and every lord in Darzeq will vote against you through the First Forum if you rebel. And, unless he wants to risk inordinate fines, so must Tragobre, regardless of how much he loves Dalia as his only child. Live with that understanding as best you can. We’ve all been forced to accept this, believe me.”

“Which is why you’re not married—the First Forum can’t even decide whom Tarquin should marry, much less agree on wives for the remaining six of us.” 

Sheth grimaced at the truth of Matteo’s observation, then shrugged. Matteo couldn’t blame him, considering some of the candidates nominated by the First Forum for Tarquin and Alvir. Who wanted to be bartered off to some foreign land that might turn hostile? As for bringing foreign princesses into the country... Darzeq was understandably wary after years of dealing with Queen-Grandmother’s caprices. 

All the more reason to consider domestic marriages. If only the lords would finally agree on something! Matteo scowled. Never mind. Sheth might be mulish, but Matteo and Dalia could win over Father, and he could deal with the lords of the First Forum.

Shaking off his aggravation, Matteo broke the silver seal and opened Dalia’s note. 

Love, Sheth’s promised me on his honor to deliver these words, though he’s warned me it will be the last time he serves as our messenger. Know that all my thoughts are with you and I look forward to visiting with you at the winter festival this year. I’m now dragging myself off to more studies with Master Tredin and our beloved Sophereth in Kiyrem, though Sophereth writes that the city is overrun with riotous men rumored to be mercenaries. 

My lord father has sent inquiries to Kiyrem’s authorities and to the other members of First Forum concerning the probable mercenaries, but has received no reply, and Sheth—being newly returned from Belaal—has no idea why mercenaries would suddenly swarm a dull academic town on the eastern border. Has our lord the king heard anything of this dissolute invasion? I pray that you and all your brothers are well. Please wish Alvir a blessed naming day for me. I’ll send his gift as soon as I’m permitted to visit the Kiyrem markets—you know how unpleasant Sophereth is when she suspects mischief.

Send me word of your wellbeing as best you can with help from your servants, or bribes. Do not leave me stranded in Kiyrem with no letters from you for the next six weeks, or I’ll surely go mad for lack of your promises that you love me still. 

May the Infinite bless and protect you until we meet again.

Written this day by my hand at Tragobre, 

Yours forever, Dalia.

Matteo frowned down at Sheth, who was brooding, leaning against a wooden pillar. “Sheth, what about the mercenaries? Is Dalia in danger?”

“I don’t believe so. However, it’s worrisome. Why would anyone would be recruiting mercenaries in Darzeq? I wrote to Father from Tragobre, and I’ve sent an inquiry to the First Forum.” Sheth shot a wary glance at Matteo. “It’s odd that I haven’t heard from Father. Has anything else happened while I was gone? Anything that concerns you or the family?”

“No. Why?”

“Because the god-king of Belaal now has a pretty new diversion. Araine, Prophet of the Infinite—or so she claims. While I was visiting the king, she prophesied against me.”

Indignation and a whisper of dread raised Matteo’s defensive hackles. “What? How dare she!” Matteo hesitated as a worse prospect came to mind. What if this young woman was indeed a blessed voice for the Mighty One? “Do you believe she’s a true prophet?”

Snapping a leaf off a nearby vine, Sheth tore at it, scowling. “My impression was of a lovely, sheltered young woman who believes her own visions. Moreover, she was beset with hiccoughs for half of the time I saw her, and Bel-Tygeon treated her like an amusement more than a true attendant. It was difficult to accept her as a prophet. And yet....”

“Yet you wonder?” Matteo resisted swatting the shredded leaf from Sheth’s hands. “If she’s the Infinite’s own prophet ... what if her visions are true?”

Sheth exhaled and scattered the shreds over the walkway. “I hope her visions aren’t true. I admit I’m uneasy.”

“Well?” Matteo prompted, though Sheth’s expression was so disturbed that he feared to ask, “What did she predict?

“Disaster. My death. Danger for our entire family. She begged me to remain in Belaal. To send warnings to you all, commanding to you flee. To hide.”

Hide!

The silent word resounded within Matteo’s thoughts as if spoken by another, and his very soul seemed held, encased in chilling, unyielding ice. He sucked in a sharp breath, ignored the chill, and forced his voice to work, to tell off Sheth. “If you’d sent a warning, we would have left Arimna days ago. Why didn’t you?”

Straightening, Sheth shook his head. “I refuse to believe the girl is a prophet. She was about your age—too young for a prophet—and she was peculiar!”

“Too young?” Matteo’s chill vanished, heated by indignation. “No prophet’s ever too young if the Infinite’s Spirit is present. Anji told me that Parne’s prophet wasn’t much more than a girl, and she ever predicted the truth, including the downfall of her own people.” 

Even as he spoke, Matteo suppressed a shudder. The city-state of Parne had been founded by a particularly devout sect of the Infinite’s followers, which had departed from Darzeq generations ago and crossed the mountains to the east—pledging to be permanently rid of Darzeq’s corruptions. Yet Parne, despite its former purity and fervor, had fallen. Was Darzeq next? Had the Infinite abandoned His faithful, including Darzeq, despite His pact with Ancient Darzeq?

Sheth tore at another leaf. “Parne’s prophet is now exiled to another country for her pains, if she’s still alive. Our traders have returned from beyond the mountains, declaring Parne’s a poisoned ruin. All the same, Anji’s too wrapped up in her high-priest husband’s thinking. As much as I like Ekiael, he’s got some far-fetched ideas. I trust the Infinite—the One-Who-Sees—and you know it, Matteo. But when a strange girl predicts the ruin of your family and foretells your own death, you might question her judgment!”

Matteo comprehended his viewpoint and his agitation. Perhaps it was safer to back out of this debate. “I apologize for ranting at you. I’d...”

Voices interrupted from the garden. With laughter and beckoning whistles. Matteo peered through the curtain of vines and glimpsed their remaining five brothers—all dark-haired and richly garbed—as they approached the garden. A pack of happy troublemakers on a search mission. Tarquin, Alvir, Efraim, Boas, and Melkir were clearly prepared to feast and celebrate Sheth’s return and Alvir’s naming day. Loudest of the five by sheer force of his age, twenty-eight years, Tarquin bellowed, “Sheth! We know you’re here—you’ve been slaughtering the flowers again!”

Melkir, nineteen, thin and slouched as a tree-pruning hook, yelled, “Don’t make us hunt you to ground!”

“Go on,” Matteo urged. He grinned at Sheth, and then sat on one of the arbor’s sheltered stone benches. “I want to read Dalia’s note again.”

Sheth swiped at Matteo’s shoulder. “Don’t run away. We’ll talk later.” 

“Ask the others about the mercenaries,” Matteo urged. “It’s odd that we haven’t heard of them here in Arimna.”

Matteo frowned at Dalia’s letter. Was she in danger? Unease chilled Matteo again, prompting him to pray. “One-Who-Sees-Me, watch over her!”

Why would mercenaries gather in such a remote town as Kiyrem?

***
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Abandoned by her servants and the guards who’d escorted her safely to Kiyrem, Dalia Hradedh of Tragobre overturned her leather backpack onto her fleece bedroll within the narrow confines of her whitewashed cell. She’d best settle in and make this place home again, so why delay unpacking? It wasn’t as if she had much to do except wait for classes to begin. Dalia shrugged and looked around. With the exception of some dust and spiders, the place was as clean as she’d left it seven weeks past. And quiet. In truth, all Kiyrem had seemed peaceful this afternoon while she and her servants rode through the town.

Had the supposed mercenaries departed? 

Perhaps her lord-father’s messages, threats actually, had somehow aided Kiyrem. 

According to the locals, the renegades had poured into Kiyrem the past month and proceeded to drink the city dry and bash countless doors and quite a few citizens. Dalia growled beneath her breath, irked by the thought of such pointless destruction within Kiyrem’s ancient and revered city walls. 

A sharp rap sounded on her cell’s oak door. Visitors already? Dalia turned and flinched. 

Tall, gaunt, linen-swathed, and so cleanly shorn that Dalia was convinced that the man polished his scalp, Master Tredin glowered at Dalia from the doorway. Formidable as ever. And soft-footed. Dalia hadn’t heard a whisper of noise at the master’s approach.

She bowed, accepting her role as mere student—particularly when she noticed Tredin’s wife, the equally tall and ever-feared Sophereth, standing just behind him.

Sophereth’s bronzed face puckered thoughtfully and her keen, dark eyes flicked criticizing glances from just over Tredin’s shoulder at the thin, impassable window and the whitewashed wall of Dalia’s cell. 

Oh, scaln’s breath! Inspections so soon...

Dalia cleared her throat and addressed her visitors. “Sir. And lady. Good afternoon.”  

His tone dry and crisp as old parchment, Master Tredin asked, “Have you declared it good, young lady of Tragobre?”

Dalia held back a grimace. She should have known better. Master Tredin usually challenged even the most polite and banal statements. Not daring to smile at the cold-faced master-scribe and his wife, Dalia shook her head. “I only wish your afternoon to be pleasant, sir. Yet you dictate the actual state of your current mood, therefore I await your decree.”

“As if I rule the universe.” Tredin scanned Dalia’s cell for infractions that would undoubtedly be noted in Dalia’s formal records. Dalia could almost see the elaborately detailed report now, written in Tredin’s exacting scribe lettering: Spider on the wall—an ordinary garden gray. Two grains of sand on the floor. Needle-sized splinter in the window’s narrow shutter. The air sullied by dust motes from Dalia’s overturned pack. 

Tredin’s thin brown nostrils flared. “We received your lord-father’s ... expressions of concern. You will write to him this evening and assure him that the mercenaries have departed, and that his precious lady-heir is safe in Kiyrem. But first, put away your gear. After which—!” Tredin rapped his knuckles fiercely against the door. “You will polish this oak until I can see my reflection. You’ve no servants here, young lady.”

Dalia bowed her head. “As you say, sir. It will be done.”

“As if I rule the universe,” Tredin repeated, drier than before. 

Had she actually heard self-mockery in the master’s tone? 

Sophereth cut through Dalia’s wonderment with a snap of her long fingers. “Get that spider off the wall.”

Dalia slapped her curved hand over the spider and glanced back at the doorway just as Tredin and Sophereth departed, their footsteps silent as air in a tomb. Cautiously, Dalia lifted her hand and peeked at the now-skittering spider. “Your humble heritage has saved you,” she murmured as the tiny creature made its desperate zig-zag charge for the open window. “If you’d been poisonous, I’d have smashed you flat. Be gone!”

She smiled and walked her fingers along the wall, hurrying the gray toward open air and safety. Perhaps this final year would be an improvement over the last three years. Master Tredin had actually scoffed at himself—an unheard-of occurrence. Better yet, the mercenaries had departed.

To where?

She must write to her parents, and then to Matteo. But first, she’d polish the door.

Dalia rummaged through her gear and hauled out her required supply of rags and oily beeswax polish. Donning appropriate solemnity, she went to work on the massive oak door while continuing her prayer. Infinite, Most Holy, by Your will, let my winter here pass quickly.

Let me leave this place and marry Matteo. Somehow...

***
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Finished re-reading Dalia’s letter for the tenth time, Matteo sighed, folded the parchment neatly, and tucked it behind his wide, gold-studded belt, near Sheth’s dagger. He ought to return the dagger to Sheth. Indeed, he ought to go join his brothers. The Dreaded Seven, as the servants called them—a title they’d supposedly never heard, but of which they all approved. 

Dark haired, brown-skinned, and royally attired in white, gold, and variants of Darzeq’s purple, Matteo’s brothers were indisputably princes of the realm and true sons of Jonatan. Matteo was proud to be numbered among them. Even if they were laughing without him, hovering near the pavilion-shaded table and picking at the food—all their favorites. Jellied fruit lozenges, leaf-wrapped marinated cheeses, black rice fried with olives, cold relishes, massive portions of grilled meats, and enough soft bread to pave the entire garden if the Dreaded Seven chose to do so. As they might. 

Matteo and his brothers rarely ate quietly, and a private family feast such as this one promised every breach of formality and etiquette frowned upon by Queen-Grandmother. Alvir flung a dark leaf-wrapped chunk of cheese at Sheth, who got even by striking him with a jellied lozenge—which was sludgy from the day’s warmth. Boas yelled, “What are we waiting for?” 

Sheth turned toward the arbor, obviously planning to fetch Matteo. Sighing, Matteo stood. Just as Anji ducked through the wall of vines on the arbor’s opposite side. Matteo glanced at her—his usually joyous and pretty cousin, the ever-present bane and blessing of his childhood. 

Even from this distance, Matteo noted his cousin’s swollen eyes, and her dark curls spilled from her wide headband, as if she’d been tearing at them in despair. Worse, Anji’s gait was furtive. A wary, fearful pace as she hugged her mantle close. The last time Matteo had seen Anji in such a state, Great-Aunt Pinni had just died. 

In her delicate condition, Anji must be protected. Matteo frowned. “Anji—?”

Anji shushed him with a silent, imperious upraised hand, and tears slid down her pregnancy-softened face. She snagged Matteo by the arm and whispered, “I’ve been looking everywhere for you! Be brave....”

Sheth sidled into the arbor, halted, and stared. He’d always been fond of Anji. Protective as if she’d been their own sister. Anji hesitated, then motioned him nearer. “Sheth, how can I even speak? The king’s dead. He’s been dead for days, and no one’s said a word to the family. ... I saw his body! He’s robed, crowned and embalmed, in his own chamber!” Sniffling moistly, her voice almost squeaking with panic, Anji pleaded, “Who’d do such a thing and simply not tell us! Why? What’s happening?”

Matteo recoiled, actually leaning away from his cherished cousin. This could not be true. It was a joke. Some elaborate jest of wax and wood created to terrorize the family, and Darzeq. He glanced at his brother, then stared. Sheth seemed immobilized, his face shock-drained to grayness—a man living a nightmare. He swallowed, then rasped, “Anji, you’re very sure?”

“Yes. Don’t you think I recognize our dear lord-king? Not to mention the scent of embalming spices from royal funerals!” Her hands trembling, Anji plucked a formally sealed parchment from her embroidered money purse and confessed, “Forgive me! I broke the rules and went through the secret corridor from Great-Aunt Pinni’s rooms, thinking the king was gone. I meant to leave this petition from the priests in his empty chamber. But it’s not empty! Four of his servants are dead and embalmed on the floor beside him—all sealed within the chamber!” Fresh tears welled in Anji’s dark eyes and slid down her face. “Why would the king be dead and no one told? Did someone kill him?” She pressed one hand to her belly, and whispered, “Even the baby knows something horrible’s happened—it’s fluttering wildly, as if it’s trying to escape!”

His voice horror-laced, Sheth whispered, “Araine of Belaal’s prophecy... ‘Save the youngest!’”

Sheth grabbed Matteo’s shoulder and Anji’s shoulder, shaking them so fiercely that Anji stopped weeping. “Matteo, Anji, listen to me! We’re all in danger, and I’m going to warn Tarquin and the others to flee. You two—you three—are the youngest! Warn Mother! Disguise yourselves and leave Arimna now. Hide in some obscure, defensible city—Eshda! Take Mother. Go to Eshda and stay hidden until you know it’s safe to return! If I survive, I’ll send a letter to Dalia with instructions. Do you hear me? Go now, Matteo, promise me!”

He shook Matteo again, his grip bruising, his golden eyes so huge that Matteo nodded despite his shock. Before Matteo could protest, Sheth departed, sidling through the arbor’s sheltering curtain wall of vines and shrubs. Debating the wisdom of following his older brother, Matteo stared hard through the obscuring curtain of vines and hedges, while Anji hugged him, sniffling again. Together, they watched as Sheth dashed to the pavilion and spoke to Tarquin, Alvir, Efraim, Boas, and Melkir.

Different as they were, Matteo’s brothers reacted the same. All turned ghastly with shock, then recovered, their hands flexing over golden dagger hilts and sword hilts, ready to fight, Sheth among them. Tarquin, Darzeq’s acknowledged heir, snarled, “Whoever did this, we’ll kill them!”

Matteo nodded silent agreement, one hand shifting to his own sword. Before he could excuse himself and join his brothers, Anji whispered, “It’s obvious they didn’t know either! Matteo, what does this mean?”

Even as Anji spoke, the garden’s gates were flung open, north and south. Soldiers—more than twenty strange warriors, with swords and spears drawn—charged inside, their dissimilar plate armor and chain mail clattering in heavy unison.

Led by Gueronn, Grandmother-Queen’s personal guard. Ready to kill.

Matteo gasped. “Assassins!”

And his brothers were badly outnumbered. He started to shove away the vines, to enter the garden and join his brothers. But Anji dragged him back with all her might, half-sobbing, whispering fiercely, “No! Remember the prophecy! We’re obeying Sheth!”

Matteo hissed, “Stop!” He tried to shake off his cousin. But Anji clung to him, and they both stared, aghast as the renegades surrounded the pavilion. Gueronn and two other soldiers aimed spears at Tarquin.

The heir dashed away the first soldier’s spear with his sword as his brothers yelled and rallied to Tarquin, sides and back, struggling to protect him against the onslaught. Gueronn himself ran Tarquin through with a spear, though Sheth landed his sword against Gueronn’s forearm, gashing it—just as another guard ran Sheth through.

Sheth... Tarquin...

Anji dragged at Matteo as his brothers fell one by one in the massacre, their blood spilling over the garden’s pavings and the feasting table.

Alvir... Efraim... Boas... Melkir... He must warn Mother. Save her...

Hide!

Snatching his cousin by the arm, Matteo fled through the arbor and out the other side, while Gueronn bellowed his triumphant battle cry over the royal slaughter.
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Chapter 3
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Tears of rage and grief blurring his path, Matteo lunged into the gardeners’ shed, snagged three grubby cloaks, and then shoved his leather-shod feet into battered, oversized, oiled-leather boots. They must disguise themselves. He pushed a cloak at Anji.

She donned the cloak, stifling sobs.

Catching his breath, Matteo whispered, “We warn the Lady Valsignae and fetch her to the temple! Will Ekiael help us?”

“Of course he will!” Anji gulped down her tears and twisted her hair into an obscure knot beneath the cloak. “I’m ready.”

Could they evade the assassins? Matteo plotted an escape route. “From Mother’s rooms, we’ll head for the Keyhole Gate, then down past the ponds and out through the carters’ yard.” 

He and his brothers often visited the ponds, and they’d sometimes disguised themselves, then sneaked out of Arimna Palace through the carters’ yard and the gate beyond, returning later after exploring the city, with no one seeming the wiser.

Matteo stared through the shed’s slats and listened hard. In the distance, Gueronn and his men were laughing, obviously celebrating their feast of royals. Over the bodies of his brothers.

Matteo gritted his teeth, then fought sobs. How could he tell Mother and effect a quiet escape? Surely Valsignae would cry down the skies!

They crept outside, and Matteo latched the shed’s door, praying silently. Infinite, let no one realize that they’d escaped wearing gardeners’ gear! In unspoken agreement, they entered the palace through the gardeners’ door, and then darted through corridor after corridor until they reached the musty, linen-shrouded rooms favored by Great-Aunt Pinni until her death. At the far corner of the smallest chamber, Anji opened a section of carved paneling, and they both stole into the secret corridor, Matteo closing the concealed door quietly behind them.

No one would find them here. Great-Aunt Pinni had jealously guarded this room until her death, and the servants vowed that Pinni’s rooms were haunted and fit only for gathering dust. Even the queen-mother, Cthar, was ignorant of the corridor, for Pinni had loathed Cthar and privately called her, “That wretched-foreign female.” Only Anji and Matteo and his brothers shared this secret with his parents, and the rules were strict. The corridor was used only by the royal children on invitation from the king and queen, and for dire emergencies, such as this.

Here and there, tiny high-set sheltered vents spilled light from the outside into the grayed, dusty corridor, allowing Matteo and Anji to see each turn. At the forth turn, they reached the panel accessing Valsignae’s rooms.

There, before he touched the panel, Matteo heard the screams.

He gripped Anji’s arm and they waited, statue-still, then hugging each other as they listened to Valsignae’s servants wailing. Pleading. Then silenced, one by one. Men’s low voices filled the sudden hush, and Matteo dared to press his ear against the wooden panel. One man spoke above the others, his voice cuttingly harsh. “Tell Gueronn the queen’s dead. Time to bury this lot.”

Mother...

Matteo slumped over in the hidden corridor, smothering his unspent screams. 

***
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At dusk, their gems and rich garments bundled together like laundry, their heads scarved in grubby old linen drapes from Pinni’s rooms, and armed with empty, fish-pungent baskets stolen from the palace ponds, Matteo and Anji merged with a small crowd of traders, laundrywomen, and carters who were being herded from the palace grounds before the gates were locked for the night.

Drab cloaks gray within gray, they kept to the shadowed edges of Arimna’s broad streets. Walking as if nothing were wrong. Feigning stoicism, as if Darzeq was as calm and normal as it appeared.

As if most of the royal family hadn’t been slaughtered.

Matteo’s throat threatened to close. To suffocate him. He wished it would. Until he gripped his parcel more closely within his musty cloak and felt Sheth’s gold dagger press into his side. Why hadn’t he returned Sheth’s dagger to him? Not that he’d be alive.... Each of his brothers had used their swords and daggers during the massacre, yet they’d died by sheer force of numbers—by pikes and spears wielded by ruffians.

Where had those murderers come from? He’d recognized only Gueronn, his grandmother’s beloved. Were they the mercenaries from Kiyrem? Had Gueronn hired those men? Or had Cthar?

Queen-Grandmother’s imperious face turned to Matteo in his thoughts. Hauteur tinged Cthar’s voice as she whispered in his memory, “How much alike are we, I wonder?”

Matteo stared, recalling his grandmother’s painted face once more, seeing himself weighed and measured by that one question. Had Cthar decided then that Matteo would die for his dutiful and heartfelt answer?

His voice almost inaudible, Matteo growled, “I’m nothing like you!”

Aunt Pinni had known Cthar’s true nature.

Rage clawed into Matteo, demanding reaction. Yet he walked onward, climbing the stone street’s gradual rise, his gaze fixed on Darzeq’s golden House of the Infinite. Surely the One-Who-Sees knew the truth behind his family’s destruction. Infinite, guide my steps as I walk Your path, taught by my parents.

Give me answers, and a plan to claim justice from those who killed my family.

At last, Anji led Matteo to the right of the vast temple complex, into the residential area inhabited by Darzeq’s priests. Even through his dazed grief, the simplicity of the lesser priests’ homes startled Matteo. Any of these domiciles would easily fit into his main chamber in the palace. Moreover, he saw no servants among the lesser priests’ homes.

The lack of servants brought Matteo’s thoughts back to his own servants. Had they survived the massacre? If Gueronn had killed Abiah.... But Gueronn’s men had killed Mother’s servants, after Mother....

Fresh grief sent draining tremors through Matteo’s limbs. Clearly recognizing his distress, Anji gripped Matteo’s arm as they approached the high priest’s comparatively modest mansion. “I was supposed to return ages ago. By now, Ekiael’s probably frantic with worry.”

As they neared the mansion’s tall, shielded iron-studded gate, one of Ekiael’s sentries spied them through the watch-portal and called over his shoulder to a comrade inside, “She’s returned! Tell the master she’s safe!”

He unlocked the gate and hurriedly bowed Anji and Matteo inside. “Lady, your lord-husband was about to fetch you from the palace himself. Why didn’t the servants bring you home? Why are you clothed like some laborer?”

Anji shook her head at him. “Beni, spread the word quietly. No one’s to go to the palace tonight. In fact, send word to the priests that they might be summoned to the meeting chambers.”

“Yes, lady.” Beni bowed to Anji, then glanced at Matteo and gaped like a fish snagged from a pond. “Lord Matteo, what...!”

Anji hissed, “Sst! Beni, hush! You never saw him—it means your life! Do you hear me?”

“I hear,” Beni muttered. But he studied Matteo so earnestly, so worriedly, that Matteo retreated. He’d break beneath that kind man’s gaze. Benumbed, he followed Anji’s lead as she set aside their baskets and guided Matteo onward through the formal entry yard.

Fine as it was, this mansion had been a step down for Anji from the grandeur she’d been accustomed to as a child in the palace. Yet she’d fought for months to marry her beloved Ekiael and live here—a fight she’d won the previous spring in the First Forum, because she’d been a mere royal cousin and female. A triumph Matteo had hoped to mirror when he petitioned for marriage to Dalia this autumn.

At the far side of the yard, Ekiael himself opened the grand entry door and rushed down the steps to meet them. Though powerfully built and ten years older than Anji, Ekiael looked distraught as an abandoned boy. “My love! I was ready to seek you myself whether it was proper or not. What...?”

His steps slowed as he stared at Matteo. At their rough clothes and anguished faces. Without a word, he swung his big arms around them both, hustled them up the stairs and into the mansion’s hall, then barred the door behind them. After glancing around to be sure no servants were nearby, he rasped, “What’s happened?”

Matteo managed, “My parents ... my brothers ... were massacred!” His voice failed and he shook his head as images of the massacre returned, raw and agonizing as if he’d just seen them. Anji hugged Matteo fiercely as she told Darzeq’s high priest of Gueronn’s murderous attacks.

Ekiael tore his outer robes and then raised both big fists as if he could battle Gueronn and the renegades himself. He swept his arms around Anji and Matteo once more, practically carrying them across the formal stone-tiled hall. “Down to the meeting chambers! We’ll send for the others and make plans!”

***
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Matteo shivered in the dark, hidden chambers below the temple complex. This day’s horrors clawed him, shook him as predators might toy with prey. To still his tremors, he braced himself and clenched his cold hands into fists as Ekiael faced his shocked lamp-bearing priests.

Ekiael’s resonant voice echoed against the smooth stone walls, though he spoke quietly. “If the queen-mother has incited this butchery to seize Darzeq, my friends, we’re next! She’s no supporter of ours. Pack your belongings, seal the temple and your homes, and abandon Arimna by dawn. Those who follow the Infinite will flee as soon as they see that the temple is sealed.”

One of the older priests glanced at Matteo and asked, “What of the prince? If he’s the only survivor—”

Ekiael lifted one broad hand. “As my wife has advised, our prince—our king!—must not be mentioned!”

Our king.

The words sent a shudder through Matteo’s guts. Never! Father and Mother and his brothers could not be dead. This was not true. Yet Ekiael continued, death-serious. “Matteo of Darzeq was never here. You know only that I commanded you all to lock and seal the temple and scatter. Believe me mad if you wish, but go to your own cities until I—and only I!—summon you to return for service. I would rather send you all away and look a fool, than see you and your families slaughtered as supporters of King Jonatan’s family. May the Mighty One shield us all!”

Matteo exhaled as Ekiael blessed and then dismissed his priests. Did Ekiael believe Cthar to be such a threat on Matteo and Anji’s word alone? Or did he have other reasons to suspect her potential for treachery? Ekiael retrieved his gilded lantern and then nodded Matteo toward the dim stone steps again. As they climbed up the passageway, returning to his mansion, Matteo asked, “Are you convinced that my grandmother is plotting to seize Darzeq?”

Ekiael paused in the stairwell. “Yes. My lord, your lord-father honored his mother as the Infinite commanded, but their relationship was never easy. Cthar was brought to Darzeq as a marriage clause in a trade treaty, much against her will.”

“I know this,” Matteo pointed out. “Everyone does. My grandmother made no secret of her scorn for Darzeq and her preference for her homeland.” According to Cthar, Kaphtor was the epitome of a beautiful and sophisticated realm. A glorious sea-faring kingdom worthy of emulation and adulation throughout Darzeq—an ideal Darzeq’s citizens and kings had never appreciated.

The high priest grunted. “What you don’t know is the extent of her scorn. She’s fought the king beyond reason to bring Kaphtor’s ways to Darzeq. The Chaplet Temple for example...”

The Chaplet temple. Matteo scoffed, remembering the place. Cthar’s attempt to venerate Kaphtor’s principles of limitless free will had taken shape in the form of an opulent circular temple near the heart of Arimna. Darzeq’s citizens used the place to exercise and relieve their dogs after Cthar’s fundraising attempts for upkeep had failed.

Ekiael snorted and shrugged his big shoulders. “She’s never forgiven us for refusing to love her edifice to self-worship. Worse, she hated her husband for not supporting her cause more fully. But he knew the Chaplet temple was unpopular and contrary to the Infinite’s will. Not to mention a waste of public money—money that bore your lord-father’s likeness at her insistence. Abandoning the Chaplet was one of the few wise decisions he made, along with leading our King Jonatan away from Cthar’s teachings. If she’d been given her way, Darzeq would now be morally and financially corrupted.”

Matteo nodded, but gritted his teeth as he contemplated Cthar. How could such a woman be his own grandmother? How had he allowed himself to be deluded? In his own defense more than Cthar’s, Matteo said, “Yet, she loved my lord-father, the king, which is why I trusted her.”

“Which is why I believe she didn’t kill the king,” Ekiael agreed. “He was her own offspring—part of herself—therefore she bowed to his bidding as king. Apparently the instant he died, she was freed to do as she pleased. And it evidently pleased her to kill your brothers and take control of Darzeq.”

Anji half-turned on the step above Matteo, making them all pause. “But at the cost of others’ lives—her own grandchildren among them? No sane woman would do such a thing!”

Ekiael shook his head. “Most likely she feared Tarquin would lock her away or have her reprimanded for some political or personal reason. Therefore we must find a haven for Matteo—and allies to defend his cause as our king.” Ekiael motioned for them to hurry up the stairs.

Cause? King? Never... This was impossible. Matteo climbed the stairs, seeing the steps in a numbed daze. He would wake in the morning, and there’d be no cause; his parents and brothers would be alive, and this day a vanished nightmare.

***
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Holding two of Ekiael’s horses in check, and wary of being caught, Matteo glanced sidelong at Ekiael, who nodded to the guard in the city gate’s night-shadowed dimness. “Eki of Port Zamaj, leaving Arimna for home. With my wife and our stable hands.” He motioned to Anji, Matteo, and Beni, who was crooning to another pair of horses.
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