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Prologue

AMA KNEW HOW he had gotten into this situation. The Yarokai had excellent noses, so sniffing him out, tracking him down, and capturing him had been far easier than in most of the places Ama went to sneak around. Even his magic hadn’t been enough to prevent his capture, warning him too late that he should have taken his chances heading for the border rather than holing up and trying to hide.

What Ama didn’t know was how he was going to get out of this with his head still attached to the rest of his body. The Yarokai were, in general, a suspicious bunch, insular, and parochial. Any strangers in the cities within the country of Yaroi received extra scrutiny. Tracking them all had to be difficult, since the majority of Yaroi’s cities were coastal trade cities along the Eiroi Strait with merchants, sailors, and travelers from other countries coming and going constantly. They were the main entry port to the rest of the continent for land-based travel too, so Yaroi always had caravans of foreigners crossing through.

Ama had planned to blend in. He arrived at Yaroi’s capital city of Yari with a merchant caravan, acting as a guard to deter thieves, and then spent plenty of time each day visibly working to negotiate a contract to leave Yaroi with a different caravan. Only in the quiet hours around noon, when any good Yarokian was meditating and business was never conducted, or in the dark of night, had Ama tried sneaking around.

He had never failed so miserably.

Sensory deprivation was the worst sort of punishment for a Yarokai, so Ama’s cell didn’t have any windows to allow light or air in. The door was thick wood with only a small flap at the bottom to push meals through. While depriving sight, sound, and smell might be particularly terrible for the Yarokai, it wasn’t exactly a walk in the park for Ama either, especially since he was basically convicted before they could put him on stage for a sham trial.

At least Ama would go to his execution knowing his last mission had been successful. Queen Trina would be relieved to know that much. Aunt Millie would be sad to know he was gone, although given her abilities, she probably already knew he was in trouble. She was too far away to help, though, so Ama wasn’t counting on that. Aunt Millie knew better too. In her four years since taking the throne in Namin, she had become a good and trustworthy ruler, and Namin was beginning to return to prosperity. She wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that, including engaging with Yaroi on his behalf, particularly after what he had just done. Even if Yaroi didn’t use military assets to attack Namin, they controlled the trade from the Eiroi Strait. If they leveled extra tariffs on Namese goods or simply refused to allow Namese goods to be traded through Yaroi ports, Namin’s economy would backslide. No, Ama was definitely on his own there.

At least Ama had visited home recently, to see all his aunts, uncles, and cousins, and had visited Namin too. Seeing Aunt Millie was always fun. She had been too busy at the time to really talk though. The last time Ama had actually sat down with her alone for more than a hurried lunch, before she went on to her next meeting and Ama returned to work, had been four years ago, right after her coronation. Ama had hoped her words at the time meant he had a happy future in front of him, but now he knew better. She had meant he shouldn’t worry about his future because he would be executed before he had a chance to actually achieve his dreams.

“If you want my advice, I think you should continue adventuring on Prince Braxton’s behalf. Have some fun for a few more years, and maybe someday you’ll find whatever it is you’re actually searching for.”

Even Toval, who had assigned him this delicate mission, wouldn’t be able to save him. They couldn’t admit they had sent him to Yaroi, that they were involved at all, nor that they knew Ama even existed—all for the same reasons Namin wouldn’t dare help Ama. No, Ama had to take complete responsibility for this fiasco. That was the only way to save Toval and Namin, as well as to ensure the last parts of this mission were successful.

Ama shifted on the hard stone bench, the only furniture in his cell, and leaned against the rock wall, attempting to get as comfortable as possible. He tried to focus on happier memories as he waited to die.

The first time he had seen Prince Braxton, looking so strong and powerful on a horse as he rode through Ama’s home village. Ama making the decision to help Prince Braxton any way he could and going about gathering information so he could convince Braxton to hire him. The second time he had seen Braxton, he had snuck into Braxton’s camp and startled him. Once Braxton calmed down, Ama had managed to convince Braxton Ama was only there to share information. That memory made him smile.

Another of his favorite memories was more recent. Namin’s aggressions against Toval had grown too much, so Toval had decided to intervene by sending troops to support a coup. Braxton had asked if Ama might be able to find someone suitable to sit on the Namin throne after they removed the king of the time, which meant finding someone capable of wielding Namin’s royal magic. Ama had traveled only a few hours before finding Aunt Millie, who had chosen to come to him, to support Ama in Ama’s quest to help Braxton in any way the Tovalians needed. Now Aunt Millie was Queen Carmillian of Namin.

Ama couldn’t say how much time passed as he sat in the tiny prison cell, inwardly focused on his memories —a couple days, at least, but he couldn’t be sure. Food came, but not at regular intervals, so Ama couldn’t use that to gauge time. After what felt like a very, very long time, he finally heard the scrape as the lock was turned. The door opened with a slow groan, the light beyond almost blinding Ama. He blinked, trying to clear the spots from his vision, and a grinning guard eventually came into view. A pair of manacles in his hands were held out in Ama’s direction.

“Your punishment has been decided,” the guard stated as Ama stood and walked over to the door, arms outheld for the guard to place the manacles around Ama’s wrists. He didn’t say anything more, instead, shoving Ama forward so he stood in the middle of a circle of guards. They walked for a while, the floor sloping slowly upward, only the torches set into the walls at intervals supplying any light. The group paused when they reached a door, then waited for the guard in front to unlock it and pull the door open. He stepped aside and waved for Ama to go through first.

The guards and the excited crowd surrounding the perimeter of the stone-flagged amphitheater just outside the door let Ama get a good look at his punishment for a few long moments. Eager anticipation emanated from the crowd as they let him take it all in. Ama swallowed hard, but his resolve was firm. He would complete his mission no matter what they did to him.

“Anytime you want to tell us everything, this will stop,” the guard growled in Ama’s ear.

“There’s nothing to tell. I didn’t do anything wrong,” Ama replied. He tried to sound unconcerned, but his throat was dry and stomach clenched. He had hoped for a quick hanging or beheading, not a slow death like this, but either way, he would endure–for the sake of everyone he had to protect.

He had to.


Chapter One

KARL TOOK A deep breath, the fishy, salty smell of the ocean somehow feeling fresh and welcoming. That was probably because he had just spent the last few hours sitting with the rest of the passengers in the hold of the ship he was on, a dank and dark space below deck with stationary hard benches and the stench of too many people in far-too-close quarters. Escaping onto the deck the second the sailors let them know they had arrived was a relief Karl hadn’t wanted to pass up. The gangway was still being hooked up, and the customs station beyond didn’t have anyone at the table there, so there was still time for Karl to stretch cramped legs from sitting the last five hours.

Beyond the docks appeared a city unlike any other port Karl had ever seen, even for the capital of a country like Yaroi. Warehouses dominated the space around the docks, and narrow roads led to buildings that must be houses and shops. Karl had a fairly good vantage from the height of the ship, but even he couldn’t see anything about the town that made it actually as special as the Yarokai liked to crow anytime they had a conversation about it. The only exception was the palace. With delicate spires in glittering white stone and beautifully carved creatures and statues dotting the surface, the palace dominated the northern skyline. This was definitely the jewel of Yaroi, although Karl was well aware of the blackened rot that beauty served to conceal.

“All right, everyone, line up!” one of the sailors called. Karl joined the queue forming at the gangway, slowly moving forward as each person went through customs. At least an hour passed before Karl finally reached the desk. The sun overhead was bright in a nearly cloudless spring sky; Karl shaded his eyes with his hand as he navigated down the gangplank, hoping not to fall into the ocean. Thankfully, the dock itself was covered by the lengthening shadows as the sun dipped lower in the sky. There were still a few hours before sunset, but it definitely was getting late in the day.

“Name?” the woman sitting at the table asked without bothering to look up, focused on the papers she was busy writing on. She held her vowels longer than Karl was used to, even though she spoke the same language as Toval and Namin, but thankfully she was easy enough to understand. Karl had met people from Yaroi whom he couldn’t understand at all.

“Karl Musen.”

The pen paused and she tilted her head up to glare at him. “You’re part of that Musen clan?” she snapped out. She took in a slow breath through her nose, no doubt gauging his scent.

“Adopted, but yes,” Karl replied with an easy shrug. He didn’t know if she could smell lies or whether she simply wanted his scent for tracking purposes, but he was telling mostly the truth so it didn’t matter.

“Where did you embark from?”

“Timmonsville.”

She wrote that down. “Purpose in Yaroi?”

“Just passing through.”

She kept writing. “Final destination?”

“Miche, in Toval.”

She paused in her writing to glare at him again. “Why didn’t you take a ship there directly?”

Karl let out a heavy, put-upon sigh. “Because my new employer in Miche didn’t provide any funds for me to actually get there, and it’s cheaper to hire on with a caravan from Yari than to charter passage through the Eiroi Strait and all the way down to Miche.”

Miche was one of the cities along Toval’s coast, and it required traversing through the Yaroi-controlled and taxed Eiroi Strait and down the Tovalian-controlled waters of the Bay of Whist. Karl had chosen Miche as his destination on paper because literally the only good thing about Miche was the abundance of fresh fish they pulled out of the bay; the city itself was generally an average place. Miche was also quite a ways southeast of Etoval, the capital city of Toval; any caravan going to Miche wouldn’t stop in Etoval since it was so far out of the way. Avoiding anyone thinking Karl was headed to Etoval was very important while he was in Yari.

“Who is your employer?” she asked.

“A bakery there. It doesn’t have a name. I was told it’s the only bakery on Tickerel Row.”

“A Musen going to a bakery?” she asked, and this time her glare was narrow-eyed with suspicion.

“I was adopted,” Karl repeated. “The Musen family only paid for me to go to the two-year baking program at Timmonsville, rather than the five-year one for chefs. I graduated last week.”

His attending the two-year program at Timmonsville, the premier cooking school, was true enough. As was his being adopted into the Musen family. But Karl had chosen to only go to the baking program rather than obtaining his full chef’s license. He knew how to cook well enough—even up to his adoptive father’s standards—but Karl’s heart would always be with yeast and pies and all things baking related. Not that this customs officer or the rest of Yaroi needed to know any of that.

“How long are you planning to stay in Yari?” she finally asked, her gaze still narrow, but her lips a touch less pinched.

Karl glanced up at where the sun was well past the apex of the horizon. “I suppose it’s too late to find a caravan leaving today, so I’ll rent a room for the night and see about finding a caravan leaving first thing in the morning.” Karl shrugged again. “I can’t really afford to stay more than one night.”

She snorted and wrote some more on her papers. “Let me see your identity documents, then.”

Karl had them ready at the top of his bag, so he passed them over and waited while she read through and compared what was on his documents to what she had written down. Technically, Karl’s documentation wasn’t a forgery, since the office in Etoval that issued honest paperwork had created his too, but the documents were as truthful as his story. Still, everything matched up. She returned his documents and then signed a slip of paper, which she also handed to him.

“I suggest the Dancing Bell for tonight. Clean, but cheap, and one meal included in the cost.” She gave him directions perfunctorily, already looking past him. “Next!”

Karl trotted off, heading deeper into the city. A glance at the slip of paper said she had given him a three-day pass. If he ended up staying in Yaroi longer than three days, he needed to present himself at a custom’s headquarters to renew his pass. He needed to show the pass at the city gates when he left as well. Karl carefully tucked it away with the rest of his documents, then followed her directions toward his inn for the night. The city was full of twists and turns, not one road straight, but the directions were accurate. Before long, the spires of the palace towers blocked out the setting sun, so Karl had to start squinting through growing gloom for street signs. Not one lamp was lit outside—Karl didn’t even see a lamppost to light in the first place—so it was slow going, but he did eventually find a building bustling with a crowd inside, the picture of a bell hanging from the sign over the front door.

Inside was a narrow entryway just large enough for the small desk and staircase behind it. To the left was a wide opening leading into a tavern completely full with patrons apparently enjoying an early evening drink, although some were also eating. Karl approached an older woman sitting behind the desk.

“The custom’s officer said I might be able to rent a room here for the night?” Karl asked.

She nodded. “We have a vacancy, but you have to pay up front if you want dinner tonight.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Karl replied, already reaching into his tunic for his coin purse. He passed over some coins, and she gave him his change and a key.

“Room six. Dinner is served until nine tonight; if you don’t come down, you don’t eat, and you forfeit that cost. City curfew is at nine thirty, so be in your room by then, or you’ll be bailing yourself out of jail in the morning.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Karl replied, nodding to her as he walked around the desk and headed up the stairs. He found eight rooms along a hallway at the top, four doors on each side, and each door had a number burned into the wood. Inside of room six was a perfectly serviceable twin bed and a small table with a washbasin and pitcher on it. Running water hadn’t yet made it to Yaroi, at least not to the city of Yari. Timmonsville was in the process of retrofitting the academy, but Karl’s home in Etoval had running water. Karl sometimes thought that was what he had missed most over the last two years. For one night, a washbasin would suffice, and hopefully Karl would be home again very soon.

Karl dropped his bag on the bed, slung his coat over the footrail, and headed back downstairs to go find dinner. This was Yaroi, and no one was more suspicious than the Yarokai, so his things would likely be searched while he was eating. Everything in his bags supported his story, though, so Karl wasn’t worried. He had clothes, his chef’s knives in their travel sachet, sealed closed with a Timmonsville crest, and all his paperwork and correspondence. Literally the only thing in there that could get him in trouble was a rambling letter from his cousin in Miche, expressing at length how excited he was to learn Karl would be traveling to his hometown, and all about how he had gotten Karl the job at the bakery. That one letter was actually in code, one used exclusively by the royal family of Toval for their personal correspondence so it shouldn’t be recognized by Yaroi.

Karl settled into an open seat and waved over a barmaid. “I paid for a meal with my room,” he told her.

She nodded. “It’ll be right up.”

She left and Karl let out a heavy breath. No doubt his meal would take a while to arrive to give the searchers plenty of time to go through his bag, but it was still fairly early for dinner so Karl didn’t mind waiting too much. Besides, he needed to figure out his next steps.

The Tovalian royal code was simple. An extra curl in the cursive of a letter said how many letters to the left or right to count. Once Karl found all the letters, he could read the actual message.

Operative missing in Yari. Name Ama. Very important to rescue and complete mission. N says find courtyard outside palace dungeon. B

The single N was a reference to Namin, particularly their queen who had the ability to see the past, present, and future, thanks to her royal magic. Every royal family had their own carefully hoarded version of golden-colored royal magic, but Karl thought Namin’s was the scariest. Toval’s royal family could summon weapons, while Yaroi’s had a stronger shapeshifting ability. Karl didn’t know what “stronger shifting” actually entailed, just that it was more than the rest of the population. Neither held a candle to what Namin’s royals could do.

The B was his Uncle Braxton, chief spymaster for Toval and one of Karl’s adoptive father’s older brothers. Well, sort of. For political reasons, only one of Karl’s fathers was legally his father, Charmaine Musen, who had given Karl his last name. Char was married to Prince Fenwick, Fen, who couldn’t officially adopt Karl, but they both raised him anyway.

Karl had his orders, and he was going to do his best to complete them. Tonight he had to find that courtyard and see what had happened to Ama. First, though, he needed to get through dinner.

The barmaid returned, carrying a laden tray. She deposited a bowl of stew, a plate with two crusty rolls, and a mug of beer in front of him. “Enjoy.” She smiled at him before leaving. While she seemed friendly enough, the hairs on the back of Karl’s neck stood up.

A glance around showed the room was bright enough to conceal any errant flares of light from anyone watching. Karl called on his magic and sent it to explore the food. He didn’t have Char’s ability to neutralize poison, nor anything fancy like royal magic, but his magic was unique in its own way. Gold-colored magic was exclusive to royal magic. Green was of the body, so healing and military. Blue was household magic, including cooking, cleaning, and construction. Karl’s magic was red, which usually had only one purpose: assassination. However, what red magic really held sway over was decay. He could take a perfectly healthy plant and turn it into old fertilizer in seconds, and in some cases, he could reverse the decaying process to bring something back to health—although that was usually to reverse the effects of red magic use. He couldn’t heal or bring back the dead.

His magic told Karl the stew was merely simple stew. Beef chunks, carrots, onion, potatoes, and celery. Some beer and spices for flavoring. Karl would have used beef stock, and either okra or dried peas as a thickening agent, but the general taste was acceptable on his palate. The bread was a failure to his baker’s eye. The crumb was dense, which either meant their yeast was too old and didn’t have the oomph to make the dough rise properly, or they hadn’t given it enough time to proof before baking. Possibly both. The crust was flaky with a good crunch and, despite the crumb, did sop up the liquid from the stew, so Karl enjoyed it anyway.

The beer, on the other hand, was drugged. A decent barley beer and a good foam layer at the top that meant the tap wasn’t too old, but Karl’s magic sensed the extra bit of oddness inside which said something that didn’t belong had been added. A sleeping pill, Karl realized, chewing on bread to keep his frown from showing on his face. That was actually convenient.

He flooded the mug with his magic, forcing the contents to age and lose potency. The result was incredibly flat beer with a sharply bitter aftertaste and zero alcohol, but the sleeping drug was neutralized. Karl made sure to drink everything in the mug, killing the terrible taste with bites of stew and bread. When every dish was empty, Karl let out a happy sigh and relaxed into the chair, his legs stretched out in front of him under the table.

Finding the specific courtyard outside the castle dungeon wouldn’t be easy. For one, there was no telling how many courtyards surrounded the palace, and Karl didn’t know where the dungeons were located. For another, he would need to evade the Yarokai guards. Karl had barely been able to navigate the streets in the hazy light of twilight. The reason the city didn’t bother with streetlights was likely because the general population didn’t need them; the Yarokai were a step above the general population in ability. Evading the Yarokai was going to be difficult, but, hopefully, not impossible.

As far as Karl was aware, there were four classes of people in Yaroi. The lowest class and the most derided were people without any magic at all. The second lowest class were the people with magic like the rest of the continent, the green, blue, and red magic everyone else in the world used. But not in Yaroi. Yaroikians had their own, unique magic. The highest class in Yaroi were the royals with their golden magic that allowed them some sort of extra abilities with their shapeshifting. However, the most populated class was the middle to upper class, called the Kai. Every single member of the Kai had the ability to shift between human and animal form. Within the Kai were additional subclasses: carnivores above herbivores, and the more dominant and powerful the carnivore, the higher the rank. Nobles were comprised of only the fiercest creatures—wolves, bears, lions, and even snakes—and the rest of the Kai comprised a descending rank of creatures. The lowest rank held creatures like rabbits, but even a rabbit was above a green magic user in societal ranking.

What all that meant was the majority of residents in Yari could see perfectly well in the dark, thanks to their animal abilities, so they didn’t bother wasting taxpayer coin on lamps. When Karl snuck out and tried to find this Ama person, he would be at a distinct disadvantage as a mere human with only red magic. However, not only was very little understood about the capabilities of red magic since it was the rarest of the colors, but the Yarokai looked down on it so much Karl doubted they even knew what little was actually publicly available about its uses. Karl could definitely use that to his advantage. First, though, he had to convince anyone watching him that the sleeping drug was definitely going to ensure Karl would be completely incapable of moving again until the morning.

Enough time had probably passed for the drug to begin taking effect. Karl let his head droop so his chin was resting on his chest, and his eyes slid closed. A moment later he started to tilt in his seat, and then jerked upright, blinking blearily around the room. He stood slowly, using the table for leverage, and tottered his way through the crowd and out into the lobby. He knocked into the desk and leaned on it heavily, blinking slowly.

“Sorry,” he said to the woman sitting there. “The long day appears to be catching up with me. Do you know what time I should leave here in the morning to get to the caravan staging area in time to book one?”

She smirked at him but quickly covered that with a concerned frown. “Too much travel will do that to a body. Curfew ends at five in the morning, so you should leave here then. I’ll have someone come by to wake you just before.”

“Is that—” Karl stifled a yawn. “Sorry. Is that going to cost me more?”

“No, no. It’s on the house.” She lowered her voice to a whisper and leaned closer. “Between you and me, we do it to ensure you’re gone from here early. Gives us plenty of time to clean the room for the next occupant, you see.”

“Makes sense. Thanks, then. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Karl gave her a half-hearted wave that showed it was too much work to lift his arm any higher, then toddled to the stairs. He used the banister for leverage as he slowly made his way upward. Only once he was on the upstairs landing, out of sight of any onlookers, did he stand up straight again. He wanted to try out a theory. Smaller inns like this one often didn’t bother with the expense of locks with a master key. They were likely to cut corners instead. Karl slid his key into the door with a one burned into it, but nothing happened. He moved down to the door with a two, and the lock clicked open. He quickly relocked it and continued down the hall, going to his own room six and letting himself inside. He locked the door behind him and did a belly flop onto the bed, as if he had lost the strength to lie down like a normal person, hoping the thud was audible downstairs.

The key he had been given for room six apparently opened the even numbered doors, Karl mused as he lay there, his escape plan beginning to form. He rolled over and blew out the candle in the wall-mounted holder over the bed, plunging the room into darkness, and then he didn’t move again until after his eyes became accustomed to the darkness. The shade over the window was pulled down, but it was slightly narrower than the window itself, leaving cracks someone outside could peek through if they wanted. As long as he was careful of those angles, he ought to be good for now.

Karl slowly rolled off the bed, landing softly on the floor on the side closer to the door. First he removed his shoes. One, he let topple to the side of the door as if it had been offhandedly tossed there. The other, he planted firmly, sole down into the floor where any attempt at opening the door fully would hit it. The hard sole was slip resistant, designed to be worn in a kitchen where floors could be wet and slippery, and in a contest between the door and the shoe, the shoe would win. The shoe’s placement blocking the door only allowed barely enough room for someone to poke their head around the door, or for someone slim to slide through, but anyone of normal size would need to move the shoe to get in and out. This would aid in the illusion that Karl was safely tucked into bed.

Next, he moved into a clear bit of floor, lying on his back so he could do some sit-ups. He rolled over and did some push-ups next, before rolling onto his back again to do more sit-ups. He needed to work up a sweat, but quietly—anything that would get his scent permeating through the room, and all over the clothes he had already been wearing since early this morning without alerting anyone to the sounds of his exercise.

When he was clammy from sweat, Karl stopped. He didn’t want to raise his heartbeat too much or start panting for breath or make any noise that might signal he was up to something. He took off his sweaty clothes and used any dry spots on the cloth to wipe any damp areas on his body.

A spare blanket was folded on the floor under the bed. Karl rolled it into a lumpy form approximating the shape of a human curled up into a ball, then placed it under the covers of the bed. On top of the blanket, he draped his stinking clothes.

If anyone tried to peek into the room, the door would get caught on his shoe to prevent them from actually entering quietly. However, they would be able to see what appeared to be a body on the bed from that distance and would smell him clearly.

Now to ensure he wouldn’t get caught while out and about. The soap provided with the water pitcher and cloth was distinctly flowery and thereby easily trackable. Karl would use it in the morning to conceal his scent but for now stayed away. He dug into his bag instead, impressed by how well the searchers had returned everything when they were done. The clothes were folded along the correct creases, none of the papers in his folio were bent or wrinkled, and everything was in the same order and organized as before. The only thing Karl saw that indicated the bag had been searched was the slightest melting of the edge of the Timmonsville wax seal over the strings tying his leather knife case closed. The strings were only for show, of course, but they looked legitimate. Karl unhooked one of the strings from a hidden catch and unrolled the case, revealing all of his knives in perfect order. He rerolled the case and set it aside, then returned to digging through his bag. At the very bottom—because the things Karl needed somehow always sank to the very bottom—he found his sliver of travel soap. Tovalian healers had designed the soap to be anti-bacterial, so it would remove all traces of smell from Karl’s body, and since it was unscented, he wouldn’t add any additional odors he could be tracked with.

Getting clean took only a few minutes, and Karl changed into dark-gray pants and shirt before repacking his bag and setting it back where the searchers had left it. The gray would meld better in the city environment than black, and it looked less suspicious in luggage. Preparations complete, Karl found a space behind the door and out of sight of the window to sit and wait until it was time for the rescue mission to begin.


Chapter Two

THE AMBIENT NOISE from the bar downstairs slowly died down over the next hour or so, but at 9:00 p.m.—when the proprietress said they closed—the noise abruptly stopped completely. Sounds from the street outside Karl’s window continued for a bit longer, but by the 9:30 p.m. curfew absolute silence descended over the city, as if it had gone into stasis for the night. Karl remained where he was, leaning against the wall behind him and waiting.
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