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	The Assassin

	 

	Amira couldn’t disobey her father even if she tried—and every god in the lower heavens knew she had tried.

	Fonra kneaded the hem of her nightgown in her hands. “Do you have to go?” she fretted, though she knew the answer. “Maybe I could speak to Papa in the morning. I need you to help me with the arrangements for the betrothal celebrations. And then there’s the wedding—”

	“No use,” Amira said, her words flat and unsympathetic. Their father had ordered her out tonight. She couldn’t refuse.

	No one was supposed to know what Amira did on their father’s “errands,” but Fonra knew. They never discussed it, never spoke of Amira’s midnight escapades, but something passed between them unspoken, unknown, and at the same time undeniable.

	Amira finished lacing her boot beside the single glazed window.

	The two sisters were in Amira’s room—the bedchamber meant for a lady’s maid that adjoined Fonra’s suite. It was far better than some of the hovels where Amira had spent her nights during her occasional travels. Yet it was nothing compared to the gilt accents and lacquer motifs Fonra had on her side of the door.

	In her grey dressing gown with the candle casting shadows on her face, Fonra seemed more ghost than girl. “Please, Amira,” Fonra whispered, voice shaking for the first time. “I can’t do this without you. I can’t—”

	“Hush,” Amira snapped, pulling the cowl of her cloak to cover her head. “You’ll be fine.”

	“But I—” 

	“Do you expect me to hold your hand through every moment?” Amira’s words turned sharp, toxic. She had nothing but poison and daggers in her tongue tonight. “Follow you down the aisle? To your bridal suite?”

	Fonra flushed. “If I tell Papa I need you, he’ll—”

	Amira cut her off. “He’ll ignore you and tell you to focus on your wedding.” Even if the wedding wouldn’t happen. Not if Amira succeeded in killing the bridegroom tonight. “Now go back to bed, Fonra. Before your maids notice you’re gone.”

	Fonra was quiet for a moment. “When will you be back?”

	Amira replied with a string of words she’d learned from a mule driver in Kelethian. 

	Fonra spun around so fast the candle’s glass case wobbled and she had to steady it with her hand. In a flurry of silk, Fonra disappeared back through the door and to her side of the apartment.

	When she was sure her sister was gone, Amira checked her bandolier and the blades strapped across her chest and over one hip. Too many weapons would slow her down and there was rarely time or need to draw more than one, but their weight was comforting against her chest. 

	Amira opened her window, and hesitated as she placed one boot on the sill. “You are to protect your sister with your life,” was one of the earlier commands her father had given her all those years ago. 

	She couldn’t protect Fonra from where she was going, could she? No, she needed to stay here and—

	A subtle tightness in her throat warned her that the curse was having none of it. Amira gritted her jaw and stepped up to the edge of sill with both feet. 

	She gripped the trellis to the left side of her window and swung to the outside of the wall. Almost immediately, the tightness vanished. So long as she obeyed her father, the curse was her friend. It made her stronger, faster, and more powerful, but only if she served well. Unfortunately, Amira’s tendency to hunt for loopholes and gaps in her father’s commands meant that the curse had done little for her in the decade and a half that she’d been subject to it.

	Amira checked the surroundings below before dropping into the grass beneath her window.

	The private garden of their family’s city estate was nothing compared to the herb gardens of Count Falen in the south or the fabled game park of the Erymayan palace, but it still took Amira several minutes to make her way out. 

	Most of the servants had been dismissed for the night and those who were out at this hour usually didn’t want to be seen any more than she did.

	In the stables, she found Penrad, her father’s steward. He waited atop his dappled grey gelding. His dark green riding habit reminded Amira of pond scum by the light of the lone lantern. “There you are,” he snapped the moment Amira came into view. Here in the palace, he liked to pretend she was a page or squire.

	She kept her head down, avoiding the gaze of a yawning groomsman. She took the reins of a second horse beside Penrad’s and swung aboard the mare without a word.

	Penrad tilted his head to one side. “What? No apology for being late? Lazy, worthless, good-for-nothing, sack of—”

	     The dark and her hood shadowed her face, but her voice would give her away to the servants. And her father had commanded her not to tell anyone who she was—what she was. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—make so much as a squeak in her own defense. That didn’t stop her leveling a glare at the steward. If she ever got free of this curse…

	“His lordship should have you whipped for your insolence,” Penrad added.

	Amira jabbed her heels into her horse’s sides. The animal bolted for the gate toward the city. Steering the animal around a tight corner, she rode out under the low arch that separated the Hyle palace from the rest of Lashera, their capital. 

	Penrad stopped cursing once they made it to the main roads. Amira slowed her horse to a trot to avoid attention and Penrad slowed his animal to a trot beside her. 

	The city was drowsy, but a place like this was rarely ever fully asleep. Even in the dead of winter when snowstorms blanketed every eave and cobble in ice, a few intrepid Lasherans could still be seen scuttling through the streets.

	Penrad let her lead the way to the side gate of the city—the one reserved for messengers and those on official business from the Hyle family. Four guards outside, another ten inside the guardhouse. Without looking up, Amira could see the ka wafting from them with every exhale. There was something small and alive in there with them, perhaps a cat or a rodent, but it was too small to be a dog.

	Some scholars believed that ka was magic. Others claimed it was raw life force that bound magic. Whatever it was, it came from living things and only those who could channel it could detect it. Amira could sense ka on a spectrum somewhere between sight and touch. It had always been warm and golden to her—ribbons of aurelian energy.

	Penrad flashed the bracelet around his wrist and the guards let them pass. In a fiefdom as large as Hylendale, there was always some urgent errand or message that needed to be couriered from the capital. 

	Amira let the steward lead the way out the gates, down the narrow courier’s road toward the pine forests that cloaked the hills. Forests were always heavy with ka, just thick enough to be distracting, but rarely strong enough to be useful.

	They rode on in silence for a good ten miles. The horses’ hooves squelched in a thick layer of mud, mingling with the hundreds of tracks already on the road.

	They left the main road and ventured another six miles into the dark before they stopped. Amira dismounted, pulling a single satchel from her horse before passing the reins to the steward.

	“You know what to do,” Penrad said. In the dark, Amira couldn’t quite read his face, but his voice trembled slightly. Gone was the bravado and derision from the stables.

	They were out here to commit high treason.

	Amira gulped, forcing herself to breathe evenly. “I’m not powerful enough,” she said. “The king overestimates me.”

	Penrad jerked his chin toward the woods. “Get on with it.”

	It was no use. Even if she could convince Penrad of the truth, only her liege lord could rescind his own order—and that was her father.

	As a child, swearing to obey and serve her father had seemed such an innocent thing, a right thing. If she’d only known the truth then.

	Marching alone into the woods, Amira slung her satchel over her shoulders. There was food and water for one day along with the strings, hooks, and nails needed to make snares. 

	Her father wasn’t intentionally trying to get her killed—that much she believed. He’d invested and profited too much from her to throw her away needlessly. 

	So, he was either arrogant or desperate. It was always hard to tell with him.

	If he was ordering her to strike against the empire’s heir, it must be desperation.

	Amira had been young, but she remembered enough of the Conquest to remember the smell of the empire’s wrath—burning flesh and smoking pitch. What she was about to do would be enough to bring all of that and more crashing down on all of Hylendale. 

	She stopped to rest a few times before continuing her trek. Her father’s scouts had confirmed the caravan was only a day or so away. On foot, she could cut through the forests and catch them well before they reached Lashera.

	These imperial soldiers rarely moved with haste in peace time. Nor did they move with stealth. It wasn’t hard to find them and she did it in a matter of hours.

	Amira prowled the edge of the camp, hidden in the shadow of trees. They’d stopped in a clearing off the main road, pitching their tents in a neat grid. No one else had been spotted traveling into the fief and this many people together wouldn’t have been able to hide from King Hyle’s scouts. It could only be the archduke’s personal convoy. 

	Some two hundred guards, if she had to guess. Not to mention the cooks, pot boys, porters, footmen, laundresses, hawk keepers, dog boys, scribes, and everything else that traveled with an imperial caravan. She guessed there must be some five hundred people all told.

	Five hundred people and she was supposed to find one?

	Amira pushed aside the impossibility of her task. Yesterday, she had burned candles to Eponine, the goddess of sorceresses. Seeking the goddess’s favor produced mixed results in her experience, but Amira had been desperate enough to give it another try. 

	Kneeling a few hundred paces off, Amira chewed her lip, studying the camp. She needed to get to the center of the circle of tents. That was where her mark would most likely be. 

	She climbed a tree and hung her satchel among the topmost branches. It was unlikely she would be able to retrieve it, even if she survived, but she liked to hope for the best.

	Slinking down to the ground, Amira took her time, lingering until the tightness in her throat returned and her curse threatened to strangle her if she didn’t stop stalling. 

	The curse had endless patience for planning. Once, she had spent three weeks stalking a mark and it had never prodded her. Yet it always seemed to know when she was stalling for time and punished her accordingly.

	Once she was on the ground, Amira picked up the pace in the direction of the imperial camp. She inhaled the crisp night air, steadying herself before she moved on.

	Tonight, she would kill an archduke and end a dynasty. 

	Reaching the outskirts of the camp, she found guards stationed about one hundred paces from where the tents began. Circling carefully, she hesitated, studying the camp. There was nothing unusual about it as far as a nobleman’s caravan. Fairly straightforward. 

	Amira would have expected more guards on duty for an archduke, but she supposed His Imperial Highness didn’t expect much resistance in Hylendale. 

	Her father’s kingdom had never been one for resistance.

	Amira walked back into the trees. She cocked her head to the side, half listening and half searching for the faint wisps of ka that flowed from all living things. The pines around her created a soft haze that made it like wading through fog, but she still only had to search a few hundred paces before a soft pulse of ka caught her attention. 

	Sliding one of her knives from her bandolier, she squinted, measuring the distance to be sure she had a straight shot. With one flick of her wrist, there was a squeak and a faint shuffling. 

	The rabbit kicked and thrashed with her knife pinning it to the tree at its back.

	Amira swept in and yanked the knife free, slitting its throat while its claws scratched at her armored forearms. She grimaced, holding the animal away from her as it kept kicking. Blood thick with ka flowed over her hands. Gripping the dying rabbit by the scruff of its neck, she poured the blood over the runes etched in her bracers, her breastplate. Lastly, she painted two stripes down her cheeks and smeared three vertical lines across her forehead. 

	She focused, turning her mind inward. Amira pulled her own ka from within her chest, where her life force pooled around her heart. Ka accumulated in the skull as well, but the heart was easier to channel out the hands.

	Amira waited until the blood stopped dripping, tracing over her runes again and again even after she could feel them burning with ka. Amira laid the rabbit’s limp body on the ground. She was glad for the dark so she couldn’t see it.

	She took a moment to steady herself, pushing away fear, anxiety, dread, and all her other useless emotions. She couldn’t turn back. Her curse wouldn’t allow it.

	Returning to the edge of the clearing, Amira crouched low and made her way toward the camp. The nearest guards stirred as she came closer. The grass rippled around her, but to them it would appear as just a disturbance from the wind. Two of them at stations fifty paces apart glanced in her direction.

	Amira froze. This spell didn’t make her invisible, only unnoticeable. It was a simple bit of magic, one of the few pieces she’d managed to teach herself. When she used this spell, most people blinked and looked away. These men were no different. The guards’ eyes passed over and around her, but never landed. 

	Amira stayed low to the ground, waiting until they went back to watching the woods. Guard duty was the dullest task imaginable, especially when one was in a vassal fiefdom in peace time.

	Hylendale had its brigands and robbers like anywhere else, but few were brazen enough to attack an armed caravan. Even fewer were brazen enough to come this close to Lashera. 

	Amira had been sent to practice on outlaws as a child. She’d brought back at least a dozen heads to her father to be staked on the city gates. Rumors had spread that King Hyle’s sheriff must be dabbling in sorcery. Criminals had begun fleeing the fief, yet their heads had still found their way to the city gates just the same. Amira had moved on to bigger tasks now, but the rumors remained strong. No one meddled with the lawmen of Hylendale.

	A mastiff tethered outside one of the tents let off a chuffing growl. The big dog stood, tail erect and ears perked. It half-whined, half barked in her direction, blinking in confusion. 

	Amira slunk away from the dog. Animals were often more resistant to dreadsight spells. Perhaps the dog could scent the rabbit’s blood.

	Slipping deeper into the camp, Amira walked quietly, not drawing attention to herself. To those who saw her, she would be a nondescript shadow, a faceless figure moving past in the firelight. 

	Four soldiers gathered around a dice table stopped laughing, hunkering a little closer to the swords that lay at their sides. She slipped past them and they never even looked up.

	Amira crossed paths with a middle-aged woman in a linen dress, fur cloak about her shoulders—probably an officer’s wife. The woman frowned and glanced in Amira’s direction, but her eyes never quite landed on the assassin, sliding over and around just like the guards’ had. 

	The woman pulled her cloak tighter about her and retreated in the opposite direction. Amira continued on. 

	The archduke’s tent wasn’t difficult to find. It was predictably at the center with the full banner of the imperial stag, a white raven perched in its antlers. 

	She angled toward the tent, then stopped a few paces off. The tent had no guards, but that wasn’t surprising. Outside the entrance slumped a page and what she guessed was a footman in their respective sleeping rolls beside a dying cooking fire. 

	Squinting, she noted the light of a lamp from inside. Was the archduke still awake? She grimaced. If he was awake, would he be alone? If he was drinking with a companion or attended by a courtesan, that would make her task much more difficult. He might be betrothed to her sister, but fidelity was not a prized virtue among men of the nobility. Either way, the tent was secured to the ground with massive iron stakes and cutting her way through the canvas would draw too much attention.

	Amira checked to make sure there were no dogs nearby and edged toward the tent. So long as she was quiet and didn’t do anything to draw attention to herself, the dreadsight spell allowed her to do as she pleased. 

	She slipped inside and paused beside the tent entrance, surveying the lone figure crouched over a folding desk. The single lamp silhouetted a man with a slim fencer’s build, his sandy blond head bowed over parchment.

	The cot in the corner was unmade and empty. 

	Slipping through the entrance, Amira circled to the far end of the tent opposite the figure before her. 

	The only sound was the scratch of the stranger’s quill. He paused, studied the page, scratched something out and dipped his quill in ink again.

	The assassin peered over his shoulder, confirming the imperial seal stamped at the top of the parchment. By law, only members of the imperial household and those acting with their authority could use the seal. This had to be Daindreth Fanduillion—archduke of Erymaya, son of Empress Vesha and the late Emperor Drystan, and heir to the Erymayan Empire.

	A few of the words under the figure’s quill caught Amira’s eye. Short sentences, breaking off down the page. Words had been scratched out and rewritten at least a dozen times over, but there appeared to be a final draft at the lower right corner.

	 

	Cut me and I bleed poison

	Wound me to your own pain

	These bruises have crushed giants

	This nightmare maddens the sane

	 

	The young man kept writing, crossing out words, then rewriting, oblivious to her presence.

	Amira recalled hearing from Fonra—when Fonra had still been besotted with the idea of him—that the archduke was said to be quite the accomplished poet. 

	Accomplished was not the word Amira would have used. Those words made something shudder along her spine. It was like hearing footsteps when she was supposed to be alone. 

	Amira could feel the curse tightening around her throat, a warning. If she put it off much longer, she’d be on the floor gasping. She drew the short blade from her hip, using her opposite hand to steady the sheath. 

	Nausea worked its way up the back of her throat. She’d never quite gotten a taste for killing. Most of the people her father sent her after weren’t bad people. At least, Amira thought they were no worse than her or her father. Then again, both King Hyle and Amira’s deaths would likely make the world a better place. 

	She closed the distance between herself and the archduke. A single jab to the base of the skull and it would be over.

	Amira coiled to strike—

	The archduke spun around and locked eyes on her. Amira jerked back and almost screamed.

	Red eyes burned like coals with thin, black slits. For one instant, she could have sworn wisps of flame licked at his eyelashes.

	His ka changed—it blustered and smoked like a furnace, hot, ashy, and putrid. Ka didn’t change and yet—

	He snarled and grabbed her wrist with the knife. Amira aimed her knee for his face, and he twisted out of his chair, dropping into a crouch. He grabbed her opposite ankle and yanked.

	In a flash, he tackled her to the carpet. His fist smashed into her ribs. Amira grunted from the impact and stars flashed across her vision. 

	The archduke snapped his jaw at her, eyes burning crimson. He curled his lip like he was used to a different mouth, one with sharper teeth.

	Amira snatched a knife from her belt with her left hand and slashed across his face. He brought his arm up and blocked. Her knife left a bloody gash in his sleeve.

	He pinned her right arm to the floor. Amira curled in on herself, wedging her knees and shins between them. 

	She bucked, trying to throw him off. She kicked a coat rack and it fell in a clatter. 

	“My lord?” came a voice from outside.

	Shit. 

	Amira dropped her knife and grabbed the back of the archduke’s loose shirt. With a deft motion, she twisted it up and to the side, tightening the collar around his throat.

	The archduke snarled again, spitting as he did. Amira yanked him to the side and managed to flip him off her. She kicked his ribs the moment she got clear, yanking her knife hand free as she did. 

	The archduke sprang back to his feet, eyes glowing like molten steel.

	Outside, his servants had roused, but he didn’t call for them. He just stood there, studying her.

	Amira drew a third knife. If the servants came, they would call the guards and she would be dead, but she had to at least kill him first. She had to. 

	It made sense now. Her father must have known. This thing couldn’t reach Lashera no matter what happened. Fonra couldn’t marry this creature. It couldn’t live. It—

	The archduke lunged.

	One instant he was three steps away and the next he was slamming her into the center brace of the tent. 

	The whole tent shook, the impact knocking the air from her lungs. 

	She’d never been caught before. A caught assassin was a dead assassin. 

	Dead, dead, dead. That word echoed through her skull. 

	The archduke—or whatever the creature was that kept her pinned against the brace—studied her like one might study a slice of roasted swan seasoned with an unfamiliar spice. 

	“Who are you?” His voice was like an avalanche of stones and the roar of a bonfire at once. “Have the Istovari witches gone back on their bargain?”

	A shadow darkened the doorway of the tent—the shape of a young boy, probably the page.

	Amira twisted sideways for leverage and kicked the archduke in the hip to knock him back. She’d sent men sprawling from that kick before, but he only stumbled a couple of steps.

	Amira brought up her knife and the archduke lunged to attack again. He ducked when the knife came up, but she sliced it across her own hand. She could only hope she would bleed enough.

	She slammed her bloody palm into the archduke’s face. He must have been expecting an attack from the knife in her other hand. He didn’t block in time and her bloody hand made contact.

	She forced ka down her arm and into the blood. Even when he stumbled back and broke their contact, the blood was hers, so she didn’t need to be touching him to make it work. 

	Her bloody handprint glowed copper. The archduke fell to the ground with a scream and the stench of burning flesh filled the tent. 

	“Your Highness!” cried the boy in the doorway. The page rushed to the screaming archduke and three shadows moved outside the tent—guards. 

	Cursing, Amira raced for the back of the tent. Her boot caught on one of the carpets. She hit the ground with a thud muffled by the archduke’s screaming. Her breath came in shallow gasps and her head spun. 

	Idiot. Idiot.

	She’d panicked and poured too much of her own ka into that spell. The amount of power now burning the archduke’s face was enough to cast a dreadsight spell fifty times over. 

	No, no, no.

	“Your Highness! Is it another episode? Are you alright?”

	The archduke’s cry in response was more of a roar, primal and enraged. Outside, horses whinnied and dogs barked. Something in Amira curdled and shrank at the sound of it. 

	Attendants flocked around the archduke. The guards hovered at the entrance.

	“What’s happening?” they demanded. 

	Amira laid on the floor, heart pounding. They can’t see me. They aren’t expecting to see me.

	It seemed the dreadsight spell was still in place. But if it was, how had the archduke—or whatever that creature was—been able to see her?

	“Fetch Sir Thadred,” said one of the servants. “And Taylan.”

	“Dain?” a male voice shouted from outside. “Dain, are you alright? Is he angry?”

	These people acted wrong. Their archduke was rolling on the floor with fire spreading over his face and no one was searching the tent. No one seemed to expect a threat.

	A young man with a dark tousle of hair and a half-buttoned shirt shoved past the guards. He leaned heavily on a blackthorn cane, his stride punctuated by a limp. 

	The newcomer caught the archduke’s flailing arm only to catch an elbow in the face. He stumbled back with a curse, rubbing his jaw. “Daindreth!”

	No one seemed more than slightly concerned. It was like—

	They stood back while Daindreth flailed, looking to one another and to the darker young man, Sir Thadred.

	“What should we do, my lord?” asked the page.

	“This is new,” said Thadred, shifting his grip on his cane. “He hasn’t had an episode like this before.” 

	Amira blinked at Thadred from her prone position on the floor. What did the man mean by that?

	Amira pushed herself onto her elbows, shaking. The entrance to the tent was flooded with servants and retainers. She could cut her way out the back, but someone would notice if she started tearing canvas and she couldn’t risk breaking the spell. Thankfully, for now, the archduke’s writhing kept their attention.

	The archduke shuddered and curled into a ball on the floor. He trembled and slowly his ka changed again. It turned lighter, more golden. More like the ka of the others in the tent.

	Amira swallowed. Nothing about this was natural.

	“Dain?” Thadred knelt beside the archduke. “Can you hear me?”

	The paler young man panted, hands clutched to his face. “I…I’m not…” Daindreth’s voice was different. Lighter, not reverberating so much. 

	Everything about this was wrong. She needed to escape. Fonra was betrothed to a monster and no matter what happened or the cost, Hylendale needed to break off the engagement. 

	The command that she protect her sister with her life rang in her ears. If she couldn’t kill the archduke, she had to save Fonra. Her sister couldn’t marry this—if he wasn’t a man, what was he?

	Daindreth looked up and Amira would have jumped back if she’d been standing. Daindreth’s face didn’t have a mark on it.

	He should have had a splattered burn mark, but no. 

	She still smelled his burning flesh. She hadn’t imagined that, had she? 

	“The girl,” Daindreth panted in a distinctly human voice, a rich, almost melodic voice. “Where did she go?”

	Thadred smirked. “So that was you dreaming of a girl, was it?”

	Why didn’t he seem concerned? Even the servants had begun to back out of the tent. The guards were no longer at the entrance. 

	Never had she been so alarmed by a lack of alarm. Something instinctive and primal within her told her to run, to flee, to get as far away from the archduke and his servants as possible.

	“No, she was here.” Daindreth spun around and his gaze slid over Amira. 

	She stayed still and didn’t draw attention to herself. It seemed the dreadsight spell was working again. The archduke’s eyes were dark now, no longer burning with hellfire. 

	Thadred frowned, keeping a breadth of space between himself and the archduke, like he expected the other man might go back to flailing at any second. 

	Amira pushed up onto her hands and knees. Sweat dripped into her eyes. She hadn’t drained herself like that in years, but in the moment, she’d panicked.

	Carefully, she backed toward the edge of the tent. If she could hide in a corner, she might be able to wait until the archduke went to bed or left. 

	“There!” Daindreth leapt off the ground and dove for her, grabbing her wrist.

	Instantly, Amira felt the dreadsight spell burst like a soap bubble. Thadred jumped with a curse—to him, it would have appeared as if a girl with blood smears on her face popped into existence.

	“Who are you?” Daindreth demanded. “How did you do that?”

	Amira twisted her wrist inward, snapping out of his grip. She moved a little slow, but still managed to yank herself free. 

	She reached for another knife at her thigh and slashed for Daindreth’s chest. He leaned back. Her blade ripped through linen, but she didn’t see blood. 

	“Dain! Guards!” Thadred shouted. He staggered back, leaning heavily on his cane. 

	The archduke reached for her again and Amira’s blade slashed across the back of his forearm a second time and he hissed in pain, red dripping from his cut sleeve.

	“My lord!” 

	Guards flooded the tent this time. They closed the distance between the entrance and Amira in a heartbeat, or perhaps she was slow from losing so much ka. The first spear jabbed for her side and she stumbled back. 

	“No! I want her alive!” the archduke shouted.

	Amira had no intentions of being taken alive.

	She flicked her wrist and a knife plunked into the shoulder of the nearest guard. He flinched but didn’t fall back. Amira retreated only to hit taut canvas.

	She dodged the second strike, diving for the tent entrance. The servants scattered and Thadred dragged back the archduke while the guards swarmed after her. 

	Amira dodged the first two strikes, but a third spear thrust and she wasn’t fast enough. Her body jerked and she heard her armor tear, but it wasn’t until she stumbled past the fire that she realized blood soaked her side and hip. 

	Shouts and screams rose over the camp as the alarm was raised. Amira ducked and stumbled to the picket lines, where she had seen the horses. 

	Survive. That was one of her father’s earlier commands. She kept it at the forefront of her mind, burning and echoing through her skull in case the curse decided she was being disobedient.

	The horse boys scrambled out of their blankets barefoot in nothing but their trousers, rushing to secure the horses. In the dark, Amira stumbled to the center of the picket line, beating the boys there.

	She passed over several pack mules and docile-looking cart horses. A large head yanked up and whinnied, jerking back on its lead rope. 

	The head belonged to a destrier, perhaps seventeen hands high or more. The towering horse’s halter lashed him between two whickering mules. The animals stomped anxiously but didn’t bray. 

	Amira snatched a bridle from the rows of tack and ducked under the picket line. The stallion’s nostrils flared at the scent of blood, but he was a warhorse. He should be trained to tolerate it. The horse snorted and stomped, either in fear or excitement, she couldn’t tell.

	Even the mules shied from the scent of her blood while the horse boys came running to move up and down the line, trying to quiet the animals.

	“Hey!” One of them spotted Amira.

	She finished pulling the bridle over the destrier’s ears and buckling the throat latch. She took a fistful of the big horse’s mane and swung aboard. Her side twinged. In the dark, it was hard to know the extent of her injury, but some distant part of her mind could tell that it was bad—very bad.

	Amira turned the destrier’s head in the direction of the trees and slammed her heels into his sides. The stallion bolted and she clung to his mane to stay on.

	The big horse charged toward the dark lines of trees, hooves eating up the distance in heartbeats.

	At their backs, soldiers called out. Arrows whipped past, striking the trees and the dirt around them. Amira doubled over the horse’s neck, every stride sending a jolt of pain to her ribs. 

	The destrier stumbled in the dark and Amira slammed forward onto his neck with enough force to drive the wind out of her, but she held on, gasping, as he skittered sideways to regain his footing. 

	Doubled over with her cheek pressed to his black mane, she angled him toward the north star and pulled on the reins. The destrier snorted, slowing into a canter.

	After a few miles, she eased the destrier to a walk. It was unlikely the imperials would chase her in the dark. There was too much risk of an ambush for them.

	Amira squinted upwards, making out the faint light of stars between the trees. Once she could make an educated guess of the right direction, she turned her stolen horse toward Lashera. 
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	Kingdom’s Sacrifice

	 

	Amira hated to let Fonra see her cry. It was why Amira told the surgeon not to let her sister in the room when they began their work.

	Still, Fonra came running as soon as she heard.

	Penrad had found Amira covered in her own blood and about to fall off her stolen destrier. He hadn’t asked her if she’d succeeded. It had probably seemed obvious. For once, he hadn’t nagged her as he’d shuffled her back to the palace and sent her straight to the surgeon.

	How had Fonra heard Amira was back? The assassin didn’t bother to ask. Regardless, the princess pounded on the door to Amira’s room until the surgeon caved and let her in. 

	Fonra knelt beside the bed, letting Amira grip her hand so hard the older girl feared she might crush it. The surgeon’s analgesics could only do so much. Wavering in and out of lucidity, Amira pressed her cheek into her pillow while tears mixed with mud, sweat, and blood on the blankets.

	Amira had endured worse, but after giving up so much ka, her body’s natural healing process had stunted. The wound wasn’t scabbing properly and kept bleeding. Unlike Fonra, King Hyle didn’t come to see Amira. He sent a messenger ordering the surgeon to fix the girl or face the consequences.

	In her stupor of pain and narcotics, Amira wondered if her mother would have come, if she’d known her daughter was hurt. The Istovari sorceresses were allegedly masters of healing, but Amira doubted they would waste their talents on her.

	It didn’t matter anyway. No one had heard from Amira’s mother or her people in almost twenty years.

	Once the surgeons left, Fonra vehemently ordered the lingering servants out of the apartment. Amira watched, propped on a pillow, brows raised. She could count on one hand the number of times Fonra had raised her voice. 

	When she was done, Fonra cradled Amira’s hand in both of hers and wept. “How could His Majesty let this happen to you?” she sniffled, her tears staining the bed’s coverlet. “You nearly died. You—”

	“Fonra!” Queen Hyle’s voice was like the screech of a crow from the other side of the wall. “Girl, get out here!” 

	The door burst open and Queen Hyle filled the doorway in an explosion of lace and organza. She hadn’t even allowed the servants to open the door ahead of her. A rare breach of protocol. 

	Her Majesty wore her face paints, jewels, and precious fabrics, but any natural beauty she might have had was quashed by a perpetual glower, especially whenever she saw Amira. 

	Amira bristled and attempted to rise. She preferred to stand in the presence of her enemies, but her stitches gave a sharp throb. Wincing, she managed to prop herself up on one elbow.

	“Fonra,” Queen Hyle snapped, leaving off her daughter’s title. Two breaches of protocol in as many seconds? She must be truly livid.

	Queen Hyle folded her hands in front of her like a knight slamming down the visor of his helmet—battle ready. “Fonra, His Imperial Highness’s retinue was spotted not an hour ago. Your father wants you ready to receive your bridegroom when he reaches the courtyard.”

	The archduke was here? Amira’s thoughts whirred. How many hours had she lost to the surgeon’s potions? 

	“I’ll come in a moment,” Fonra said quietly. 

	“You will come now.” Queen Hyle’s command was short, clipped. The queen consort’s only real power was over her servants and the personal household of the king, but she wielded that like a blacksmith’s hammer.

	Fonra snapped her chin up in a rare show of defiance. “Your future empress will come when she is done here. Thank you, Mother.”

	Amira watched the queen redden, the vein in her forehead bulge like a fat worm as she and her daughter faced off.

	Surprisingly, the queen was first to break. Whirling in a storm of skirts, she clipped a short order to her servants and marched into Fonra’s boudoir. Her ladies and pages scurried after her.

	Fonra’s chief lady stayed in the doorway, hands clasped in front of her in the “repose” posture like a proper subservient gentlewoman. “Princess Fonra, we do need to get you ready.”

	“He won’t even be meeting me proper tonight,” Fonra clipped back. “I’ll be with Mother and the rest of the household on the balcony. The feasts start tomorrow.”

	The chief lady inclined her head in agreement. “Yes, Your Highness. But you know the way of it.”

	Fonra huffed, just a slight rise and fall of her shoulders and a tightening of her hands. “Go wait with my mother.”

	The chief lady’s jaw clenched, but she gave no other signs of her frustration. With a curt nod, she floated after Queen Hyle, hands still clasped before her. 

	“I’ll send one of my girls to tend you.” Fonra brushed a sweaty strand of hair from Amira’s temple. “King Hyle wanted us to dance tomorrow night.” Her lips pressed together. “The bride’s dance. I was hoping you’d be dancing with us.”

	Amira closed her eyes. “He’ll sacrifice you, if not me.”

	“What’s that?”

	Amira winced at the slight tug at her throat. Her father had ordered her to secrecy in her latest assassination attempt, as he did with every assignment. She was pushing into a grey area of disobedience and needed to be careful.

	“Fonra, listen to me.” Amira gripped her sister’s arm. “This is very important. You can’t marry the archduke.”

	Fonra looked up, blinking. “The king has—”

	“I know.” Amira winced. Two commands warred for control of the curse—protect Fonra clashed with speak no word of this to anyone. A fluttering sensation in her collarbone warned her to tread lightly. “But you can’t. The archduke, he’s—he’s not right. There’s—” The curse yanked tight across Amira’s throat like an invisible cord. Gasping, she focused on the window across the room, something that didn’t defy her father’s orders. 

	The curse loosened its hold bit by bit while Amira’s eyes watered. 

	“Amira, shush. Don’t hurt yourself.” Fonra never asked about the curse, but she had seen plenty to know what happened to Amira if she disobeyed their father. “I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine.” She smiled, but there was something resigned and more than a little sad behind it. “I wouldn’t be the first woman in our family to marry a man I didn’t love.”

	Amira believed that everyone married for love—just not usually love of the person they married. Yeomen tended to marry for love of grazing land and sturdy roofs. Merchants married for love of money and trade routes. Kings and archdukes married for love of power. 

	But that thing that lived behind Daindreth’s eyes? What did it want? What did a demon love?

	“This isn’t about love,” Amira’s hand tightened on her sister. “He’s a monster, Fonra. I can’t explain it. Just…please.”

	“What happened last night, Amira?” Fonra whispered softly. “Where did you go?” She touched the side of Amira’s face, her delicate brows furrowing, then rising. “What did you see?”

	Amira shook her head. She couldn’t tell. No matter how much she wanted to. “Father has brought doom on us all. You and I, at the very least.”

	Fonra’s lips parted as she studied Amira. “What can we do?”

	The assassin looked away. “I failed.”

	“Let me help,” Fonra said. “For once, let me do something.”

	Amira turned back to look at her sister again. “Find a way to break off the engagement. I don’t care what you have to do.”

	“But the insult to the empire—”

	“I don’t care,” Amira repeated, voice dropping to a hiss. “That thing…” She trailed off at a twinge in her throat.

	Queen Hyle’s voice called from the other room again, insistent and angry.

	Fonra exhaled a long breath. “I will try.”

	Amira’s heart sank. “Please.”

	Fonra nodded. “I’ll do what I can. Rest well. I’ll send a girl to look after you.”

	Her sister left and closed the door, shielding the assassin from Queen Hyle in the next room. Her Majesty had been born Adelaide Boless of Highcrest, daughter of a house with an impressive pedigree, a long history of loyalty to the imperial house, and not much else. 

	Amira vaguely recalled Queen Hyle—belly stretched and swollen with Fonra—screaming to the king at the supper table that he would have sons now, sons of the Empire’s stock. Did he have to keep that redheaded brat? That witch’s daughter?

	Queen Hyle had bragged that she would be the one to give King Hyle sons. When Fonra had been a girl, that had dampened the queen’s boasts for only a few months before she again had a full belly and a full ego. 

	First there was one stillborn son, then another miscarriage, then at last the much-longed-for male heir arrived. 

	As a child, Amira had hated and loved Fonra in equal measure. Yet when Fonra had been pushed aside in favor of the new baby brother, Amira had found herself looking after Fonra more and more. Amira had been the one to teach Fonra to plait her hair. The one Fonra had run to when she’d had her first bleeding. 

	In turn, Fonra was the one who had massaged Amira’s shoulders when she’d come back sore from training. The one who had quietly mended the slashes and tears in Amira’s clothes and never questioned why her sister kept swordsman’s shirts and leather jodhpurs in the bottom of her wardrobe.

	When Amira turned sixteen, she was sent to spend the summer “studying abroad.” When she had returned, with new scars under her tunic and more blood on her hands than she would ever wash off, Amira’s half-brother had already fallen ill and died a month before his seventh birthday.

	No one spoke of the boy now. Camden had been his name, after Adelaide’s father. But his death had changed the household and the kingdom forever. 

	Queen Hyle lost all hope of producing another son and poured almost a decade’s worth of withheld motherly attention into Fonra within the span of a year. Ever since, Fonra had been like a jewel at her mother’s breast—clutched tightly, ruthlessly polished, and flaunted at every opportunity. A jewel that the queen was unknowingly damned and determined to pawn off on a monster.

	Amira hoisted herself upright. She didn’t know what she would do, but she had to do something. Stiff, aching, and groaning in pain, Amira forced herself into a linen chemise and stiff surcoat. 

	She couldn’t quite reach to straighten the back laces of her surcoat, so she tossed a fur mantle over her shoulders to hide the crooked strings.

	She winced at the loud swishing sound her dress made with every step down the hallway. One hand on the wall for balance, she ventured into the main palace.

	“My lady, are you well?” It was Corman, one of her father’s footmen. Though he was barely a year her senior, his mother had been a scullery maid in the steward’s household and he was one of the few servants who remembered when Amira’s mother had been queen. That had been before the sorceresses’ rebellion, the annulment, and the scandal that had followed. 

	Corman hovered close but didn’t dare touch her. She was still a king’s daughter—even after being bastardized.

	Amira waved him away. “I’m going to see His Majesty.”

	Corman hesitated, his hand half raised between them. Concern lined his face. It was a nice face, soft and kind beneath a close-trimmed beard. He hadn’t had that beard when she’d kissed him outside the silver cupboard three summers ago. “My lady, forgive me, but you hardly look—”

	The assassin peered past Corman to the dark hallway at his back. “Is the king holding court?”

	“No, my lady. He’s in his dressing chamber now.” 

	“Then I needn’t concern myself with my appearance.” Amira pulled away from the timid man. 

	Corman’s mother—who now oversaw the cleaning and tending of the castle’s bed linens—had caught them that evening, and it was just as well. Amira had been too drunk to think about what might have happened to him if he’d accepted her offer to come to her rooms. 

	Amira approached her father’s personal chamber, a few halls away from Fonra’s. Head spinning, she thanked Eponine it wasn’t far. 

	The queen’s chambers were beside the king’s, the bedrooms adjoined by a door to give conjugal visits some privacy. They now belonged to Queen Hyle but had once belonged to Queen Cyne.

	Amira had the vaguest memory of sitting in the queen’s suite back when it had been her mother’s. It had been painted white and trimmed in the thinnest layer of gold leaf. She remembered tumbling into her mother’s skirts, pulling an avalanche of chiffon on top of her head. It had been like playing in a golden cloud. Her mother had scooped her up and kissed either of her cheeks and that was where the memory ended. 

	Cyne of the Istovari—the banished queen of Hylendale.

	 In truth, Amira could have dreamt it. The woman in that memory was all light and smiles and golden softness. Surely that couldn’t have been the same woman who had left her only child alone to die in a crumbling tower. While her mother’s abandonment meant Amira was the only Istovari who had not been banished from the empire, it was still not something she planned to forgive.

	Amira reached her father’s doorway and the two guards outside let her pass, though neither opened the door nor announced her. Like all her father’s guards, they were Boless men, recruited by Adelaide’s uncle and brother in the west. 

	The assassin waited in the foyer, finding that some shred of her still valued protocol. Even the antechamber was gilt all in gold now. The empire cared for its vassals if nothing else.

	“My lady!” cried a footman who apparently recognized her better than she did him. He strode straight for her with a scandalized flutter of his hands. “My lady, His Majesty is dressing. It’s not proper for you to be here.”

	“I need to speak to His Majesty.”

	“My lady, your royal father is preoccupied with preparations to receive the Grand Archduke. Their caravan was spotted not two hours ago and—”

	The king emerged, pulling on a pair of doeskin gloves with attendants billowing about him. She had never seen her father alone. Always, he was with advisors, footmen, valets, or other nobles. 

	“Your Majesty!” Amira scrambled past the footman to reach the king and gripped his forearm.

	“My lady!” one of the servants gasped. 

	Amira knew better than to lay a hand on the king, but she was desperate. Two servants stepped forward to pull her away, but the king waved them off.

	The king shot a glance over her, head to foot. His brows rose. “Lady Amira. You look ill.”

	He wouldn’t speak of her assignment last night, not in front of so many servants.

	At his back hovered Cromwell, her father’s legal advisor. Amira’s neck prickled at the sight of him. She never quite knew where she stood with Cromwell. To her face, he had always been kind. He was the one person in the palace who had never failed to bring her gifts—birthdays, feast days, holidays, even when he simply visited another city. On the other hand, he was the reason she was no longer a princess.

	“My liege.” She squeezed her father’s arm, though she doubted he could even feel it through the layers of padding in his sleeve, fashioned after the imperial style. “I wanted to see you before the archduke’s arrival. What happened last night—” The curse tightened in her throat. She wasn’t permitted to speak of that assignment in front of anyone who didn’t already know.

	“Leave us,” King Hyle said to his retainers. “This will be brief.”

	Several of the servants watched Amira hesitantly, but Cromwell nodded, and the room emptied. 

	Men like Cromwell were not the sort to conquer kingdoms, but they were the sort to keep them. It had been Cromwell who had helped King Hyle navigate the tenuous days when the Empire had come lusting after their pine forests and deep-water harbors on the coast. It had been his suggestion that Queen Cyne be banished.

	Amira hated the man for years, but her father was still king, none of Hylendale’s cities had been razed, and now the future emperor was set to marry Hyle’s daughter. To an outside observer, one might say Cromwell had saved the kingdom.

	When the door closed, Cromwell remained with his back to it, clasping a thick ledger in his hands. He wore black same as he had when Amira was little—the only difference was then it had been humble linen and now it was plush velvet. 

	Amira cleared her throat as the curse loosened, looking up to her father. “When I faced the archduke, he changed into something else. He saw through my spells as no man could and he fought like nothing I’ve ever seen. His ka was different, somehow. Wrong,” she whispered. “What is he?”

	King Hyle flicked his gaze over her from head to foot. “You failed.”

	Amira stifled a cry of frustration. “You can’t give him Fonra.”

	“That’s why I sent you,” King Hyle snapped. “Whatever it is that…” He shot a glance to Cromwell. “There’s nothing to be done for it now. If anything happens to him within our walls, it will be war. But I can’t break off the engagement. No one refuses the empire.”

	“He’s not human!”

	King Hyle grabbed her by her upper arms. “You listen to me.” 

	It would have taken but a twist and yank for her to free herself from his hold and then drive her elbow into his mouth, but she didn’t dare. She couldn’t harm him. He’d already given her that command.

	“You had your chance to save your sister,” the king said. “Now we can only hope to save Hylendale from another war.”

	Amira shook her head. “If you knew what I saw—”

	“I can’t know,” the king said in a low voice. She might have imagined it, but she thought he sounded pleading. “Don’t you see? I didn’t know anything of it. A rogue attacked the imperial retinue. An enemy of the empire. Someone hired by a foreign dignitary who fears a stronger tie with Hylendale. Nothing else, do you understand me? If anything happens to him within our walls, it will be war.”

	“But you did know,” Amira whispered, realization washing over her in a cold shiver. The pain in her side throbbed and her head spun. She needed to rest, but Fonra’s life and more could be at stake. “You must have. Why else would you have sent me?” She looked to Cromwell, but the lawyer was as unreadable as ever. “Papa,” Amira looked back to the king, “what have you done?”

	King Hyle released her. “It isn’t your concern.”

	“I’ll finish it.” Amira limped after him as he moved for the exit. Cromwell waited stiff and stoic as a headsman in front of the door. “I’ll find a way. You can’t let him have Fonra. You can’t.”

	“But I can.” King Hyle spun on her. “If she is the price.”

	“Nothing is worth her life!” Amira cried. 

	“No?” King Hyle’s nostrils flared. “What about the three hundred and eighty-two thousand people in our kingdom, according to the last census? What are their lives worth, Amira?”

	The assassin had no answer. 

	“I sent you to prevent this. But you failed. And now we must all live with the consequences.”

	His words hit her like a sucker punch. “Your Majesty, I beg you. Let me try again.” Amira had never thought she would beg to kill. Yet if it would protect her sister, if it would keep Fonra out of the clutches of that thing, she’d kill a thousand archdukes. 

	“No! You are to keep silent on this. What you saw, what you did. And you will not lift a finger against the archduke nor anyone in his retinue while he is here, do you understand me?”

	Amira felt the command strike her in the hollow of her throat. She almost gasped with the force of the order. “Papa, please. If he needs a Hylendale bride, give me to him instead.”

	King Hyle’s hands closed into fists, but he looked away from her. 

	“Please. He’ll tear her apart. He’ll kill her if she’s lucky. I’m begging you.” The implication hung unspoken between them that he’d do the same to Amira.

	King Hyle exhaled.

	Cromwell watched their exchange, the carved lines of his face deepening in thought. No doubt, he was thinking of all the legal reasons the bastardized daughter of a king—without a dowry—was unsuitable as an archduke’s bride. 

	“Return to your rooms and rest until you regain your strength, Amira.” The king turned his back, but his voice softened enough that she noticed the change in tone. “I know you did the best you could.”

	The curse would have allowed nothing less.

	“You have sacrificed much for this kingdom.” King Hyle raised his chin, back still to her. “You will sacrifice much more, I’m afraid.”

	Amira forced down the lump in her throat. 

	“Perhaps, this once, we should let your sister sacrifice instead.”

	Amira wanted to wail, to scream, to strike her father, beat him and Cromwell so bloody that their own mothers wouldn’t recognize them. But she didn’t. The curse wouldn’t allow it and she was too battered for the effort anyway.

	She followed her father out of his apartments and limped back to her own room. She eased into her bed, staring at the flowers Fonra had painted on the wood paneling for Amira’s fourteenth birthday. 

	Rabbits, sparrows, and fawns played here and there, leaping and flitting over knots in the wood. Amira’s gut clenched a little at the memory of the rabbit she had killed for her spell last night. 

	Amira fell asleep to the sound of Queen Hyle primping and prodding Fonra in the next room, trussing her up in silk and pearls like a partridge for a feast. 

	When the assassin dreamed, it was of red eyes and hands that sprouted claws.
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	The Archduke

	 

	The feast to welcome Daindreth was delayed by three days thanks to a late shipment of spices and wine. Amira spent most of her time hidden in her room, watching from her bower window as servants bustled to and from. On the handful of times she ventured into the palace, retainers in the livery of the archduke scurried from every nook and corner like an infestation of white-clad locusts.

	Amira tried to speak to the king, but it made no difference. No matter how much she begged, pleaded, and petitioned him, he wouldn’t be moved.

	He seemed to consider her request that she be sent with Fonra as a servant, but didn’t relent. King Hyle’s daughters were both weapons in their own way. Fonra’s marriage would protect their kingdom for as long as the Fanduillion dynasty lasted—provided she gave Daindreth sons to carry it on—and Amira had already proven herself well worth the price paid to make her what she was. 

	The night of the archduke’s welcome feast drew near. As she was expected to attend, Amira prepared knowing weapons were useless. Even if she stood a chance of finishing off the archduke, her father had commanded her not to harm him.

	Instead, Amira set to work weaponizing her appearance. With the help of only one servant—all that Queen Hyle had allowed Fonra to spare—she lined her eyes with kohl and painted her lips with bright red cosmetics that put blood to shame. 

	The servant, Chesna, didn’t even blink when she saw the stitches along Amira’s ribs. She helped Amira loop bandages around her waist to protect the wound and then select a dress that flowed loose at the sides. 

	Amira’s breath caught when she saw the gown that Chesna held up. It was a black velvet dress cut in the latest Erymayan fashion. The snug collar rose halfway up Amira’s throat and from the front fell in soft folds, but the back—the back.

	The plunging back left Amira essentially naked from neck to hip with only knotted strands of silver chain draped across. Though the dress was supposedly the style in the imperial city of Mynadra, Queen Hyle wouldn’t hear of anything so scandalous coming near her daughter.

	The dress had been a gift from Cromwell after one of his trips to the port cities. As with all his gifts, there had been no explanation or even a note. It simply appeared one day in the hands of one of Cromwell’s apprentices delivered “with compliments of Master Cromwell.”

	“That will do.” Amira waved over Chesna and the other woman hung the dress from the bedpost as she set to styling Amira’s hair into a coronet of braids with a few loose strands dangling about her neck. 

	Fonra always chatted with her servants, no matter their station. How Amira wished she had her sister’s easy charm. But no, Amira sat straight faced and straight backed, watching in the mirror as Chesna transformed her into a creature of beauty, grace, and courtly elegance. 

	Beyond the door, she could hear Queen Hyle fussing over Fonra and her sister’s attendants. Not just Fonra, but every one of her ladies must be in pristine condition to meet the archduke and his retainers. 

	Chesna helped Amira style a corded veil over her eyes—a fringe of knotted black and silver strands. A sorceress’s veil. 

	For generations, Amira’s foremothers had worn them at public gatherings and formal occasions. It was rude to look a sorceress directly in the eye and had started out as a way to remind nobles of the fact. Now, it seemed more like a warning, like a bell on a bull.

	Amira was just grateful for something to hide her face. Despite having been raised in this palace with many of the people who now attended her father’s court, Amira preferred the illusion of anonymity. 

	She didn’t think for a second that anyone from the archduke’s party would recognize her. Fonra would be the center of attention. Amira looked completely different tonight and would be sticking to the edges of the room as was her habit.

	She needed to protect Fonra for as long as possible. 

	All the same, it was only by a miracle that her father had agreed to let her attend tonight at all. Amira wondered which of the half-dead votive candles on her windowsill was to thank for this small mercy. Had it been Eponine who had heard her prayers or Dyani, the patroness of young girls? Perhaps it had been Teshner, the godling of etiquette and schemes. As a minor god, Teshner was supposed to be more attentive even if he was less powerful.

	Amira arrived at the feast hall before her sister. The room was bathed in the gold of candlelight. A large brazier dominated one side, a roasting boar turning over it. Already, several of her father’s knights gathered around the edges of the fire, their tunics and tabards emblazoned with the white swan of Hylendale.

	The white swan coat of arms had been a gift from Emperor Drystan. When Hyle had bent the knee before the invading emperor, he had been given a new liege lord, a new coat of arms, and a new bride.

	Emperor Drystan had been generous, sending gifts of men, horses, and hunting hounds. Not to mention ten thousand sheep formerly from the flocks of King Espasian to the east. 

	Espasian had not bent the knee. His legs had been cut off at the knees in punishment as had those of all the men in his household. 

	That was the way of the Fanduillions—submit or die bloody. 

	Daindreth’s father had not founded the empire, but he had been the heir born with ambition burning in his eyes. They said the last emperor’s gaze scorched everything he saw, branding it as his own even before he set foot on those distant places on the map. Drystan the Conqueror had died before his fortieth year, but with no less than a thousand vassal kings, each commanding their own kingdom in the name of the emperor and his co-ruler, Empress Vesha. 

	Emperor Drystan had died in an accident not long after the conquering of Hylendale. Vesha had taken over as regent and had ruled ever since. Many had expected her to step aside once Daindreth came of age, but it had yet to happen.

	The hall was done out in the finest array. The floors had been swept and fresh pine boughs hung from every corner. Candles had been crammed into every possible sconce and crevice. A spruce finch fluttered near one of the upper windows, bristling green wings beating against the glass. Poor thing must have flown in while the servants were airing out the hall. 

	The finch’s body and the edges of its wings bristled with pine needles sprouting from its feathers. Just another aberration from another time, when sorceresses had lived free in Hylendale. 

	Many had devoted entire lifetimes to braiding together bits and pieces from plants and animals like village goodwives weaving their daughters’ bridal rugs. Most of their mutants had died shortly after creation or been sterile, but a few—like the spruce finches—had escaped the laboratoriums to live, breed, and thrive in the surrounding woods.
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