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The magistrate counted silver across his desk. Thirty Arvaix crowns. Good coin for a bounty. Ashar pocketed them, turned toward the door.

She was waiting in the plaza.

Dark hair caught afternoon sun, nearly black with auburn undertones. Elegant features, high cheekbones, pouting lips. Black silk mourning dress clinging to curves, fuller than he remembered, heavier. Pale skin. She stood near the fountain, three paces away when he stopped.

"Ashar."

He waited.

"Eight years." Her voice was steady but her fingers twisted the silk at her hip. "You left."

"You were engaged."

The air between them felt thick. Her scent reached him, jasmine, bergamot, something underneath he remembered from stolen nights before her father had announced the engagement.

She stepped closer. Close enough he could see the pulse in her throat.

"I need a guard. Tomorrow. My husband's funeral." Her hands stilled. "Twenty gold weights. Morredyn weights."

Ashar nodded once.

"The Corvain estate. North of the city wall. Dawn." She turned, paused. Her gaze traveled across him. Meeting his eyes her gaze lingered. Then she left.

—-

[image: ]


THE TEMPLE WAS OLD stone, incense thick in still air. Dagaste's priest droned prayers while thirty mourners stood in silence.

Lord Corvain's body lay wrapped in white linen on a marble bier. The wrappings around his head were fresh, too fresh, changed recently. Blood had seeped through in one spot near the temple. A servant adjusted the fabric, hiding the stain.

Betrawyn stood at the front. Black silk, black veil. When the priest finished, she placed a white lily on her husband's chest.

The veil hid her face. Her shoulders never shook. Her breathing stayed steady while other mourners dabbed eyes. The sniffling came at precise intervals.

The burial followed. The body lowered into the family crypt beneath the temple floor. Stone grinding on stone as they sealed it.
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