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“While septuplets exist to rule, mankind will stand. When they cease, mankind will fall.”

Stanza 2, Verse 7, Book of Promises



Book of Promises: written by The Absent God at the sundering of the physical and spiritual realms and given to the first seven rulers, the first healer, the first three mages, and the one hundred others that form the backbone of mankind.





The distant scream echoed through the palace corridors, cutting across a ballroom bathed in the glimmer of a thousand candles. For an instant the men and women in brilliant jeweled tones swarming across the gleaming floor froze, a vibrant slice of time suspended. Then the scream stopped and they resumed their twirling and laughing, their tittering, toasting, and boasting, pretending they didn’t care what that scream meant.

Their reflections whirled with them like shadowy counterparts, spinning inside the enormous arched windows that lined the stone walls and stretched from floor to ceiling, the diamond-paned glass darkened by the night sky beyond.

Only Iminique stood still and silent among them, her eyes too wide and dark for her face, her diminutive form alternately hidden then exposed by the whimsy of the dancers twisting and twining around her.

Another scream shivered overhead, but this time the revelry went staunchly on without pause. Iminique remained motionless, every fiber of her being fighting the urge to seek out that scream and alleviate that pain. Her fingers twitched and her head ached, her power pulsing at the edges of her mind.

“You think she’ll birth a living child this time?” Her father’s voice grated across her bloated consciousness. His reflection scowled, dark brows swooping down, self-indulgent jowls aquiver with indignation, their owner well embroiled in his debate with another grim-faced ambassador. They flanked Iminique, two robust men in brocaded waistcoats, their thick fingers clutching wine glasses and fiddling with decorative pocket watches.

“The midwives predicted twins,” came Ambassador Henrikei’s conciliatory tone, his head bobbing forward. “That’s twice the chance of a living heir.”

“A living heir? One living heir?” Snorting, her father lifted another glass of Second Demesne wine to his lips but then lowered it without drinking. “Who cares about twice the chance? We need the full seven. There’ll be mutiny among the masses and murder among the nobility if she can’t bear the septuplets.”

Another cry wrenched across the ballroom. Iminique kept her eyes on the window’s dark reflection of reality and grappled with her throbbing power, tamping it down.

Henrikei grimaced, tapping a fingertip against his wineglass. “The septuplets have been born every generation for centuries, Joufei. And the queen is young yet.”

“And wed seven years with naught but miscarriages and dead singles to show for it.” Her father’s voice hitched, stumbling and slurring the hind end of his sentence.

The uneven rhythm trickled into Iminique’s consciousness, luring her back to the garishness of reality. With the sluggishness of one unwrapping herself from the sticky threads of a dream, she looked at her father.

He cleared his throat – or tried to. Two bright spots of scarlet splotched his cheeks, his florid complexion nearly as red as the brocaded ruby waistcoat straining over his paunch. Plucking out a handkerchief, he dabbed at the beads of sweat dotting his brow, his breath coming louder and harsher.

Easing a tendril of magic into him, Iminique waded through the layers of fat and muscle to the constricting tissue of his throat, the reaction he appeared to have after certain foods, and every now and then after Second Demesne wine, depending on which year or strain it was. Swiftly and with the effortlessness of repeated practice, she shifted the tissue, reducing the swelling and opening the breathing passage.

The crimson blotches on his face faded and he downed the rest of his glass, relinquishing the empty one and plucking a full one off the tray of a passing servant.

The blue and gray liveried servant offered some to her, but Iminique declined and he bowed an exit. Known for its odd greenish color and fresh lemon-mint taste, Second Demesne wine was a much-sought-after luxury, but her first consumption of it tonight hadn’t impressed her. It clung bitter and acrid to the underside of her tongue, making her feel as if bile had gathered there rather than the leftovers of fine wine.

The anxiety contorting her father’s face relaxed, and because she hadn’t done it in a while, Iminique ran a quick check of his heart to make sure the blockage wasn’t starting to build up there again. If she could help it, he would never find out that her healing was keeping him healthy.

Henrikei lowered his voice, sloshing his wine carelessly as he leaned forward. “I’ve heard there are riots in the Fifth Quarter again.”

Her father barked laughter, eyes following a pretty, dark-haired girl dancing past. “Riots! Huh. Nothing will come of it. The malcontents will always rise up against their betters, but without the brains, the paid guards or the supplies of the wealthy, they will get nowhere.”

Iminique didn’t agree with him, but was smart enough to hold her tongue. She’d sensed the seething resentment that lurked below the surface of servility even in their own servants. The discontent stirring the heart of poverty hadn’t yet hardened into resolve, but the breaking point would come if the magnate did nothing to relieve their plight.

“What we really need to watch out for are the weirs.” Her father’s eyes finally slid away from the dark-haired girl. He smiled his insincere smile at Henrikei. “Thankfully we have the walls to keep them out.”

Again, Iminique held her silence. According to the words of the faded history tome buried at the bottom of her late mother’s trunk, the city walls hadn’t been ensorcelled to keep the weirs out, but had been warded against the shadow-hungry. The weirs being locked out had been a side effect, not the intention. But with the passage of centuries and fickle human memory, who could say now what the truth was?

“There’ve been attacks on supply wagons.” Her father extracted his handkerchief once again, patted at a spot of wine on his upper lip, and then jabbed the bit of cloth in the air. “Surely you’ve noticed the increase in guardsmen that accompany us on our trips between demesnes.”

“What was that?” Short, wiry Ambassador Irvon leaned over from a cluster of ambassadors standing beside them. Smoothing back his black, oily hair, he excused himself from his circle with a nod and joined Henrikei and Joufei. “If it’s the shapeshifters you speak of, I had a run-in with them just last week. Had to kill two of the beasts myself.” His narrow shoulders shuddered and his hands fluttered as if searching for a transient glass of liquid fortification. “Can’t say how strange it is watching the animals turn back into humans once they’re dead – makes you feel like you just killed people rather than monsters. One of them was a woman.” He shook his head, lip curling. “I can’t believe they send their females into battle like that. But they’re getting out of line. I’ve been petitioning the magnate to do something before they go from attacking travelers to attacking the walls.”

Her father clapped Irvon on his back, nearly sending the little man staggering. “The walls will keep them out, Irv.”

Irvon regained his balance and leaned forward intently, head shaking. “The protection spells are failing. They’ve found holes in—”

“The spells have held for centuries.”

“Things change.” Irvon jutted out his diminutive chin, making him resemble a belligerent youth even though he must be nearing forty. “The spells are fading, and there have been rumors that the mages are growing weaker. Each generation, fewer remain who can reconstruct the original spells should they fail. As it is now, the mages can barely repair the wards where there are gaps. What’s to happen if the spells break completely?”

Henrikei raised his wine glass in a one-man toast. “That’s right, Irv! They need all the mages they can get. We should round up the few we have and shuck ‘em down to the Seventh Demesne to...” His words trailed off, his wineglass lowered, and an awkward silence ensued. Two sets of eyes flicked toward Iminique and away.

“What are you looking at my daughter for?” Her father’s dark brows swept low over narrowed eyes.

Henrikei ducked his head in mute apology, but Irvon wasn’t so tactful. “Your wife was a healer, was she not? That means your daughter—”

“Will never heal,” her father clipped out.

Irvon faltered, stepping back as if dodging a physical slap.

“Come, Daughter.” Latching his fingers onto her thin shoulders, her father spun her around and steered her away. “It’s time you meet the other ambassadors and their families.”

His fingers digging into her flesh and the rough inelegance of his movements unexpectedly brought that horrible night rushing back, the night he would never forgive her for. His hands had bruised her shoulders then, too, as he’d dragged her silent and devastated away from her mother’s body. He’d been shouting then, calling her incompetent, her powers useless. He had sworn that night that she would never heal.

And she had silently sworn that she would. That somehow, some way, without him knowing, she would learn the craft he’d forbidden her mother to teach her, the powers he had never let Iminique use until that night – but only after the physicians had left, after he’d sent the servants away, after he’d locked the door to make sure no one would see. The powers that had failed her because she did not know how to use them.

But never again. Never again would another die because she could not heal them.

His grip gradually loosened and his breathing steadied as they circled the ballroom, meeting group after group of normally staid, now slightly inebriated ambassadors and their equally nondescript families. Iminique smiled over teeth gritted against the pinching discomfort of her too-tight dancing slippers. A blister was forming on her heel, the soles of her feet stung with every tread, and both her ankles ached. Nevertheless, she ignored her own trivial grievances and sent her magic questing through those her father introduced her to, healing what infirmities she found and re-forming everything back into its natural flawlessness.

All too soon they stood before Ambassador Indrix Oufei, the most respected ambassador of the Seven Cities, and his nineteen-year-old son, Kord, the reason her father had forced her to come tonight, even though at thirteen most considered her too young to be presented at a ball.

She studied the man her father intended her to marry with the air of one who hadn’t already rejected him in her mind.

Although of average height, he still towered over her diminutive form. His dark brown hair had been combed back and slicked down, and his thick eyebrows were arched and groomed over narrow, critical brown eyes. His long nose sloped gracefully downward in a straight, aristocratic line, shadowing the thin mouth that cut into his features like a knife slash.

“...Iminique,” her father was saying, his smile wide and his chest puffed out. “My daughter.”

Kord’s sulking lips parted in a grin, revealing two rows of perfect teeth and a certain charm not visible when he was brooding. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, his eyes never leaving hers and his fingers sliding back and forth against her palm in a secret, intimate promise.

Iminique dipped into a curtsy, wanting to pluck her fingers out of his grasp but knowing she mustn’t cause a scene. When he relinquished her hand, the clammy heat of his fingers clung to her even through her silken glove. Only her sheer doggedness to adhere to courtesy kept her from peeling off the silk and discarding it.

While their fathers exchanged formalities and tidbits of news, Iminique endured Kord’s delving gaze and maintained her polite smile, nodding when it was expected and contributing when requested to. But even as her father led her away, those eyes slunk behind her, creeping over her shoulders in a sensation reminiscent of cobwebs clinging to her in a dark passage.

“That would be a fine match, Daughter!” Her father, buoyed up out of good spirits and overflowing into effusive goodwill, seized her hand, tucked it into the crook of his elbow, and petted it fondly. He strutted among the guests, nodding here and waving there as if he were the ruler of the First Demesne himself. He lowered his voice. “And he appeared quite taken with you.”

Iminique made a noncommittal sound as her father rambled on, extolling the benefits of a match with Kord Oufei and glorifying his assets.

Dancing on the razor’s edge between dutiful daughter and secretly rebellious became harder the older she got. Eventually she would have to tell him she would never marry – ever. That she refused to pay the price her mother had.

But not tonight.

The endless string of ambassadors resumed, and Iminique pasted her polite smile back on her face to match everyone else’s. Though no one spoke of it, they were all acutely aware of how ill it boded that the queen’s screams had stopped but no one had yet come to announce the birth. Keeping pace with the false cheer, Iminique bobbed curtsies and nodded at banalities and all the while surreptitiously healed everyone she encountered.

It was as she was making the awkward discovery that one of the ambassadors’ unwed daughters, a sallow, thin-lipped girl of sixteen, was pregnant that Iminique’s skin started to prickle.

Every part of her tensed, suddenly aware of some other, darker power stalking her.

No, not stalking her; it already crawled its meandering way inside her healing, twining around her magic like a snake, plucking at it, testing it.

Her heart started pounding in her ears. The metallic pungency of fear clung to the roof of her mouth, joining the acerbic, fermented aftertaste of the Second Demesne wine. Noises came muffled, as if the magic had cut her off from the rest of the world. She could still see it, see the dancers, their faces split with ghastly laughter, see the ambassadors and her father in animated discussion, a mere hand’s-reach away, see the wives and daughters leaning close and winking, winking at some delicious gossip, but she no longer felt a part of it.

Father. She tried to speak, but no sound came out, tried to clutch his jacket sleeve, but her arms wouldn’t move.

The malicious magic curled around her, tightening each moment. The edges of her vision went dark.

In the distance, the queen screamed. Iminique felt it more than heard it, felt it quiver in her bones.

The magic whipped away, toward the queen, forsaking Iminique and leaving her sagging.

Her father’s grip on her elbow yanked her from her trance and hefted her up, his face thrusting toward her, filling her vision. Iminique struggled to focus on him, on what he was saying, but she was gasping for breath. Clinking wine glasses and voices sounded too loud, assaulting her ears and making her cringe. The cloying fragrance of over-perfumed dancers swished past and mingled with the overpowering scents of body odor and sweaty armpits. Bile merged with the fear already lodged in her throat.

Her father gave her arm a disgruntled shake. “Daughter?”

Everything snapped into focus, with one thought tantamount.

The presence had gone after the queen.

And Iminique had to stop it.
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No. It was laughable. It was madness. It was pure suicide. A thirteen-year-old healer pitted against dark magic?

But there was no one else to stop it.

Straightening her spine, Iminique smoothed her expression back into its customary reserve and dipped her head, her gracious smile firmly in place even though everything inside her clamored to hurry, hurry, hurry.

“Father, Ambassador Hale, Lady Hale, Miss Hale. Will you excuse me?” She didn’t have to feign the trembling inhalation or the shaking of the hand she brought to her forehead. “I’m feeling terribly out of sorts. I think I’ll seek out one of the retiring rooms.”

Though taken aback, Ambassador Hale, his wife, and his pregnant daughter uttered the expected responses. Iminique’s father eyed her with more suspicion than she liked, but there was naught she could do about that.

Murmuring her gratitude, she pivoted and picked her way through the throng of dancers, her reflection in the huge arched windows matching her movements like a kindred second soul. She fought to keep her tread stately and dignified when all she wanted to do was bolt through them and shove everyone aside. A sheen of perspiration coated her temples and the heavy burgundy silk of her ball gown clung to her overheated skin, swishing around her legs and making of itself another bothersome hindrance. She could see the door now.

Hurry.

Her footsteps quickened, faster, closer, and then she was out in the empty corridor.

Hiking up her heavy skirts, she took off at a run, her slippers thump-thumping across the carpet in rhythm with her thudding heartbeat. She thought she heard her father calling her, but if she stopped now, she wouldn’t ever summon the courage again.

Her footsteps carried her deeper into the castle, from stone floors to carpeted, her mind trying to track the deadly magic and her legs blindly following. A scream muffled by oak doors and stone walls sent cold premonition sweeping over her.

She pushed herself faster, racing onward through a never-ending maze of corridors.

Then she was hurtling straight into the startled form of the ruler of the First Demesne himself. His ungloved hands caught her arms, swinging her back, and then she stood face to face with a tall, handsome man whose strained features spoke of something that had aged him more than twenty-five summers should.

The two sentinels posted at the door of the birthing room tightened their grips on their pikes and followed her with their eyes, their stances tensing in case she should become a threat, but Iminique ignored them. Collecting herself, she dipped in a curtsy so low it brought her to a level with the white leggings showing off the magnate’s well-muscled legs. She rose slowly, taking in his dark red tunic, the stern set of his jaw, and the frown on his full lips, partially obscured by a neatly trimmed beard. Her shaking hands pushed back the unruly black strands that had escaped her hair-pins. “Your majesty! Please, I—”

“You’re Iminique Demascus, Ambassador Joufei’s daughter.” The magnate measured her, his eyes traveling from her daintily slippered feet and the deep cerise of her ball-gown to the riot of curls piled haphazardly atop her head.

“Yes.” Iminique inclined her chin, curbing the urge to shift from foot to foot. She could feel the perspiration glistening on her forehead and resisted the impulse to wipe it away. “Sire, your wife and children are in grave danger.”

The magnate’s spine snapped straight, hostility evident in every taut contour of his face.

“Not from me.” A rivulet of sweat trickled down her spine. “From – I don’t know what, but I swear to you I’m here to save them – if I can.” She met the magnate’s unreadable brown eyes squarely. “You know what my mother was.”

Another scream tore from the queen, throbbing and piercing in its intensity. The magnate convulsed, took a step toward the door, then stopped. It had the look of a movement that he’d repeated a hundred times over. Half turning away, he dragged weary fingers over his temples. “Yes. I know what your mother was.”

“Then let me help your wife.”

Another scream ripped into the corridor. The muffled shouts and cries of the midwives drifted through the doors, and they were neither promising nor celebratory sounds. The queen released an agonized sob.

The magnate’s jaw clenched, his gaze flicking to the sentinels. He gave a jerky nod, and one of them reached over and pushed open the door.

Curtsying and whirling around in a single fluid movement, Iminique hurried into a chamber draped in soothing ivory and beige silks. In the center of an enormous canopied bed panted a sweating woman with damp blond curls plastered to her skull and a drenched, bloody gown. She sat up, weeping, and hunched forward. One hand gripped the arm of a stocky midwife.

“...do nothing.”

Iminique’s head swiveled. A skinny, plainly-garbed woman with a frizzy mane of graying brown hair – the other midwife – straightened from where she’d been bending over something on a gold-inlaid washing table. “He’s gone.”

Iminique’s heart clenched at the tiny corpse she glimpsed just behind the midwife. It was an almost translucent blue, as if all the blood had been leeched from him. Stepping forward, she swept her healing magic through him, trying to heal, to revive, to find at least one last flickering spark to kindle back to life.

There was nothing.

“Who are you?”

The midwife was staring at her.

Iminique looked into mistrustful brown eyes. “I’m a healer.”

Those mistrusting eyes flicked down then up then down again. “Bit young, aren’t you? Overdressed?”

Iminique hitched up her chin. “My magic doesn’t have any age prejudices. And I wasn’t aware healers had a dress uniform.”

The midwife grinned. “Cheeky. Magnate let you in?”

“Yes.”

“The second babe is coming!” the other midwife cried, her stocky form now hunched between the queen’s thighs.

The skinny midwife pointed a bony finger at Iminique. “You stay back till you’re needed.” She took up position beside her stubbier associate. If the stubbier midwife noticed Iminique, she didn’t say anything.

Iminique gathered her magic and sent it into the queen’s body, finding the contracting womb – and there she ran into a stone wall. She couldn’t tell her magic how to heal if she didn’t know how it was supposed to be, and she’d never had the chance to observe a normal birth. Was this normal? All she knew she’d learned from sending her magic through her own body, studying her own organs and blood vessels and bone structure. But she’d never been pregnant, nor had she ever read about it. Her father had beaten her every time he’d caught her with a tome on anatomy. ‘An ambassador’s wife has no need to know what the innards of her peers look like.’

“It’s crowning!” the stubby midwife exclaimed. “Moll!”

“I’ve got it.” Moll caught the baby smoothly as it emerged. It let out a lusty squall. Deftly cutting the cord, the stubby midwife dealt with the sweaty, fatigued, still softly weeping queen while Moll whisked the newborn over to the table next to its brother. “It’s a girl.” She poked and prodded, ignoring the infant’s tantrum. “She looks healthy.”

The baby’s wail stopped abruptly.

Moll glanced at Iminique, who looked at the baby. Its tiny mouth opened and closed silently. The flush of health faded from its cheeks, replaced by quickly paling pink. Slipping her power through the child, Iminique recoiled. The evil had a stranglehold on the child’s soul and was pulling it out of the body. It was unlike anything she had ever imagined: a gaping, bleeding wound inside the baby’s soul that bled not blood but spirit. She started backing away in horror.

“What are you waiting for?” Moll snarled. “Do something! Heal her!”

She thrust the baby into Iminique’s arms.

A roiling morass of malevolence rolled over her, overpowering and potent. She could hardly breathe; it surrounded her, suffocated her.

Her entire body trembled, wanting to thrust the child from her and run away, never looking back, but the healer in her cradled the baby close to her chest. Her healing surged to life, weaving a cocoon of protection and encasing the babe inside, keeping more of its life from leaking out. Iminique bundled the babe’s spirit back inside its tiny, fragile body and embraced it tightly.

Surprised at this invasion, the evil settled back a moment, seeming to watch her curiously. Iminique held her breath, waiting.

Striking without warning, it ripped her weave asunder and stabbed a claw of power through the gap, seizing the babe’s soul again.

Iminique bit her tongue at the scalding pain, her magic scrabbling to drag the baby’s soul back in her shield and patch up the holes.

But the evil had the girl child in its grasp now, and it wasn’t letting go.

Iminique pressed her flushed cheek against the child’s unnaturally cool one. She would save this child—or perish in the process.

Plunging her magic straight into that other power’s seething wickedness, she shoved it back with every bit of strength in her and enfolded the child’s spirit inside her own, making herself into living armor. Going even one step further, she entwined her soul with the baby’s, so that in order to steal one life force, he would have to steal two. Then she waited, defiant and unswerving and ready to die.

Looking upon the pathetic efforts of an untrained thirteen-year-old healer, the evil surrounding her laughed. That laughter rippled through her soul and echoed in the cavernous hopelessness of her mind. Smug. Gloating. And it belonged to a man.

A man. That meant he could be caught. He could be stopped.

The laughter faded and, slowly, intimately, in a taunt disguised as a caress, he wrapped his magic around her and drew her deeper into his dark soul. Sliding his power up her arms and around her waist in a leisurely seduction to death, he held her in the parody of an embrace, tender even as his soul consumed her. At first Iminique resisted, but as his soul spilled into hers, gaping wounds inside him dragged her into torment beyond her worst nightmares, so devastating and scarring she could hardly conceive of how he’d survived. Her spirit ached for him, and her healing reached like glowing hands toward those seeping lesions, mending slashes and filling holes that should never have been made. Embracing his warped and battered spirit, she enclosed it in healing and replaced unimaginable torment with love and wholeness. For a moment he wavered, then he abruptly opened himself and pulled her into his very essence. She slid inside, caught too off guard to prevent it, and everything started to mesh and blend in a snarled conglomeration, their souls swirling together, entangling, entwining, joining. Shock and horror and sweet ecstasy filled her all at once, though she couldn’t even be sure the emotions coursing through her were hers, only that they made her dizzy and giddy and replete.

Then suddenly she was back in her body and staggering backward, released. Toppling to the carpet, she landed with a thud on her backside with the baby still cradled in her arms.

A small rise and fall against her chest jerked her gaze down. The child was breathing!

Her head dropped back, staring at the intricately carved flora on the white-plastered ceiling.

Inside, her soul soared. Outside, she was butt-sore, breathless, bone-tired, and oddly exhilarated, sprawled on the queen’s chamber floor like one stunned.

What had just happened?

She waited for the man – the wizard – to reinstate his demand for the baby’s soul and hers, but he didn’t.

The princess started to cry.

A sniff ensued from Moll, bending over Iminique with her arms akimbo. “You need to work on that performance, you do.” With that assessment, she plucked the now-squalling infant from Iminique’s embrace and held her out at arm’s length. “Looks like that dress of yours wiped off most of the blood. Still gonna bathe her, though. You might consider the same for your dress.”

The stockier midwife helped Iminique to her feet. “You saved the princess,” she said, brushing ineffectively at Iminique’s bloodied gown. “For that, we thank you.”

“That we do, but don’t let it go to that fool young head of yours,” Moll muttered from where she was washing the babe. Finished, she wrapped the child in swaddling and opened the chamber door, allowing the worried magnate and Iminique’s fuming father to enter.

Bleached of his normally high color, he took in the entire tableau: the exhausted queen, the two midwives, and the gurgling child. Horror pasted itself plainly on his face.

“Iminique!” he burst out, striding over to her. “What—”

“Silence, Joufei,” the magnate’s voice overrode him. He took the baby from Moll, disappointment riding hard in his tone. “Only one?”

Moll dipped her head. “A girl, Your Majesty. The boy died.”

The magnate’s dark, unreadable eyes slid to Iminique as if he held her personally responsible for the loss.

Moll stirred in the uncomfortably rising tension. “She came too late to help him, sire. But she saved the girl.”

“Did she now.” He handed the babe back to Moll as if he’d lost interest and then crossed over to where his wife lay quietly weeping.

“Why did she survive, Declan?” the queen whimpered. “Why not the boy? I don’t want her! I want her out of my sight!”

The magnate smoothed the queen’s clumped hair and kissed her brow. “Shh, Trista. You’re young yet. We’ll have more.”

“I want her out of my sight! Get her out of my sight!” Her hysteria rose, her entire torso shaking with heart-wrenching sobs.

Over his wife’s bowed head, the magnate nodded at the stockier midwife, who quickly whisked the swaddled, offensive baby from the queen’s presence.

Bony hands gripped Iminique’s shoulders and Moll steered her toward the door. “Enough dawdling, you eavesdropper. Out with you!” Catching sight of Iminique’s father, she snapped, “You, too, you gawper! For shame.”

He bristled at her summary dismissal of him and opened his mouth to launch into a rant, but then he caught sight of her face and prudently kept his bluster to himself.

Heavy with dread at her father’s impending anger, Iminique followed him out the door and past the stone-faced guards.

Gripping her elbow, he started hustling her down the corridor. “You were healing, weren’t you, Daughter. Weren’t you!” He shook her so ferociously Iminique’s teeth clacked together.

“Girl!”

Iminique halted at Moll’s call – but her father didn’t, forcing her to skid a few feet before he grudgingly stopped, as well, and let her turn around.

Moll caught up with them, her full attention on Iminique. “You come back here tomorrow, girl, and you have yourself a position as nanny to the princess.”

Iminique’s father stiffened his indignant spine. “My daughter does not ‘nanny’ anyone.” 

“No.” Moll cracked her fingers. “She heals. She protects. And that’s what that child is going to need.” She jabbed her thumb back over her shoulder.

“She is not going to be an infant’s nappy-guard!”

“She is if the magnate commands it. Or are you one of those that advocates insubordination?”

Iminique’s father trembled with rage. His hands trembled, his mouth trembled; even his cheeks trembled. Iminique had never seen him put in his place before – by anyone. He gritted his teeth. “I will have words with him on this.”

Moll smiled, and it was swift and vicious as a predator’s. “You do that.” Her hawkish gaze shifted to Iminique. “You be here tomorrow at ten bells with your things.”

Iminique nodded, barely containing her smile. “Are you sure? It’s just... I’m so young.”

A wicked gleam flashed in Moll’s eyes. “Fortunately I don’t have your age prejudice.” And she walked away on Iminique’s soft, helpless laughter.

“Don’t you dare get too settled in here, Im,” her father cautioned. He resumed walking, his furious pace forcing her into a swift trot to keep up. “I’m going to sort this out with the magnate.”

Iminique didn’t answer, too overwhelmed by how much had changed in a mere hour. She had defied her father’s wishes. She had healed. She had saved a royal child. She had battled a wizard... a wizard who had inexplicably withdrawn his attack and let her and the princess live.

Why? What had happened while they’d battled for the life of the baby?

Stifling a shudder, she pushed the memory from her mind.

It took them a long time to find their way back to the ballroom, blundering more than once in the profusion of hallways, but eventually they found it, retrieved their cloaks, and exited into the misty night.

Her father seemed to have fallen mute in a daze of aggrieved mutiny. Iminique didn’t mind, taking comfort in the quiet tranquility enclosing them. As they crossed the courtyard, thick fog eddied around their ankles and loose pebbles on the cobblestones crunched beneath their feet. The promise of a coming frost hung on the air, strange when the season hovered on the brink of summer.

It was as she and her father were approaching the portcullis that she sensed a presence behind her and looked over her shoulder.

At the top of the West Tower stood a solitary figure. Though occasionally lost in eerie white swirls, the silhouette did not move.

She knew with soul-deep certainty that it was him – the wizard who had fought her, held her, and let her go.

He stood frozen in the mist, watching her.

He watched her as her father barked impatiently at her to stop dawdling.

He watched her as she tore her gaze from him and followed her father under the portcullis.

He watched her until he could no longer see her, and then he followed her into her dreams.
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Chapter 3
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As the bell tower rang ten bells the next morning, Moll greeted Iminique in the sun-flooded palace courtyard with but a modicum of words. She gestured to a bevy of stout servants to lug Iminique’s trunk into the castle and then proceeded to march them all up multiple staircases and down never-ending corridors, finally ushering them into a simply-furnished but spacious chamber with a bed, wardrobe, writing desk, a large green carpet covering a portion of the stone floor, and two arched windows letting in the midmorning sun.

Moll waited until the door shut behind the last youth before turning and eyeing Iminique critically. “You’re even younger than I thought,” she noted, disapproving hands planted on her narrow hips and her narrow features forbidding in the stark sunlight.

Iminique squared her shoulders. “Will you send me back?”

“You want to go back?” Moll lifted her eyebrows.

“No.”

“Then stop frowning. There’ll be a wet-nurse. The rest’ll be up to you. You know how to change nappies?”

Iminique shook her head.

“You know anything about babes at all besides how to protect them?”

Another headshake.

“I see I’ve picked a fine one this time.” Moll harrumphed. “You’d better learn quick, because the queen won’t be giving you any help. In fact, she’ll probably try to replace you with someone who’ll kill the child. No need to gape, my girl, or do that thin-lipped thing you’re doing to keep from gaping; let’s not pretend here. She wants nothing to do with the babe, and you can guess that one surviving daughter’ll only remind her of the disappointment of not birthing seven boys, though only God knows why she expected septuplets when we kept telling her that her belly spoke of two and not more. She would never have carried seven that long. She’d’ve burst open.” She clapped her hands. “No more dawdling, now. I’m to escort you into the presence of the magnate and queen. You’re hardly presentable, but there’s no help for it. I’ll fetch the babe.”

Iminique searched out her startled reflection, finding it in an ancient, age-spotted oval mirror with a flaking faux gold frame hanging over the dressing table. Her straight, thick hair was neatly restrained by two braids at her temples tied together at the back of her head. Her pale green gown with its yellow roses at hem and neckline was perfectly acceptable daywear. What was wrong with her appearance? But Moll was not forthcoming—she was, in fact, already out-going, the swish of her skirts vanishing around the corner of the closing door. Iminique blinked, dazed by the departing whirlwind of a woman. Moll apparently had no patience for bumbling, and if one did not get her questions out immediately, they simply did not get answered.

Left alone, Iminique drifted over to her trunk and pried it open, feeling a bit at a loss as she gazed down at the neatly folded clothes. She assumed the queen would hardly assign her a maid, meaning unpacking would be up to her, but she couldn’t muster the enthusiasm for it. Her stomach clenched at the thought of stepping before the magnate and the queen.

The door flew open and Moll swept in, bearing the royal child in a pristine white gown that frothed in a profusion of ruffles all the way past her tiny feet.

The midwife eyed Iminique from head to toe. “I see you’ve a thing for dawdling. Well, no help for it now. Follow me.”

Abandoning the untouched trunk, Iminique settled into a smooth glide behind Moll, who kept up a steady stream of chatter on the way to the audience chamber.

“I’ll be leaving the castle this afternoon – got other babes to deliver, you know, not just royal ones. So you’ll be on your own from here on out – well, you and the wet-nurse, and a sour-puss of a woman she is, too. Just try not to look her in that puckered face of hers too long and you’ll be fine. I’ll show you the basics afore I leave.”

They traveled down a spiraling staircase, emerging into another long hallway. “Now when you go into the audience chamber, don’t jag off the queen, you hear?”

Iminique’s lips wanted to part in shock at Moll’s language, but she held her mouth and eyebrows still, years of practice keeping her expression in check so it wouldn’t betray her.

Moll’s eyes gleamed. “That control’ll do you well.” Stopping in front of large carven double doors, Moll hefted the baby into Iminique’s arms. “Here, take the child. A nanny can’t enter the royal presence without her equally royal charge, though really she doesn’t look so regal with that slobber dribbling down her chin. You’d think an imperial child would have the presence of mind to have some dignity. Well, what are you waiting for? Wipe it off. No, no, not with your sleeve—here, use this. Your attire at least must be immaculate for the magnate and queen. Bow to the queen first; they will expect it. Don’t let her spit up on you—the baby, that is, not the queen...”

And suddenly with a firm shove of Moll’s bony hand, Iminique was entering the throne room, alone, abandoned by her staunchest ally – if Moll could be called ally.

Her innards strung tight, Iminique put one foot in front of the other, hardly aware of their soft padded impact on the swath of red carpet underfoot. Guards lined both sides of the room, pikes held parallel to their rigid bodies, and sunlight streaming through stained glass windows dappled their heads with brightly faceted hues but did naught to warm her arms against the distinct chill. A scribe hunched busily over his table at the base of the raised platform where the magnate and his queen reigned, robed in shimmering, embroidered royal garb with high ruffled collars.

Queen Trista looked pale after her ordeal, mouth thinned, gray eyes slightly taut with strain, and Iminique wondered why she wasn’t resting from childbirth. Running a quick check through the queen, Iminique mended what was torn and... Something wasn’t quite right...

Quiet, mocking laughter echoed in her mind. A figure stepped forth from the shadows behind the magnate’s throne.

And there he stood, bright as day and bold-as-you-please. For an instant, Iminique’s step faltered and her breath lodged in her throat.

He wasn’t what she’d expected – hoped he would be, not ugly or old or deformed, but lovely, and young. His fair hair hung loose halfway down his back, shimmering like sun-kissed honey around a divinely formed face. Glittering azure eyes laughed under sharply arched eyebrows. His skin was flushed with health and his mouth curled in an infectious grin. Over white trousers tucked into black boots, he wore a deep blue belted tunic that matched his eyes, with gold embroidery that matched his hair.

He didn’t look the least bit like a murderer, aside from the suggestive smile insinuating that they shared some sordid secret.

Tearing her eyes away and staring fixedly at the magnate and his glaring wife, Iminique balanced the baby on one arm and curtseyed.

“Iminique Demascus,” the magnate’s voice rumbled.

Ignoring the dripping of drool on her wrist as she shifted the baby, she straightened. “Your wizard...” she began, but her tongue rebelled and left the rest of her sentence unsaid.

The magnate started, turning his head slightly as if to look at the personage mentioned, but stopped himself before actually getting there and focused once more on her. “My wizard?”

Iminique surreptitiously wiped her damp palms on the gurgling baby’s frilly lace. “He’s young. And striking.”

She blinked, mentally shaking herself. She hadn’t meant to say that.

Hadn’t you? the wizard’s words echoed in her mind, his amusement dancing at the fringes of her consciousness.

“Impertinence!” the queen muttered. “Have her dismissed at once, Declan.”

The magnate raised a hand, silencing the queen, and leaned forward. “Yes. Our wizard is young. And powerful.”

Powerful and a killer, Iminique tried to say. It emerged, “Powerful and alluring.”

Her face flooded with heat and she fought rising panic. What was wrong with her?

“Declan!” the queen snapped her fan against the arm of her seat. “You can’t mean to –”

The magnate touched the queen’s hand, quieting her. “Alluring, eh?” A smile twitched his lips and he steepled his hands, settling back in his throne, the ancient chair creaking under the movement. His gaze lowered to his hands, his next words seeming to be meant for his ears alone, although Iminique heard them. “Even to one so young.”

No, no, no! Iminique wanted to exclaim. All she had to do was tell them the wizard had tried to kill their daughter – and part of her wondered if he hadn’t been responsible for the boy’s death, as well. It was such a simple thing. Her lips parted in another attempt.

Better not try it, the wizard spoke straight into her mind, the grave tone at odds with the mirth now physically evident in his face. Next time I’ll embarrass you more.

You can’t control me!

The angelic smile widened in mute challenge.

Doggedly, she spoke again. “He’s divinely, wondrously, exquisitely...”

Her mouth clamped shut.

“That’s it!” the queen raged, her fan smacking her palm. “She’s insolent and shows no respect! We need to get rid of her at once.”

The magnate’s penetrating gaze scrutinized Iminique. “She means no disrespect. Look! The poor child is close to weeping.”

Iminique wasn’t, but one did not contradict a regent, and realizing her frustration must be showing, she schooled her features into a blank serenity she did not feel, adjusted the child, and executed a flawless curtsy that brought her nose to the carpet. It was her most deferential – and loveliest – curtsy, and difficult but not impossible to do with a baby in one’s arms.

“Majesties.” Keeping the subservient pose and praying the baby wouldn’t punch her in the face with her waving fists, she continued in clear, modulated tones, “I apologize for my seeming disrespect. The youth of your mage merely surprised me and...” She hesitated, and then reminded herself that the magnate already knew – that everyone already knew. Her father’s shocking marriage had caused a ripple that spread even down to this very moment, and his pretending she wasn’t a healer couldn’t alter the fact that she was one.

Even so, the words he wouldn’t want her to speak did not come easily, and her tongue stumbled over them. “As...a healer, I recognized how powerful he was. I beg your forgiveness and will accept whatever punishment you deem appropriate to mete out.”

“Rise,” the magnate commanded.

Iminique straightened, hiding everything she truly felt behind an impenetrable wall of poise. She remained motionless and calm under the queen’s cold eyes and the magnate’s narrowed ones.

“The fact that you’re a healer is the reason you were chosen to care for our daughter in spite of your age...and in spite of your status.” He splayed his hands on his knees. “The wet nurse will take the princess at feeding times, and after you’ve settled in and accustomed yourself to caring for the child, you can resume your lessons – surely you have a tutor?”

“No, Your Majesty. My father assigns me reading. He says if I cannot understand it on my own, then I won’t understand it from a tutor, either.”

The corner of the magnate’s mouth lifted minutely. “And how much do you understand, Iminique?”

“Enough to know my father is always right.”

“Ah, the answer of the dutiful ambassador’s daughter. Do you always meet the expectations placed on you?”

“Assuming they are set at a level I can be expected to perform, then yes.”

The magnate cleared his throat, disguising the laugh locked behind the dancing eyes of his respectable veneer. Ignoring his wife’s audible hiss of disapproval, he went on. “Well, Iminique Demascus, I believe you’ll meet my expectations.”

Iminique inclined her head and moved the princess to her other arm, keeping the baby’s head cradled and trying not to care about the milky white substance dribbling from the little mouth and onto the shoulder of Iminique’s gown. “You have my gratitude, my sire and my lady queen. I thank you deeply for offering me such a lofty position as this.” The milky white spit-up oozed into the crease of her armpit.

‘As lofty as this’? the wizard’s mocking remark formed in her mind. Changing smelly nappies, being spit up on, and reeking constantly of sour milk is lofty?

Iminique didn’t flicker an eyelid. It’s as lofty as standing behind the magnate and inhaling his aromatic emissions.

The wizard hunched forward, caught by an unexpected snort of laughter.

The magnate whipped his head around, leveling his piercing gaze on the wizard’s suddenly straight face. “Something amuse you, wizard?”

“No, Majesty.” The wizard tilted his head forward. “Something lodged in my throat.”

Your own words probably, Iminique noted, rewarded by a wry look her way.

The magnate followed the wizard’s gaze and then looked back at him. “Try to keep your throat cleaner from now on.”

The wizard inclined his head again. “I will endeavor to clean it regularly, Sire.”

That dealt with, the magnate shifted in his chair, facing Iminique once again. “You are given a chance, Iminique Demascus. Do not disappoint us.” With that, he waved her away in dismissal.

Dipping her head and forcing her face into impassivity despite the active baby fist she nearly received in her eye, she started backing away.

A deliberate, slow clap resounded inside her mind, followed by dry praise. Well played, my girl. You’ve won the magnate’s support with your pretty curtsy and your pretty speech and your pretty honesty. I think you’ll do.

Then she was being hustled down the corridor by an impatient Moll.

***

[image: ]


THE PRINCESS’S NURSERY was a spacious room with seven cribs, seven dressers, seven desks with seven matching chairs, a changing table, a cot in one corner, and occasional worn blue carpets on the floor. There Moll proceeded to show Iminique in mind-numbing detail how to care for the baby and where to find clean nappies and clothes, then she hurried her down to the kitchens where she introduced her to ‘Cook and minions’, who would provide her meals.

“You’d best fetch ‘em yourself, though,” Moll advised her as they ascended back to the upper echelons of the castle where the nursery nestled. “The staff don’t like those that make ‘em run too many errands.”

Iminique nodded, her arms aching from holding the babe so long, although she wouldn’t dare admit it to the midwife.

They reached the nursery door and Moll stopped, crossed her arms, and studied Iminique head to foot. “I admit you don’t look promising, but I’m not too worried. What’s the worst that can happen? You drop her on her head and crack her skull. No problem for a healer, though, eh?” Then, with a quick, fierce grin, she was gone.

Left no recourse and slightly unbalanced but not put out by Moll’s swift defection, Iminique pivoted and drifted into the nursery. There she found three maids bustling about, cleaning and sorting. They cast her covert, curious glances, and Iminique endeavored to smile reassuringly at them. I can do this, her smile said. And she truly felt she could. This was more freedom than she’d ever had before.

Holding up the gurgling child, Iminique gave her a gentle, affectionate shake. “Well, now, my darling, you could have put on a prettier face than you did for your royal presentation. All that dribbling you were doing. Really! You’re a princess. Have some respect for yourself, like Moll said.”

A trickle of white spilled out a corner of the princess’s mouth. A fisted hand pumped up and down as if making an obscene gesture.

Clucking her tongue, Iminique settled the babe in the first crib. “You’ll make a fine princess, you will, with that attitude.”

The tiny limbs started to pinwheel in earnest, making Iminique wonder if that meant anything other than that the princess was an exceptionally exuberant specimen.

But then she froze. A peculiar awareness prickled the hairs on the back of her neck. In a trance, somehow already knowing what she would see, she turned around.

The magnate’s wizard was leaning against the doorframe, arms and legs crossed, blond hair gleaming, sapphire-hard eyes glinting.

“What are you doing here?” Unsettled by how nervous she sounded, Iminique fought for a semblance of complacence. Her hands reached behind her and gripped the wooden bars of the crib, as if that simple gesture could protect the child. “Come to check on the princess’s health, I presume?” Not that I’ll let you within reaching distance of her, you villain.

A perfectly groomed eyebrow rose. Name-calling, healer? Really? Let’s get past that. Aloud, he drawled, “Seeing as we’re going to be working together, I thought we might get better acquainted.”

I don’t want to get to know you better. I know all I want to know. Too aware of the keen eyes of the maids, she summoned a tight, civil smile. “I don’t believe we’ll be working all that closely together, wizard. Surely a personage as fine and high-positioned as yourself can’t be spared to bother with an infant.”

A maid on the periphery of Iminique’s vision gave up the pretense of sweeping and stared openly.

“On the contrary,” the wizard chuckled. “As the magnate’s personal wizard, I have a responsibility to ensure that his precious offspring is well-cared for. I’ll be making regular rounds to check up on you. That brings us to a certain level of informality. My name is Quentyn. And yours is Iminique.”

You’ve got a cracked head if you think I’ll let you check up on her. I know what you did, Iminique hissed.

And I know what YOU did. He grinned back.

What I did? Iminique snapped up straight, the wooden slats of the crib digging into her palm. I saved her life!

No, you didn’t. I simply quit trying to kill her. You couldn’t have stopped me. What YOU did was bind your life to hers. Which means if you die, my dear, she dies, as well. How do you think your employers will feel if I tell them that, hmm?

Iminique froze, speechless even in her mind. She hadn’t even thought of it that way. She had only...

“Don’t you have other places to be?” the wizard asked the maids, gesturing vaguely with his hands. “That blanket has been refolded five times by now and that wardrobe door isn’t hiding the fact that you’re only pretending to be putting clothes away.”

Caught out, the maids blushed, burst into motion and shuffled past him out into the corridor.

Pushing off the doorjamb, the wizard shut the door behind him and sidled close to Iminique, his eyes scrutinizing her up and down. “You’re a tiny thing, aren’t you, but quite pretty in a fashion, with a hint of more beauty to come with maturity. Flawless skin, heart-shaped face, wide, honest eyes that are dark as sin and hair black as a dragon’s heart.” His smile invited her to reciprocate. “See how you bring out the poet in me?”

Iminique stiffened.

He grinned knowingly, revealing two nearly perfect rows of teeth. “You appear demure but it’s all an act, because underneath you’re a churning furnace of emotion and defiance.”

Iminique kept her shoulders rigid. “Have you finished with your derogatory assessment?”

“Derogatory?” His blue eyes twinkled. “Not even remotely. And no, I’m not finished. But I have years to continue it at my leisure – and you need to grow up before something truly of interest comes out. But I’ll be back often to note your progress. I wasn’t lying.”

He sailed breezily toward the door, halting with his fingers on the handle. “Any last words?”

Iminique pursed her lips on a few choice verbs about what he could do other than harass her and make her feel like a mouse being toyed with by a cat, batted around for a while and then abandoned for later play; but just because the maids weren’t here didn’t mean she could transform into a termagant. And she refused to be baited.

She awarded him a false smile and a mocking curtsy. “I wish you pleasant air, magnate-flanker.”

He grinned. “Oh, never fear, nappy-changer, I’ve ways of dealing with his stenchy miasma.” Pressing his fingers to his lips, he blew her a laughing kiss and swept out.

Iminique felt the touch of his lips on her cheek the rest of the afternoon, even after she scrubbed it with soap and lye, which only made it look like she’d run into a wall.

***
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LATER THAT EVENING, after the babe slept again, Iminique lit a candle and unearthed parchment, a quill, and an inkpot in the desk of her private chamber.

Settling herself at the desk, her dark hair gleaming in the glowing sphere of that single light, she put quill to paper.

‘Most Esteemed Majesties,’ she wrote. ‘I have seen your wizard in my dreams.’

No, no, that wasn’t what she meant to write. She crossed it out.

‘I saw him making love to me.’

She stopped, stared at the quill, flexed her fingers, rubbed her eyes, peered again at the paper. The words she certainly hadn’t thought remained written.

Scratch.

‘I felt him inside me.’

Trembling and feeling ill, she set the quill down and stared at it as if it were a mass of seething vipers.

No. She would do this. She could do this. Composing herself, she summoned her heart magic and swept it through her entire essence, from top to bottom. She searched every inch of her mind, heart, soul, and body, purging them all of anything that might be foreign, poisonous, or injurious.

There.

Sliding out another sheet of paper from the drawer, she flattened it on the smooth wood, filled her lungs with a deep, bracing, calming breath, and set the quill to writing once more.

‘I crave him above any other.’

She slapped the quill down. “Stop it!” she cried out to the desk, the dresser, her trunk and the empty canopy bed. “I know what you’re doing, you blood-cursed mongrel!”

There was no response.

“I won’t let you win!” Snatching up the quill, she bent over the sheet again, her movements jerky with fury.

‘I know what he did,’ she wrote. ‘I accepted him and we joined souls. We are destined to be lovers. He already commands my—’

She flung the quill away, flattened her hands on the paper and dropped her head on them. He wasn’t doing this to her. He wasn’t. He couldn’t. Could he? This kind of power over another person – it was the stuff of legend and nightmares, not of reality.

Chucking the parchment, she fled the room, hurrying through the corridors until she stumbled across a startled footman who pointed her to the library after she hurled her breathless question at him.

She tore through every book she could find on magic. There had to be a way to undo whatever the wizard had done to her. There had to be a way.

But all she found was that there was no way any magic user could have done this to her. It only confirmed what she already knew – that what he’d done should be impossible.

Closing the last tome she’d pulled, she vowed that this wasn’t the end. She hadn’t gone through all the books – had barely dipped her finger in the ocean. She would come here every moment of her spare time. She would hunt relentlessly until she found out what he had done to her and how he done it, then she would free herself.

She had to.

Before he kept her from doing even this.
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Chapter 4
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A rough hand shook Iminique’s shoulder. She opened her eyes to a shadowy figure bent over her in the gray dawn, hissing, “Wake up, miss! Baby’s wailin’ for her life.”

Iminique blinked bleary eyes, her words emerging sluggish and slurred. “Has she been fed?”

“Wet-nurse just left, miss.” The clipped footfalls retreated to the door, taking their silhouetted owner with them and leaving Iminique with a view of a closed door.

Oh, yes, she heard it now. That muffled wail, even through stone walls and oaken doors.

Good lungs, she thought, lurching from the warm sheets and padding barefoot through the semidarkness over stinging cold stone of the part of the floor unrelieved by carpet. How could Rhionna have forgotten to pack her slippers?

Weighed down as she was with the torpid heaviness of sleep, dressing took an inordinate amount of time, arms going in mysterious holes she hadn’t expected or hitting none where by her sleepy calculations sleeves should exist. But, at long last, she had the dress sorted and emerged into the hallway in a lemon-yellow day-gown with a frilly white underskirt – and nearly collided with a cluster of three maids crowded around the nursery door. All three heads swiveled toward her, glaring. Iminique quelled the impression that those scowls were directed more at her lack of proper alacrity in quieting the baby’s ruckus rather than her neglect of the royal child by sleeping through those vocal demands for attention.

Nodding cordially and sweeping past them, Iminique firmly shut the nursery door in their faces.

The wailing assaulted her instantly, resounding in her skull as if someone had knocked her with a brass rod.

Half-sprinting across the nursery floor – there being no one present to witness the undignified haste of it – she cradled the red-faced child against her chest and jiggled her as Moll had shown her the previous afternoon.

It worked. The cry stopped, the baby hiccupped, and her fist flew to her mouth, bopping her on her toothless gums and coming away with a string of drool.

Time to remedy that right now. Propping the baby in the crook of her elbow, Iminique opened one of the seven wardrobes and extracted a cloth, dabbing at the baby-drool and then draping the cloth over her own shoulder.

Then, because it was her nature, she sent her healing through the baby’s body, studying the tiny organs, the maze of blood vessels and nerves, the diminutive bones. She worried about the eyes – the baby couldn’t seem to see well – and the soft spot of the skull at the back of her pate, but she was afraid to fix them. What if this were normal?

Rocking the baby gently, she paced along the seven-strong row of cribs and eased her sleepy brain into wakefulness. As she did, it dawned that she had at her behest a huge library and a wealth of information and books on anatomy, and no father here to stop her. No one to look over her shoulders, no one to snatch the book from her grip and hurl it across the room before that same hand backhanded her off the chair.

Smiling at the cooing child, she exited the nursery and made her way back to the library from last night, the memory of what had sent her there making her nerves hum in remembered anxiety.

Only a few scholars and tutors occupied the room, dotted here and there in human islands of industriousness, here a gray head bent over a tome, there a gangly youth on a foot ladder reaching for a volume from one of the higher shelves. Most barely glanced up as she entered, but a few did, brows lowering disapprovingly at the baby and then conferring a stern warning for Iminique to keep the child quiet.

Pasting on her court smile that promised everything and nothing, Iminique swept along her pre-ordained path over the crimson and golden-yellow carpet to the section of the library where she thought she’d caught sight of the books on the human body.

Although a large part of her clamored for her to research more on the wizard’s hold over her, she adhered tenaciously to her course, finding a hefty tome on children and infants and sliding it out. She nearly lost it, forced to juggle child and falling book before getting them both in order and keeping them both off the floor. Wrestling the tome into the crook of her other elbow, she tried to maintain an even balance while maneuvering everything safely to a table tucked away in the corner next to the bust of some long-forgotten magnate. Feeling sorry for him, she deposited the tome on the table and then dutifully read the plaque on his bust. Baldemor the Second.

There were also four sayings, one engraved on each side of the square supporting the bust. The first one, under his name, was Make allies of your foes.

Hmm. Baldemor the Second obviously had never met Queen Trista or this wizard.

Everyone deserves the right to live.

The wizard would probably have taken issue with that.

Fight only as a last resort.

If you must fight, make it count.

There. Her duty to the neglected bust performed, and feeling edified by his morsels of wisdom, Iminique sat down on the hard wooden chair and shifted the baby from her aching right arm to her still-unsuspecting left arm. The child made a squeaking sound at the shift that elicited a scowl and a ‘shh!’ from the young tutor at the next table over, but Iminique calmly feigned oblivion and opened the book. Absently jouncing the baby, as she seemed to enjoy the constant movement, Iminique started reading. Every now and then she slipped her healing through her arm, buoying muscles unaccustomed to holding and rocking a child so long, and continued reading without pause.

The child wasn’t so patient, resorting to restless squirming and squawking to make her dissatisfaction known. Sighing inwardly, Iminique shut the book and made a mental note to find a spell to put the baby to sleep on her next visit, even though she mused on whether there wasn’t something slightly unethical about that. She had her answers for now, at least – both the weak eyesight and the soft spot were normal for newborns; she would just have to watch them to make sure they developed as they should.

Rising, she dropped a kiss on the baby’s velvet-soft forehead and was gifted with a half-formed baby grunt that carried surprisingly far.

She hastened out of the library before the united glares of its other inhabitants could escalate to mutters.

The wet-nurse was waiting impatiently in the nursery for their return, her plain face scowling, her arms crossed, and her foot tap-tapping.

“I come every three hours. I’ll thank you to remember that,” she announced without preamble the instant Iminique glided through the door. Flipping her long brown braid behind her back and grabbing the baby from Iminique’s arms with no care or gentleness whatsoever, she flattened her palm against Iminique’s chest and shoved her backward out the door. “Give me privacy!”

The door shut in her face.

Iminique blinked, left in the cold drafty corridor, and uncharitably hoped the baby bopped the woman in the nose. At least now she understood why the princess was carrying on so this morning. Iminique would be howling, too, if someone that sour had fed her.

Speaking of feeding reminded her that she’d missed breakfast. No one had brought her any and she’d been so intent on placating the baby and doing her research that she’d forgotten. But her stomach hadn’t forgotten and it constricted now in protest.

Drifting through the corridors and passing by servants bent on their duties, Iminique healed them of various aches and pains she sensed in them, and eventually she wandered upon the kitchens, a place of constant clanging and half-shouts. Peering around the doorframe, she glimpsed a stone realm of hanging pots and pans and women in serviceable skirts, fluttery hair, and starched white aprons already dashed with the morning’s stains. A blue-eyed girl with a kerchief holding back her fair hair caught sight of Iminique and smiled, waving a hand for Iminique to stay where she was.

A boy of possibly five years old clung to her skirts, his wide dark eyes and his hair both as unrelentingly black as Iminique’s. He was startlingly beautiful, but possessed an unnerving, somber stare that seemed to see straight inside Iminique’s soul. The merest trace of hostility lingered in his steady stare, but Iminique presumed it stemmed from him perceiving her as a threat to his mother rather than from a malicious nature. Iminique smiled at him, but he didn’t smile back.

Snagging a plate from a cupboard and disentangling herself from the boy, the maid gathered tidbits from various platters on the long, knife-scored table in the center of the kitchen.

Gliding over to where Iminique stood, the maid handed her the plate.

Iminique dipped her head. “Thank you.”

“Everyone needs it.” Smiling, the girl sashayed back to her place at the counter, desultorily resuming her task of chopping vegetables.

Iminique drifted back up various stairwells, vaguely certain she was headed in the general direction of the nursery and in no hurry in case she interrupted the cantankerous wet nurse. Every now and then she chanced upon a rushing servant, a preoccupied ambassador, or a noblewoman, but none of them paid her the least bit of mind, and so she disinterestedly examined the décor. Tapestries and statues in niches relieved the monotony of the stone walls, but after awhile even they lost gloss, seeming the same as those she’d already passed. Or had she simply gotten lost and was passing them again?

Eventually she stopped a harried servant and asked for directions to the nursery, feeling a fool standing there with her yet uneaten plate of scones, raspberry jam, and sweetened cream.

The servant pointed and mumbled something Iminique couldn't catch, then he was gone, a haunted look in his eyes.

Sighing inwardly, Iminique squared her shoulders and headed in the direction she thought his vague hand motion had indicated.

The passages seemed to grow quieter as she ventured farther. The sunlight grew weaker – or were the arched windows growing smaller? The clinging, vaporous heat that had poured through the occasional window lifted, replaced by musty coolness that caused the hairs on her arms to prickle. Airy sunlight was replaced by windowless corridors and smoky candles. Her eyes started to burn.

Iminique’s footsteps slowed, then stopped. She stared at a thick black wooden door with a wrought-iron handle.

Are you so curious about me that you’ve ventured into my lair, Im?

Iminique started, only ingrained training keeping her from losing her grip on the hapless plate of food. Wizard, she addressed him in her mind, your boundless arrogance puts the endless expanse of the horizon to shame. I’m lost.

You’ve found me, so you can’t be that lost.

How do I get to the nursery? And stay out of my head, she added astringently.

I’m not in your head. I assure you there are more comfortable places to arrange oneself for an afternoon’s work. I’m sitting at my desk.

Frustrated with herself for wasting time with him, Iminique whirled around and swept back the way she’d come.

A door she hadn’t known she’d passed through slammed shut so hard the gust made the candles flicker. Iminique eyed the wood as if it had three heads. She half turned. Let me out.

I’m not holding you.

Grabbing the door handle, Iminique turned it and pushed it open. It slammed shut again, knocking her back and hurtling the plate from her grip. Plate and scones catapulted through the air, pelting her in the shoulder and arm as they bumped past. Iminique regained her balance. The pastries swooped up before touching the ground and arranged themselves back on the hovering plate, which then proceeded to float through the air toward her.

But before you go, Im... There’s one thing you should know.

Iminique accepted the plate with a placid guise of serenity, as if her being handed them mid-air were an everyday occurrence. She jiggled the door handle again, but this time it wouldn’t budge.

Don’t think you can make the queen love that child. Stay away from her.

Iminique’s hand stilled on the cold iron handle. She’s the babe’s mother!

She’s a cold-hearted bitch obsessed with birthing the septuplets. That baby is evidence of her failure. Stay out of her sight.

Why should I listen to you? You tried to kill the child.

Then tell me why it’s still alive.

The door handle gave suddenly, hurling Iminique forward. She staggered a few steps, recovering and this time salvaging the plate and scones herself, only losing a single raspberry and plop of jam underfoot. She glanced back, half expecting to see the wizard with his laughing eyes and golden hair.

But there was no wizard. Nor was there any door.

Only the tiny red spot where the flattened raspberry lay like a drop of mashed gore.
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Chapter 5
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“Pettiness spreads only ash in the speaker’s mouth.”

Book of Promises, Stanza 156, Verse 3



By the time she found her way back to the nursery, the baby was belting out its practice chords and more hostile servants were huddled by the door. They eyed her ill-fated plate of food as if it were the root of all evils. It was looking fairly haggard by now, raspberries and cream and scones all amok, but Iminique's breakfast-deprived stomach cared not one whit.

Sweeping past the cluster, Iminique glided into the nursery, kicked the door shut, set the plate down on the trunk just inside the door, and then crossed over to where the red-faced baby royal was working her lungs for all they were worth.

Iminique picked her up – and promptly set her back down, gagging.

Evidently the wet nurse deemed changing nappies as beneath her, or Iminique had unwillingly tarried longer than she’d thought.

Holding her breath as best she could and understanding for the first time why some fisherwomen wore wooden pins to clip their nostrils shut, she unwrapped the soiled nappy and wished desperately for a spell to numb her sense of smell. She thought she might faint before she tossed it with the other soiled nappies to be fetched by the maids. And even after she cleaned the babe’s bottom with a clean cloth dipped in the washbasin and swaddled her in a new one, the smell lingered.

She couldn’t eat cooped up here.

Casting her eyes over the swath of sunshine streaming through the diamond-paned windows, Iminique made her decision, hefted baby in one arm, luckless plate of food in the other, and set off for the palace gardens.

***
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SHE SETTLED HERSELF, her scones, and the baby in the shade of a blossoming apricot tree, fitting herself neatly between two of its roots. Sunlight filtered through the branches, warming the ground with the kiss of daytime, and the grass was redolent of fertility and earthen life. A gentle breeze played with Iminique’s hair and made an attempt to do the same with the baby’s, but the child hadn’t much hair to speak of. It was almost silver-white and hardly visible. Iminique hoped time would remedy that. A bald princess was... well, a bald princess.

Satisfied that the baby was adequately entertaining herself by pumping her arms and emitting peculiar noises, Iminique reached for the first scone and dipped it into the jam and the cream. The cream dripped, already melting in the heat beginning to consume the garden with the onset of early afternoon. Iminique could already almost taste its sugary sweetness dissolving on her tongue. She raised the scone, her mouth watering.

“What’s this?”

Iminique’s jaw clamped shut, her hand dropped the scone back onto the plate with its wilting peers, and her legs swept her elegantly to her feet, already forming the deep curtsy required in the presence of the queen.

She remained with her body bent and her head down, a few tendrils of obsidian-hued hair tickling her shoulder blade and making her itch to push them back. The hem of the queen’s peach-colored gown with its latticework of embroidered, dark red designs swished into her vision.

“You are not allowed here! Not you or that – that thing!”

Iminique felt her eyes widen and her mouth part before she caught them and was glad her bowed head obscured her shock from the queen’s gaze.

“Pick up that creature and stand up!”

Crouching down and sliding her hands under the princess’s squirming body, Iminique straightened with the babe in her arms, the entire movement placid and graceful. She met the queen’s gaze calmly, an obedient subject awaiting further orders.

Her serenity and bearing only served to enrage the queen further. Queen Trista’s oval face went ruddy and mottled. “What right have you to be out here? No one said you could bring that... thing out here!”

“I beg your pardon, Your Majesty. I shall depart at once.” Iminique made to bend down for her plate of scones.

“Don’t touch that!” the queen snapped, freezing Iminique mid-reach. “Peralla, fetch me that plate. I’m quite famished.”

Iminique withdrew her arm and didn’t so much as blink as a chestnut-haired lady in waiting gowned in sweet summer green broke away from her silken-clad peers and, avoiding Iminique’s eyes, confiscated the ill-fated plate of scones. Iminique watched it bob away from her, deposited in Queen Trista’s pale, slim hands.

Daintily, with a cruel smile playing on her thin lips, the queen plucked out one of the scones between thumb and forefinger.

Iminique swallowed her saliva as the queen dipped the scone in the raspberry jam and the cream. She bit into it, her even white teeth like square pearls and her eyes half closed as she chewed, drawing out her pleasure. Then she abruptly coughed, eyes shooting open. Her cheeks turned a strange shade of puce and her chewing slowed.

Iminique inclined her head. “May I depart, Your Majesty?”

Slapping the rest of the uneaten scone back down among its uneaten comrades and swallowing seemingly with great difficulty, the queen handed the plate to Peralla. Her gray eyes impaled Iminique. “I’m not finished with you yet. You’ve assumed certain privileges that you have no right to. One of those being eating food from the palace kitchens. You’re not wanted here. We’ve no obligation to feed you. You may starve for all I care.”

Iminique maintained her bland façade while the baby squirmed and gurgled. “Yes, Your Majesty. I understand.”

“I don’t think you do. You’ve also taken control of one of the guest bedchambers. That’s unacceptable. You don’t need your own chamber – you’re that red-faced runt’s slave now.” The queen speared another lady in waiting with her cold gray eyes. “Jirrelle, see to it that the baby-slave’s things are moved to the nursery. She wants to be near the monster; so shall she be. Go do it now.”

The brunette nodded her elegantly coiffed head and started to depart.

“Wait, Jirrelle, one more thing. Since the poor thing has no other duties than to cater to the whim of that squalling beast, she can wash the babe’s clothes, as well, and her own.”

Iminique’s countenance, if anything, became even blander.

The queen still wasn’t finished. “And since the laundresses have their fair share of work, make sure that they know that none of them is to take pity on her and help her. Why should they when she’s got naught to do but bounce a wrinkled creature on her knees all day long and steal food from the palace kitchens! And as for you, girl,” She pierced Iminique with a gimlet-eyed stare, “you’re not to interfere with the laundresses during their duties. You’ll wash the runt’s nappies when the laundry’s otherwise unused, do you understand?”

“Perfectly, Your Majesty.”

“Perfectly?” A set of exquisitely-groomed eyebrows arched. “Do you really? Then also understand that you’re not to use the laundresses’ clotheslines, either. Hang the mutant’s clothes and your own to dry in the nursery.”

Iminique nodded, forcing the movement to appear relaxed when her entire body was stiff with discomfort and shame. She just wanted to be dismissed so she could go crawl behind a bedroom door and hide from this nightmare.

A high-pitched squeal unexpectedly catapulted from the baby’s mouth, eliciting matching expressions of horror on the faces of the queen’s ladies in waiting. Queen Trista’s eyes flicked downward and her features contorted.

“Get out of my sight!” Raising an arm as if to physically strike Iminique, the queen advanced on her, her eyes wild and hardly human. “Now!”

Stumbling backward, Iminique walked swiftly back to the castle, her slippers padding over the stone-paved path and her eyes hardly seeing or smelling the fragrant lane of blooming fruit trees she and the babe traversed.

By the time she returned to the nursery, weary and hungry and having lost herself again, she discovered that her possessions had already been ousted from the guest chamber and dumped at the foot of the cot that was to be her bed. She ran her gaze over the trunk. Since her gowns would hardly fit inside dressers and wardrobes meant for baby clothes, she would have to leave them packed.

She might have mourned the impending wrinkles and the fact that they would smell of the cloves and nutmeg she used to prevent packed items from smelling musty, if only she could smell anything over the lingering stink of unwashed nappies.

Wandering over to the narrow cot, which was tucked into the jointure of two stone walls with no tapestries to stave off the chill, Iminique sank down on the lumpy mattress and shut her eyes against reality. She would have to wash the baby’s filth-crusted underclothes. She, Iminique Demascus, who had never washed a garment in her life.

Setting the baby on the mattress next to her, she buried her head in her hands. How could she do this? The queen’s hostility had taken her aback, even with the wizard’s warning.

The wizard. Her hands dropped and her head came up.

Had he somehow caused the queen to despise her own flesh and blood? Iminique couldn’t shake off the nearly inhuman loathing in Queen Trista’s eyes as she’d screamed and advanced on Iminique, arms upraised, fingers nearly curled into claws as if to swipe across the throat of her only child. Such hatred wasn’t natural.

Her obsession with the septuplets isn’t natural.

Iminique froze, unsure whether that had been her thought or the wizard’s.

She shivered. Was this what awaited her here? Her doubting her own thoughts because a murdering wizard could invade her mind? A powerful woman who hated her own daughter? A queen who had determined to starve Iminique out and make her life a blue hell?

***
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“GET UP!” ROUGH HANDS jostled her shoulders, rolling Iminique across a knobby mattress.

Even though she wanted nothing more than to ignore the shaker and stay in the dark cocoon of slumber where her stomach didn’t feel the pinch of hunger and her pride didn’t feel the sting of being outcast, Iminique cracked her eyes open.

The wet-nurse loomed over her, arms akimbo, eyebrows a-scowl and pinched mouth pursed in disapproval. “Get out! I’m here t’feed the baby. Don’t want you here.”

Sitting up, Iminique wiped her groggy eyes and blinked owlishly.

“Out!” The wet-nurse jabbed a finger toward the door, her braid swinging.

Iminique rose to her feet, hardly aware of how her legs managed to carry her with their customary elegance when she had next to no energy. Her healing couldn’t seem to replace sustenance. More’s the pity.

The motion of walking revived her somewhat, though, and she made her way to the library.

It being sunset, the room was abandoned, but a few candles still flickered in their sconces, darkening the crimson and gold carpet to dark red and orange.

Iminique floated like a solitary ghost across the vast, vacant room that smelled of parchment and cracked leather binding. Letting her hands choose a book at random, she settled at the table by Baldemor’s bust and idly scanned the pages until she discovered how to put people to sleep for particularly painful operations. It was probably a horrible thought, but all she could think of was that it would come in useful if she ever needed to quiet the baby down.

Shutting the book, she tested the spell, judging it effective when her head slammed down on the hardwood table and she had to heal her busted skin and swelling forehead.

Finally deeming it safe to brave the nursery again, Iminique returned.

The wet-nurse was gone, the baby was fussy, and the smell had worsened.

Another nasty nappy.

She would have to wash them. She couldn’t sleep in this. And surely the stench couldn’t be healthy for the babe, either.

But the idea of trying to wash them on her own without the first hint of what to do... If only she’d eaten something, her mind might better be able to cope with it.

Setting the princess on the changing table, she mechanically removed the soiled nappy, wiped, and replaced it with a new one. She was pinning the new one closed when the stink abruptly vanished.

She sniffed. Fresh-baked bread. Hot and crusty. Her stomach somersaulted.

Scanning the room, her gaze fell on two plates set side by side on her trunk. One contained a slab of ham, a hunk of cheese and a quarter loaf of dark bread, and the second boasted steaming pastries, strawberries, and cream.

They certainly hadn’t been there before.

Iminique took a step toward them, mouth watering.

Enjoy my bounty, Im.

She froze. The wizard. She should have guessed.

Part of her wanted to gnash her teeth and damn everything to the blue hell, but she didn’t. She was Iminique Demascus, only daughter of Joufei Demascus, one of the most respected ambassadors of the Seven Demesnes. She did not cry. She did not despair. She faced adversity with calm reserve and she triumphed by endurance, not through ferocity or anger.

Shunning the food and making sure the wizard knew of her rejection of it, she bundled up the cooing child and – in her other arm – the reeking clothes and nappies, then made her way down to the lower palace. She sensed the wizard at the edge of her senses, watching her progress, but she refused to ask anything of him. She didn’t want his warnings, his advice, his food, or his directions.

And yet that last...

She wanted to give in. Her footsteps dragged, her head spun with uncustomary lightheadedness, her arms ached from the weight of the dirty nappies and the baby, and no door she tried led to the laundry. She felt the wizard trying to guide her, to show her, but she blocked him out, discovering for the first time that she could do so.

By the time she found the laundry after an hour of trial and error trying to locate it, her stomach no longer growled, lacking the energy even to do that.

Pausing on the room’s threshold, Iminique eyed the huge vats illuminated by the sparse moonlight filtering into the room from high, narrow arrow-slits. She had no idea which vats were for washing, which for dyeing, and which were reserved for other esoteric purposes she couldn’t even begin to guess at.

Something white snapped in front of her face – a nappy popping out of the pack in her arms and dancing in the air before her. As if beckoning or mocking, it flitted away through the air to one of the long, lower, narrower vats whose top rim ended at waist level. The cloth dipped itself in the water, which looked black in the shadows, and then re-emerged with a washboard. It scrubbed itself up and down as if controlled by invisible hands, then soared into the air once again and plopped into a cylindrical, soapy vat with a long stick that rotated and stirred the suds by itself. Finished there, the nappy arched out of the soapy water and dove into a larger vat in the center, emerging rinsed and sopping wet. It wrung itself out, the only sound in the room that of its excess water dribbling back into the rinsing vat, then it draped itself over the brim of a woven basket near the door.

See? That’s how you wash, Im. I would do the rest, but I wouldn’t put it past the royal bitch to set spies on you and whip you for not doing your duties yourself.

Iminique swallowed. Grudgingly, the words came, too ingrained in her not to.

Thank you.

I’m not doing this for your gratitude, Im.

Shaking her head and too weary to even ask why he was helping her, Iminique set to work, a diminutive, solitary figure with smelly clothes and a snuffling child whom she laid on a blanket on the floor – at a loss as to where else to put her. Fixing her mind on the task at hand, she got it done, having to stop only once to calm the whining child.

Nonetheless, it seemed like hours passed before she was trudging up the stairs, exhausted, depleted, hungry, her resolve scraped raw by unaccustomed hostility, her arms unused to backbreaking labor, and her body weighed down by the baby and heavy, wet clothes.

Her feet kept her steady, and finally she arrived at the nursery... Only her work still wasn’t done.

Dumping the pile of still-drenched-despite-her-best-efforts-at-wringing-them-out clothes onto the trunk, she dragged herself around the nursery, hanging them to dry on hooks and cribs and wardrobe doors and trunk edges, and basically on any parts of the available furniture in the nursery that she could rope into use as an improvised clothesline.
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