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	Amira

	 

	“Are you nervous?” Sairydwen asked, hands working deftly as she braided strands of ivy into Amira’s hair. 

	“No,” Amira answered, voice flat. “Not about the wedding, anyway.”

	“It’s alright to be nervous,” Cyne said. “I was a bundle of nerves the day I married your father.”

	“I’m not,” Amira answered, her tone harder than she had intended. She inhaled a long breath, exhaled, and bit her tongue.

	The Istovari women had been surprisingly agreeable ever since she and Daindreth had returned from Kelamora. 

	They had gone to free more than twenty children stolen by the Kadra’han and Vesha. In the process, Vesha captured Amira and Daindreth and tried to unleash Caa Iss upon the world. She had almost succeeded.

	Caa Iss had plagued Daindreth and his father before him. A cythraul from the Dread Marches, Caa Iss was the embodiment of evil, or as close as Amira could imagine.

	But something had gone wrong. Captain Darrigan—Vesha’s most loyal Kadra’han—had made a deal with Vesha’s familiar, a cythraul called Saan Thii.

	Saan Thii had possessed Darrigan, allowing him to break his Kadra’han vows. She had expelled Caa Iss from Daindreth in exchange for giving her a corporeal body.

	Amira still didn’t understand the full of what had happened. She’d known Darrigan disagreed with Vesha’s dealings with cythraul. She hadn’t thought he would go so far as to commit treason.

	But Amira and Daindreth had killed him. Amira kept remembering that fight, guilt plucking at her every time she recalled the way Darrigan had looked up at her when the blade pierced his chest. 

	He’d been relieved. She was sure she had seen that.

	Captain Darrigan had made a deal with Saan Thii, and then counted on Amira being able to kill him once he was possessed. 

	There was so much Amira wished she could have asked him. What secrets had died with Darrigan? What had made him take such a risk?

	He couldn’t have known for sure Amira would be able to stop Saan Thii. But he had gone out of his way to give her and the rangers a fighting chance.

	Kelamora had been left all but unguarded that night. The guards he should have had posted were clustered around Vesha, as if she had been the only important thing in that whole monastery. Amira had learned later that two serving girls had been found by Thadred and the rangers and they revealed a side passage through the monastery’s water door. Darrigan had threatened those girls to the point they’d fled.

	He had planned it. All of it. Yet he couldn’t have planned all of it. Could he? 

	Amira would never know now. Darrigan was dead and Saan Thii had been sent back to the Dread Marches.

	Caa Iss was no longer inside Daindreth, but no one was quite sure where he was. He seemed to be a spirit caught somewhere between the world of flesh and the world of the dead.

	Amira didn’t think he could harm anyone in this state, but she didn’t want to leave him at large in the world. At the same time, just how were they supposed to go about finding him? 

	Amira closed her eyes. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, she would worry about this. Today was her wedding today.

	Amira had thought getting Istovari approval would be difficult, but it being easy was almost worse. She kept thinking that there was something she had missed, some caveat she had overlooked.

	By her reflection in a slab of broken glass, she could see her mother, Sairydwen, and several women her mother said were distant cousins. The women were hard at work to finish her hair, paint her eyes, and finish last touches to her dress.

	A shadow crossed her mind. She barely knew these women. Strangely, Sairydwen was the one she felt the most connected to, even more so than her own mother. Sairydwen at least seemed grateful to Amira, Daindreth, and Thadred for saving her life and protecting her son. 

	Amira had never thought about who would be surrounding her on her wedding day. She had only recently begun to think that she would ever have a wedding. But now…

	Her sister should have been here. Fonra would have been happy for her, she thought. Fonra would have been smiling and giggling with a pink blush to her cheeks. 

	When they returned to the lowlands, Amira planned to see her sister. She would go to Fonra and tell her everything. And for the first time, there would be no Kadra’han curse forcing her to hold anything back. 

	“Do you have any questions?” Cyne asked, her voice too quiet, like she was trying hard to sound casual. 

	Amira shot her a glance in the glass’s reflection. “About what?”

	Cyne blinked twice. “About tonight?”

	Amira frowned. “What about it? I thought we were feasting around a bonfire.” 

	Cyne cast Amira a pointed look in the mirror. “After, Amira.”

	It took Amira another moment to realize what her mother was saying. “Oh,” she said. “No, I’m not worried about that.”

	“Are you sure?” Cyne frowned. “It is your first time, isn’t it?”

	Amira bristled at that, anger simmering down her spine. “I don’t see what business it is of yours.”

	Cyne’s nostrils flared, though her hands didn’t slow as she worked the braids. “I am your mother. Of course, it’s my business.”

	Amira was getting everything she wanted—Daindreth. The right to call him her husband, and the guarantee that no one could ever keep her from him again. Now wasn’t the time to pick a fight with this woman. 

	It was her wedding day. It was going to be lovely and hopefully brief. 

	When she thought about after the wedding, her stomach tangled in knots, but not from fear. She had craved Daindreth for what felt like forever. 

	In some ways it was strange to long so intensely for something she hadn’t experienced. She’d been told it might hurt, that the first time might not be what she hoped, but at this point she didn’t care. Even if tonight was a total disappointment, she would have Daindreth, and they would have a lifetime to figure out that side of their life.

	Tonight couldn’t come soon enough. 

	 


[image: A black and white image of a bird flying in the air

Description automatically generated]

	Daindreth

	 

	“I don’t know why you’re nervous,” Thadred scoffed. “You’re not the one about to perform a ceremony in front of a whole damned tribe.”

	Daindreth glared at him. “You said you were willing.”

	“I am.” Thadred peered out the curtained window, barely pulling back the curtain like he feared being seen. “By gods they have garlands of flowers. Garlands. Is this a wedding or a Maying Day parade?”

	“It is customary for Istovari weddings,” Tapios said from his post by the fireplace, stiff as an oak tree as if he feared wrinkling his best linen tunic. “Let the women do their work.”

	Thadred was unimpressed. “Well, it’s not customary for imperial weddings.”

	“Your archduke didn’t want to wait for an imperial wedding,” Tapios clipped. “As you’ll recall.”

	Daindreth thrummed his fingers on the edge of his wicker armrest. It wasn’t so much that he and Amira didn’t want to wait—even though they didn’t.

	It was more the matter of their position being stronger as a married couple. If Amira was Daindreth’s wife, King Hyle would have a good reason to back him as the rightful emperor. Once they swayed King Hyle, it would be much easier to sway the other kings and barons of the central empire.

	No one wanted to be first to back a new ruler, but everyone wanted to be early, especially when it appeared that new ruler would soon take power. 

	Not to mention that the Istovari had agreed to a treaty ending hostilities between them and the empire. 

	None of that happened unless Amira was his wife—his empress, really. 

	“Emperor,” Daindreth said.

	“What was that?” Thadred snapped the curtain closed, though Daindreth was sure no one was trying to look. Bridegrooms were much less interesting than brides. 

	“Emperor,” Daindreth repeated, making his voice project the way he did when he was at court. “I am the rightful emperor and Amira is my rightful empress. Or will be in a few hours. We need to get used to saying it now. Before we go back to the empire.”

	Thadred muttered something under his breath.

	“You’re right,” Tapios nodded. “We must be the first to recognize your claim. I shall call you my emperor from here on.”

	Daindreth inclined his head in thanks. Relief swelled in the back of his mind, grateful he didn’t have to argue the point. 

	They were inside Tapios’s home, the barrow he shared with his sister and her son. Sairydwen was with Amira and Rhis was with the children gathering flowers. Tapios had been helping the two men ready themselves.

	They had shaved, bathed, and dressed. There was not much more to do now but stand around in their wedding clothes and wait for someone to come fetch them. Amira was taking much longer to get ready, but Daindreth expected it wasn’t her fault. She would have married him in the ruins of Kelamora if he had let her. 

	“At least you finally decided to give me land,” Thadred muttered. “I just hope it has soldiers we can rally.”

	Daindreth had ceremonially signed several imperial tracts to Thadred. Hylendale required wedding officiants to be landowners. They’d need the records keepers of Mynadra to finalize it, but it was sufficient for now. Amira hadn’t wanted her grandmother or mother to officiate and Sair had refused out of respect for them, so Thadred was the compromise. He was an imperial knight with Istovari blood. Everyone agreed he was acceptable.

	Daindreth frowned at him. “Soldiers?”

	Thadred exhaled a long breath. He stepped away from the window and marched to take the wicker chair beside Daindreth. “What happens when we get back to Hylendale? Back to the empire? We don’t know where Vesha is. It’s been weeks. She could have been rallying her forces this whole time.”

	Daindreth had studied the same histories Thadred had. He knew as well as his cousin that an heir seizing control from a regent, especially one who had reigned this long, rarely happened peacefully. These things often ended in war, but there didn’t have to be a war. This could be settled without bloodshed, though he must be forceful. Vesha would need to be put down swiftly. 

	Daindreth clung to hope his mother would not force them into armed conflict, but at least a part of him agreed it was inevitable. What else would Vesha do when Daindreth emerged, calling himself emperor? 

	“My mother might be rallying the army, or she might not,” Daindreth said. “As of now, I doubt she had reason to. But either way, she will not have made what happened in Kelamora common knowledge.”

	“She could publicize her own version of it,” Thadred said. “Say we tried to kill her. She could rightly say her guard captain died protecting her. Many in Mynadra considered him respectable or even a friend.”

	It was true. Captain Darrigan had earned himself a reputation as a man who put the best interests of the empire first. Many would be saddened to learn of his passing—not that Daindreth wasn’t. But his death would lend credence to Vesha’s claims. 

	“She can tell any story she wants so long as she tells it first.”

	Daindreth let a breath out his nose. “That’s why I need to marry Amira and get us all back to the empire.”

	Thadred nodded and inhaled sharply. He sat back, running a hand through his hair. “Marry Amira. Right. We can see to that. Pardon me for trying to keep us alive and such.”

	“You’re right, Thadred,” Daindreth said. “You know you’re right. But this is exactly why we need to get home.”

	Thadred nodded shortly. “Right.”

	The door creaked and Daindreth nearly jumped out of his skin. He spun around to see Rhis’s round face poking through the crack. 

	“Mama says they’re ready,” the boy said. 

	“Thank you, lad.” Tapios shuffled like a great bear toward his nephew. 

	Thadred rose to his feet. “Let’s be getting you married, then.” He clapped his cousin on the back. “You only have to do it once.”

	Daindreth swallowed and willed his legs to stand. Letting go of the wicker chair was harder than he had expected. 

	Outside, it seemed that spring was in full bloom, even though that shouldn’t be for another few months. Where the Istovari had found all the flowers and garlands, he had no idea. 

	Rhis led the way skipping with Tapios behind him and Daindreth with Thadred bringing up the rear. The Istovari village was livelier and more vibrant than Daindreth had ever seen it.

	Children carrying garlands ran in all directions. Women of all ages had braided their hair with flowers and the men had draped their shoulders in garlands of leaves and wild blossoms.

	When they saw Daindreth approach, they smiled and hurled handfuls of petals at him. “Good fortune to the bridegroom!” they cried. “Make way for the bridegroom!”

	Daindreth had assumed that he and Amira would be married at the center of the village, but Rhis didn’t lead them toward the center. Their small procession came to a space between several barrow houses that sat like four massive tortoises. Streamers of cloth had been strung overhead to create a canopy. Children ran around the tops of the barrows while the adults gathered below. 

	The Elder Mother and other women Daindreth recognized as the clan’s ruling council waited near the edge of the canopy. Each one of them wore flowers and metal bangles that made soft chiming sounds. When she saw him approach, the Elder Mother smiled at Daindreth. 

	Though his decision to let Thadred legitimize the wedding had been a controversial one, it seemed that argument was behind them. 

	Thadred greeted the Elder Mother with one of his charming smiles.

	“Do you think you can remember all the necessary parts?” the Elder Mother snapped.

	Maybe Daindreth had assumed the best too soon.

	Thadred smirked. “Worried your granddaughter will get with a bastard tonight?”

	Daindreth immediately flushed with heat. “Thadred!” 

	“Sorry.” Thadred looked to the Elder Mother. “What I meant is that I can remember everything that will make the marriage legal.”

	The Elder Mother opened her mouth to reply, but then the voices of children rang out over the tops of the barrows.

	“Here he comes! He’s coming!”

	Daindreth’s heart leapt into his throat as petals hurled from the rooftops and excitement shivered through the crowd.  People pressed around him and, in that moment, Daindreth thought that every Istovari in the world must be crowded under the makeshift canopy.

	Purple-white petals rained around him as the people started singing an upbeat, jovial tune that sounded more like a child’s song than a wedding ballad. Everyone threw themselves into it and even Thadred clapped along to the tune.

	Where had all these flowers come from? Everything was white and dreamlike and beautiful.

	“Nervous?” Thadred punched his arm. 

	“Go on, son,” the Elder Mother gestured, her smile returned. “Your bride awaits.”

	Daindreth’s throat was suddenly tight and his tongue dry as kindling. Amira waited for him. 

	“Let’s not keep her waiting, then!” Thadred whooped. He grabbed Daindreth’s hand and hoisted it into the air. Cheers erupted on cue as Thadred half-led Daindreth under the shade of the canopy. 

	Under the canopy of streamers, it was as chaotic as any Maying Day parade Daindreth had ever seen—much more so. People pressed in all around him, singing, shouting, stomping, and twirling. Tambourines clanked to the song’s rhythm. 

	It was song and dance and celebration worked into a euphoric frenzy. Daindreth had never experienced anything like it before and doubted he would want to again.

	Dancers—men and women of all ages—stomped bare feet on the grass as they formed what seemed to be ranks, lining up behind him and sweeping him along their edge. 

	He felt as if he were in a current, being sucked along by its force. No one had prepared him for this, but Thadred still held his hand high in the air, making sure everyone could see where the bridegroom was.

	“Daindreth!” 

	He turned at the sound of her voice. There she was. And just like that, the noise and chaos of the wedding party meant nothing. 

	Amira wore an undyed linen dress belted with cords of green. She had no jewelry, except the ivy braided into a crown around her head and the garland of flowers draping her like a shawl. She stood with her mother, Sairydwen, and several other women as her attendants.

	She held her hands out to him. The early morning sun shone down through the canopy, radiant as the dawn. 

	Daindreth caught her hands, and she pulled him in close. Her lips found his and she kissed him soundly on the mouth while the cheering around them somehow grew louder.

	“Hello, husband,” Amira purred in his ear.

	Daindreth pulled her closer. “I’m not your husband yet,” was all he could think to say.

	“Let’s fix that,” Amira whispered. She nipped his ear and Daindreth nearly choked in surprise. 

	This would never have been acceptable in an imperial wedding, but none of the Istovari around them—not even the Elder Mother—seemed surprised or displeased. Quite the opposite.

	The cheers continued until Thadred succeeded in quieting them down enough that his voice could be heard above the clamor. 

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” Thadred began. “Venerable Mothers,” he swept a gallant bow to the council of nine women. “Most valiant keepers of the purple blossoms,” he said, sparing a nod for the children still at work raining flowers around them. “Are you ready for a wedding?” As he said it, Thadred flung out both arms to the crowd.

	A roar of cheers went up. Daindreth couldn’t have asked for a more enthusiastic crowd of witnesses.

	Amira giggled as Daindreth kissed her quickly, stealthily, as if no one had seen them kiss the first time. 

	“Then good people, by Eponine and the great god Demred, I will give you a wedding!”

	Cheers went up again as Amira laughed against Daindreth’s chest, her body warm and comforting against his even amid the chaos. 

	Daindreth had assumed that they would be married in Mynadra, where hundreds would pack the cathedral and thousands would crowd the streets for a glimpse of the first imperial wedding in almost thirty years. It would have been declared a holy day, thanking the empire’s patron gods for the continuation of the imperial line. 

	It would have been a spectacle for a generation.

	This was far more intimate. Where he could see the face of every onlooker and feel their heat pressing in around them. 

	Thadred was speaking to the Elder Mother and Cyne, asking if they gave their blessing or if they knew of any reason their daughter shouldn’t marry. Both women gave their assent, though the Elder Mother’s blessing was spoken much more easily than Cyne’s. 

	“Daindreth?” Amira looked up at him from under her ivy crown. “Are you alright?”

	“Fine,” Daindreth coughed. “Just not used to having this many people this close.”

	“You’ve been to balls before,” Amira reminded him. 

	“That’s different.” Balls were more ordered. More decorous. 

	“Excellent!” Thadred shouted at that moment, whirling around to face Amira and Daindreth holding hands at the center of the canopy. “Amira, your mothers have given the blessing of this union. Who will give blessing for this man?”

	“I give my blessing,” Sairydwen said from behind him. Daindreth hadn’t even realized she was there. “I swear that he is a man of honor, good character, and there is no reason he cannot pledge his troth.”

	 “Perfect, perfect.” Thadred nodded. “Amira Brindonu, daughter of Cyne, princess of Hylendale, do you freely enter covenant with this man for so long as you both draw breath? Will you devote yourself to him and no others? Do you so swear?”

	Amira looked straight at Daindreth, her smile radiant. She seemed happier than he had ever seen her. “I do so swear.”

	Then it was Daindreth’s turn. Thadred said words and Daindreth said words back, but he forgot what they were a moment later. The rest of the world, even the pressing crowd, seemed to shrink in comparison to the woman standing in front of him. 

	Amira’s red hair turned copper in the morning sun. She was beautiful. So beautiful. 

	“Do you witness?” Thadred called to the gathered onlookers. 

	“We witness!” The shout was so loud, Daindreth stumbled into Amira from the force. 

	She held onto him, still giggling. She kissed his neck as garlands of flowers were wrapped around them by the onlookers, tying them together in a fragrant bundle. 

	“This is very snug,” Daindreth murmured to Amira, her temple pressed against his jaw as they were wrapped tighter together.

	Amira laughed. “That’s the point, my love.” 

	“As you are bound in body, may you be bound in spirit,” cried the Elder Mother’s voice.

	“Be bound in spirit!” the crowd joined in.

	Then there were cheers all around them. 

	It seemed these Istovari had wanted a reason to cheer for a long time and now that they had one, they were making the most of it. 

	Amira found Daindreth’s mouth with hers and she kissed him as the others began unwrapping them. The garlands came off one at a time and then her hands were on his face as she pulled him closer.

	The garland pinning Daindreth’s arms came off and he wrapped them around her. He splayed his hands over her back, savoring the solid warmth of her.

	Amira purred in his mouth, still kissing him as the last of the garlands were pulled away. 

	Thadred said something and the Elder Mother said something. He wasn’t sure what, but it was said solemnly and with a resounding clap of hands from the crowd.

	“Wife, behold your husband,” Thadred said. “Husband, behold your wife.”

	Daindreth’s face split with a grin between kisses. He smiled down at Amira, trying to hold this moment tight enough to keep it forever. “Wife,” he said.

	“Husband,” Amira said back.

	He opened his mouth, but then she was kissing him again and he was too lost in the delirium of her caresses to remember what he wanted to say.
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	Amira

	 

	Amira leaned against Daindreth’s shoulder by the light of the bonfire, toes stretched toward the edge of the circle of stones.

	The party had lasted all day and involved more wine than she had seen outside a religious festival. Daindreth had his arm around her, finishing his third cup.

	Around them, the celebrators sat off together in huddles, speaking in low voices by the light of the fire. A lute still played and the last few of the dancers had formed a circle on the grass, skirts flaring as the women spun together in time to the music. 

	The Istovari knew how to celebrate.

	As best Amira could tell, not one person had returned to their own home. Children had fallen asleep on their parents’ shoulders or at their feet.

	Thadred appeared to have made friends with Tapios and several other rangers. They were sharing yet another round of drinks. The Elder Mother and the older women sat quietly talking beside the bonfire and several younger men appeared to be trying to pull sticks from the flames.

	Amira and Daindreth had been toasted more times tonight than she could count. She couldn’t imagine being more celebrated if they had been in the center of the imperial city surrounded by well-wishers. 

	Amira looked to her husband by the light of the fire. The laces at the collar of his shirt were undone, exposing just the barest hint of collarbone. She leaned over, slipping one arm around him. Nuzzling the side of his neck, she kissed him gently, lips just brushing along his skin. 

	“Mmm.” Daindreth tilted his head back, giving her better access.

	Amira’s lips nipped along his throat, up to his ear. She nibbled at his lobe, tugging him ever so slightly toward her.

	Daindreth flinched. “Not quite that hard.”

	Amira let go with her teeth and instead traced the shell of his ear with her tongue, licking the sweat off his skin.

	A shudder went through him at that, and he grabbed her arm. “Playing with me, are you?”

	“Yes,” Amira grinned against his ear. “I am playing with you.”

	Daindreth’s hands found her face in the dark and he pulled her in for a kiss. A long, slow kiss that took its time.

	He stroked along the neckline of her dress, fingers running along her collarbone and throat, teasing, toying, eager. Asking permission.

	“Come to bed with me.” Amira hadn’t realized she was out of breath until she dared speak. “Husband.”

	“Seductress.” It was Daindreth’s turn to nuzzle her neck as he breathed in the smell of her hair. “Always you tempt me,” he whispered. “You tantalize me.”

	“I’m glad I tempt you.” A little thrill of excitement ran down Amira’s spine. “Is it working?”

	“Show me to our room,” he said. 

	Amira and Daindreth had been given a room for tonight and for as long as they stayed in the Haven. But Daindreth didn’t know where it was, yet.

	Amira took his hand in the dark. “I’ll show you to our room.”

	“And then show me what you want me to do in it,” Daindreth said. It was impossible to make out his expression in the dim firelight, the flickering patterns casting him in shadow. But she was sure she caught a devilish tilt to his mouth. 

	Amira’s heart raced. “I have lots of things I want you to do in it.”

	Daindreth made a low sound of approval. “Lead the way, wife.”

	Amira squeezed his hand tighter and stood. “Come with me.”

	She lifted her skirt with one hand and tugged him through the maze of sleepers and drowsy celebrants. No one even seemed to see them.

	In imperial weddings, Amira had heard that the bride and groom were escorted to the bridal chamber amid pomp and pageantry, cheered on by the court matrons and married men. Amira much preferred this quieter, more private tradition of the bride and groom leaving when they wished.

	Amira led Daindreth back to the large main barrow of the village. A few torches had been left lit, at least enough to see by. Amira pushed open the main door of the hall. No one was present save for a few older men who sat around one of the tables, deep into their cups. None of them acknowledged the couple as Amira and Daindreth slipped inside.

	It took Amira a few moments to remember which of the many doors led to her bridal chamber. Everything looked different in the dark. But she was able to find her way to the right room and push the door open.

	The chamber was sparse compared even to Hylendale, that much was certain. The rough wooden furniture looked more suited to a farmhouse than the bridal suite of an emperor. Nonetheless, the bed was lined in furs and the low fire cast the room in an amber glow. 

	Flowers and garlands lay strewn on the floor, filling the air with a sweet aroma. Two narrow chairs waited beside the fire atop the skin of some large animal. Amira took in the room with a deep breath before facing her bridegroom. He had not been looking at the room at all.

	He shut the door behind them, eyes on her. “Amira.” 

	Amira stepped back out of his reach, but closer to the bed. “Daindreth.” She wasn’t sure why her breath hitched.

	She had waited for this, longed for this, been so impatient she had felt it would tear her in half. Why did her nerves flutter now?

	“Is everything alright?” Daindreth closed the distance between them, resting his hands on her arms. “You’re shaking.”

	“Nervous is all,” Amira whispered. Damn it, her mother had been right. Maybe she should have asked questions when she had the chance.

	Daindreth pressed a kiss to her forehead. “We can go slow,” he said quietly, hands stroking up and down her arms. “It’s late. We can just go to sleep.”

	Amira balked. “What do you mean?”

	“We don’t have to do this tonight.”

	Amira blinked up at him. “What?”

	“We can—”

	“I will not leave my wedding night a virgin, Your Majesty.” Amira took a step away from him, reaching for the belt of her dress. 

	Daindreth chuckled. “You have strong feelings about this.”

	“Yes.” Amira located the knots around her waist and ripped them free. “I want you, Daindreth.”

	Daindreth watched her, eyes following her every movement. “And I want you.”

	The ties of her dress came free too slowly and at the same time too fast. 

	Amira’s heart hammered in her chest, sick with both excitement and fear at the same time. Her dress fell easily, sliding off her body like water off a fish’s scales. It pooled around her ankles on the floor, leaving her naked in the firelight.

	Daindreth’s heated gaze drank her in from head to foot, taking in every slope and curve of her. His eyes lingered on the scars slashed across her sides and the pale marks left by blades on her arms. 

	When his eyes met hers again, he smiled. “Beautiful.” 

	Amira swallowed, unable to speak and unsure why. 

	“Come to me,” he beckoned softly, holding out a hand to her. 

	Amira obeyed, trembling with a strange tangle of sensations and emotions.

	Instead of taking her hand, Daindreth fit his hand against her side. He pulled her against him, mouth finding the side of her neck. His tongue stroked a path to her ear, then back down her throat.

	“Mmm.” Amira pressed closer against him, forgetting her nervousness as his hands stroked her bare back. 

	“You want me?” he whispered, leaning down.

	“Mmm-hmm.” Amira found the hem of his shirt and tugged it up, just a few inches.

	“Say it.”

	“I want you.” Amira’s voice came out hoarse and ragged, like she had been running.

	Daindreth pulled away from her.

	“What’s wrong?” She felt the lack of his closeness like a loss. 

	“Nothing.” Daindreth finished untying the laces at his collar. “I want to match you.” He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it to the side.

	Amira took in the lines of his body by the hearth’s glow—toned chest and arms that rippled when he moved. These past weeks on the road had given him a leanness and toughness that he hadn’t had back in Mynadra. He was fitter with just a hint of toughened strength he hadn’t had before. 

	Daindreth was already kicking off his boots and reaching for the belt around his waist. Amira watched, not moving as he undid the clasp and shucked off his breeches, leaving them to join her dress on the floor.

	Amira looked him up and down the same way he had ogled her, studying the parts of his body she knew and the parts that were unfamiliar. Her eyebrows rose and she grinned at him in approval.

	“This is nice,” she said, not meeting his eyes just yet. “I can work with this.”

	Daindreth smiled. “I’m glad you’re pleased, wife.”

	Amira beckoned to him this time. “Come to me, please.”

	Daindreth dove for her, grabbing her waist and scooping her up. She could have twisted out of his grip, but she let him sling her over his shoulder.

	“Daindreth!” Amira couldn’t stop the giggle that escaped her then.

	He carried her across the room and knelt on top of the bed, lying her on the furs. He straddled her, trapping her under him.

	Amira stroked the coverlet, feeling the softness of the pelts. “I like this,” she murmured, squirming under him. 

	“Me too.” Daindreth leaned over her, pressing her deeper into the mattress. The pea shells inside the mattress crackled under their weight. He traced a line of kisses along her jawline, then down her throat to her collarbone, but this time he didn’t stop. His kisses continued down her sternum, over her heart, slowing as they went lower. 

	Amira rested her hands on his sides, his back, feeling how his muscles tightened and strained as his breathing quickened. “Daindreth,” she gasped. “I love you, Daindreth.”

	“My love,” Daindreth murmured between kisses as his mouth ventured farther and farther down her body. He caressed the skin just below her navel, tongue sliding along the curve of her belly. 

	Amira’s breath hitched, desire welling in her until she could feel it wrenching in her gut. 

	“My wife,” he whispered, one hand finding its way to grip just behind her knee. He guided her knee up, parting her legs as he pressed a gentle line of kisses up the inside of her thigh. 

	Amira gasped, back arching as his touch sent shivers through her whole body.

	“My empress,” he whispered. 

	And then her moans drowned out whatever else he might have said.
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	Vesha

	 

	Caa Iss perched across from Vesha in the carriage, bulky arms folded across his chest. He was visible only to her, the maids and servants of her retinue moved past and around him, completely oblivious.

	“Are you ready to do what needs to be done?” the cythraul rumbled. “I need to know.”

	Vesha looked away from him, watching the rocky landscape slide past. She ignored the demon as she usually did when she didn’t want to argue with him. 

	She traveled with her Kadra’han guards, twenty or so soldiers, and her handmaidens. The Kelamora Kadra’han had parted ways with her group at the first port city they’d reached. The grandmaster had been rather tight-lipped about his plans, but Vesha couldn’t exactly force him and his acolytes to join her. She’d gathered her people, found a ship, and sailed to here—the Kelethian Colonies.

	The estate of Viceroy Serapio of Volaine was a grand thing edged with palm trees. Though summers here could be brutal, the palm trees often died during the region’s harsh winters and had to be replaced. Serapio refused to learn his lesson, though, and insisted on having new trees shipped in from his homeland every year to replace those that died. 

	It was extravagance, even by the standards of the empire, but Serapio could afford it. Not only had he risen to become imperial viceroy for the Kelethian Colonies, but he had been given stewardship of the continent’s largest alum mine. The precious powder was used across the empire, mostly for clothmaking, and there never seemed to be enough of it. The empire had too many people needing to be clothed.

	Growing children needed to be clothed most of all and the empire had an excess of those in recent years. Fewer famines meant larger families.

	The carriage rounded a bend in the avenue, bringing the manor house into view. The building was blocky with large windows and doors. Today, the windows of the upper stories were open, leaving thin curtains to dance in the breeze. 

	The carriage pulled under the carriage porch. Footmen and servants rushed out to greet them. The servants were dressed in loose white clothing meant for the warmer weather and many of them even went barefoot.

	A step was lowered and one of Vesha’s Kadra’han opened the door. The empress alighted on the gravel outside as her small army of maids flocked around her to adjust her hair, straighten her skirts, and fix her mantle.

	“Your Imperial Majesty,” cried a woman’s voice—a melodic soprano so much like their mother’s.

	It had been years since Vesha had last seen her sister in person. She thought she should feel something—her and Zeyna had once been as close as two girls could be—but Vesha had not felt much of anything these past weeks. 

	The woman in front of her was tanned with freckled arms, her hair bleached a dull brown. Vesha had always told her sister not to ride without a veil and long sleeves. It appeared Zeyna had not listened, though that was hardly a surprise. 

	“Welcome to my home, Your Majesty,” Zeyna said, dropping into a curtsy. They were sisters, but Zeyna was a countess and a viceroy’s wife. Vesha was the empress of the largest empire in the known world.

	Vesha extended a hand to Zeyna. “Rise, sister. No need for formalities.”

	Zeyna took Vesha’s hand in both of hers. “We are honored to have you with us. Long have I hoped you would come to see my home.”

	“It is quite lovely,” Vesha said. “I hope you are happy here.”

	“Very happy.” Zeyna hooked their arms together as if they were children again.

	It was a small breech of protocol, but Vesha allowed it. It would have been different if they were back in the central empire, but these were the colonies. Things were more lax.

	“You must meet my children,” Zeyna chattered, sounding exited. “They have heard so much about you.”

	Vesha thought to herself that she knew Zeyna’s firstborn better than the woman herself did. Thadred had been left behind when Zeyna went away to marry Serapio.

	Serapio had kept the engagement even after he learned that his bride to be—whom he had only met twice—had just given birth to another man’s child. 

	Many people had speculated at the time. Perhaps he had learned that Emperor Drystan was secretly courting Vesha? Perhaps he had rightly seen the advantages in marrying the sister of the empress.

	Zeyna led Vesha toward the manor house as servants scurried around them, hurrying to unload Vesha’s luggage, such as it was. A trio of young women in ironed frocks greeted them at the threshold. They ranged in age from early twenties to what Vesha guessed was barely twelve. 

	“Your Majesty, allow me to present my daughters and your nieces, Vespasia, Aelia, and Calpurnia.”

	Each of the girls dropped into an easy curtsy as her name was spoken. None of them were as tanned as Zeyna, though Vesha noticed dirt under the youngest one’s nails. 

	Zeyna continued. “Their brother, Flavius, is with Serapio.”

	Vesha considered that a moment. “Isn’t your son a toddler?”

	“Flavius turns seven next month, Your Majesty,” 

	“Oh.”

	“I know!” Zeyna said. “I lose track of time, too. It seems only yesterday he was playing hide and seek in my skirts.”

	Vesha tried to show no reaction. Only her sister would have allowed a male child to hide in her skirts. What had their mother thought of that? 

	Zeyna led Vesha deeper into the manor house. Red tiles lined the floors and mosaic reliefs splashed the walls. White curtains waved in the open windows and every square inch had been decorated with designs of lacquered red and white. No expense had been spared in decorating this manor. Servants lined up and bowed, their white-starched uniforms far more orderly than anything Vesha would have expected from her sister’s household.

	Kadra’han guards fell into step at Vesha’s back. Caa Iss lumbered behind them, though if anyone else could see him, they gave no sign. 

	“Oh, Vesha look,” Zeyna said, probably forgetting that she was still supposed to address Vesha as empress. “This was done just last summer. Don’t Mama and Papa look grand? Serapio had it commissioned from one of the best portraitists in the colonies. I only say ‘one of the best’ because there is some dispute over who is actually best. But I think he did a fine job, don’t you?”

	Vesha looked up at the life-sized painting that stretched along the side of the wall. It was of her parents, even if their skin was less wrinkled and their faces rounder than she remembered. Her father had been posed standing with a hand on his sword belt—though he’d never been a soldier—and their mother was seated with a bouquet of flowers—though she’d never been a gardener. 

	“It’s lovely,” Vesha said, thinking that was what Zeyna wanted to hear.

	“Isn’t it? Mama and Papa haven’t had their portrait done since you were married. Did you know that? When I heard, I insisted that they had to have one done. It’s such a shame and I want the children to be able to remember their grandparents.” At this, Zeyna looked fondly over her brood of daughters.

	Vesha focused on a vase in one corner of the portrait and kept her comments to herself. Her nieces and nephew at least had someone to remember. Her own son barely knew his grandparents.

	Ambassador and Lady Myrani had visited Zeyna every summer since her self-imposed exile. They had never visited Vesha and Daindreth. Not since Emperor Drystan’s death. 

	“Your sister is something, isn’t she?” Caa Iss chuckled. “Nothing like you. I like you much better.”

	A spaniel with a silk ribbon around its neck trotted into the hall. Immediately it stopped. Its whole body stiffened with its hackles raised. Barking, the little dog stared in the direction of Vesha. The pugged snout twisted into the most ferocious snarl one could expect from a dog shorter than knee height.

	“Hush, boy,” said the oldest of Zeyna’s three girls. “Quiet.”

	The little dog kept yapping, its whole body jerking with the force.

	 The middle daughter, Aelia, scooped up the spaniel, but then another appeared around the corner and another. Each dog wore a different colored ribbon, but otherwise they might have been shadows of the same dog.

	Soon no less than four little spaniels blocked the hallway, barking and howling at Vesha. No, not Vesha…

	The dogs were staring straight at Caa Iss. 

	The cythraul rolled his eyes, corded arms across his chest. He hissed at the dogs, and they yelped, shrinking back before barking louder.

	“I am terribly sorry,” Zeyna said as servants rounded up the spaniels and herded them out of the room. “They’re not usually like this.”

	Vesha frowned. Animals had never responded to Saan Thii like this. How were the dogs able to see Caa Iss now?

	It was probably nothing. But it still rankled Vesha. 

	Caa Iss had said that the veil was thinned around him, that he was caught between the world of the living and the Dread Marches. It made him different from an ordinary familiar, he said. But Vesha still didn’t understand how.

	“You must be exhausted,” Zeyna said over the barking of her dogs. “Come, let me show you to your rooms. Only the finest for my sister.”

	Zeyna’s two younger daughters helped the servants corral the animals into another room. 

	“I’m terribly sorry,” Zeyna said as the dogs’ barking faded behind them. “Serapio hates barking dogs, and these ones hardly ever do it, I promise. I don’t know why they’re being so naughty.”

	Caa Iss stuck out his forked tongue after the dogs. Could no one else see him?

	Vesha wished Captain Darrigan was here. Well-versed in the sorcerous arts, he had always been her first and best counselor when it came to the cythraul. Not that she had heeded most his advice. 

	Zeyna showed Vesha to a room with soaring ceilings and broad, open windows. Incense burned in one corner, pungent spices that weren’t native to the colonies. 

	Vesha’s servants had already rushed ahead and were airing out the sheets, arranging her trunks, and unpacking her clothes.

	Vesha took in the room. It was less than her rooms back in Mynadra, but everything was. Nothing compared to the Mynadra palace. It was the ancestral home of Demred’s sons for a reason.

	“If we’d had more notice, we would have had a whole new villa built for you,” Zeyna said. “I’ve always told Serapio we should. Then our parents could stay there.”

	Vesha bit her lip. She had never told them the secret of her husband then her son, but she wondered if a part of them didn’t know. Had they somehow felt that their imperial grandson was cursed? Like those dogs, had they been able to sense the cythraul’s taint? 

	Caa Iss swaggered into the room, peering down at maidservants and waggling his talons before oblivious hall boys. A footman scuttled past with an armful of linens and Caa Iss shot out a misshapen foot.

	The man tripped, scrambling to regain his balance while clinging to the pile of sheets. He apologized to the maidservants as he nearly crashed into them and scuttled away with his head down, ashamed. 

	Caa Iss stared at the man with rapt interest. He thrummed his claws on the floor as if thinking. Perhaps not even he had realized he could do that. 

	“We are truly honored to have you,” Zeyna said. “Even if it was a surprise. Will Archduke Daindreth be joining us?”

	Vesha considered that question. The sister she had known was a creature of parties and pastimes. She had always shied away from talk of court, politics, trade, or anything that hinted at unpleasantness. 

	But Vesha had known the maiden—the girl who had one too many trysts with a guardsman before she considered the consequences. Vesha had never known this woman, this countess who had lived in this strange colony for longer than they had lived in their parents’ house. 

	As much as Vesha might want someone to confide in, that person wasn’t Zeyna. Her sister couldn’t be trusted.

	“The archduke will not be joining us,” Vesha said simply. She should have added something to that. She should have said “unfortunately” or hinted that Daindreth had wanted to come. But she hadn’t the will for it. Not right now.

	“I do hope he is doing well,” Zeyna said. “He’s a man grown now, is he not?”

	“He is,” Vesha answered. Why that came out sounding so sad, she wasn’t sure. 

	“Serapio and I are planning to visit for the wedding.” Zeyna folded her hands in front of her. “The girls are so looking forward to it. What is she like? The Hylendale princess?”

	Vesha wasn’t sure if her sister was prying for information or if it was genuine curiosity. But they were exactly the questions she herself would have asked, though probably for different reasons.

	“Amira is a good match for him,” Vesha answered honestly. “Beautiful as she is cunning.”

	Zeyna’s brow furrowed at that last part, but she pressed on. “I heard that her beauty is so great that the archduke fell in love with her at first sight. That he begged her father for her hand in the place of her sister.”

	Vesha forced courtly graces to the surface and pasted on a smile best she could. “My son is smitten with her, for certain.” 

	“I’m so glad to hear it.” Zeyna smiled, one hand fluttering at her throat, as if she’d been about to cover her mouth with her fingers and then thought better of it. “When we heard the wedding might be delayed, we were a little concerned.”

	Vesha froze, mind reacting slowly to her sister’s words. Delayed. Wedding. Yes. Officially, Amira and Daindreth had gone for a visit to the countryside with Thadred as chaperone. Amira was overwhelmed by court life and needed more time to prepare. That was what Vesha had told the court. 

	Vesha wasn’t sure many had believed it, but what were the courtiers going to do? Call Vesha a liar to her face?

	She had planned to put Caa Iss in charge of Daindreth and bring him back to Mynadra to smooth things over. Let him invent some story about whatever had happened to Amira.

	But now…

	Amira and Daindreth were alive. They were together. They would no doubt be plotting with those Istovari sorceresses. Under Amira’s influence, Daindreth would no doubt try to take over the empire.

	That would be a disaster for everyone. Without the cythraul’s protection, decades of misfortune, disease, famine, and unrest would begin ravaging the land. Vesha owed it to the people of the empire not to let that happen.

	Vesha needed to get in front of them. She needed to stop Daindreth and get another bargain with the cythraul in place. That was why she was here.

	“Your Majesty?” Zeyna leaned over, daring to touch Vesha’s arm. “Are you well?”

	Vesha jumped, realizing she had fallen silent. “Yes. All is well.”

	“The wedding will still take place?” 

	“I see no reason why not,” Vesha answered. “Hylendale is a strong ally of the empire and both my son and his betrothed are eager for it.”

	“I am sure you are as well!” Zeyna said.

	“What?” Vesha let her genuine confusion show before she remembered herself.

	“Well, if your son is about to be married, he seems a bit old to have a regent. Have you discussed a date for the coronation?” 

	Vesha’s eyes narrowed. Was her sister asking because she looked forward to another party, or was she asking if Vesha would step down?

	In her original bargain, Caa Iss was supposed to be unleashed as soon as Daindreth had secured an heir. The cythraul would have ruled the empire in exchange for its protection and prosperity. For that reason, Vesha had allowed rumors that she would be resigning from regency soon. 

	But now…

	Her plan had been shattered and her preparations were coming to stab her in the back. She needed time. 

	“No date has been set for the coronation as yet,” Vesha said. “My son and his bride will be going on a tour of the empire after the wedding. We had planned to discuss arrangements after.”

	It was a lie, but feasible enough.

	“I do understand,” Zeyna answered, head bobbing as if she accepted that response. “The first months of marriage were definitely the hardest for me.”

	Annoyance flared through Vesha. She wanted to make her sister leave her alone. So, she said the one thing that was sure to do that. “Thadred is doing well.”

	Zeyna blinked. “Who?”

	“Your son.” Vesha didn’t bother to hide the venom in her words at that. 

	“My son is—”

	“Your firstborn son,” Vesha snapped. “I understand if you forgot his name. I named him, after all.”

	Zeyna shot a look to her daughter, the eldest who had followed them into the guest suite.

	“Mother?” The girl looked to Zeyna. 

	“Wait outside, Vespasia,” Zeyna said. “Go!”

	The empress studied the young girl’s confused expression. Realization struck a moment later. “You never told your other children?” Vesha said, looking straight to her niece. “I’m impressed, to be honest. Everyone in the central empire knows Thadred Myrani is your son.” Vesha looked back to her sister. “But I suppose that is one advantage of living in a backwater colony. You can leave out any gossip you want to.”

	“Vesha!” Zeyna screamed.

	The whole room stopped. 

	Vesha’s guards stared at the two women, the servants froze with boxes and trunks in their hands, and even Caa Iss looked on with piqued interest. The girl Vespasia gaped at her mother, agog that Zeyna would scream at the ruler of the known world.

	Zeyna recovered herself a moment later. “Forgive me. I think we have troubled you long enough.” She dropped into a curtsy that was stiff, formal. 

	“Yes, make her fear you,” Caa Iss growled. “As she should.”

	Tears pricked the corners of Zeyna’s eyes as familiar guilt plucked at Vesha. 

	Zeyna kept her head down as she moved toward the door, shoving her daughter out of the room with one hand.

	“Sister.” Vesha almost reached for Zeyna, then stopped herself. It was better for them both—safer—if Zeyna was away from her right now. “Will there be a family meal tonight?”

	Zeyna stopped, eyes fixed on the floor. “Yes, Your Majesty,” she said, reverting to formality. “It should be at the second bell.”

	Vesha nodded once. “I will see you then.”

	Zeyna scurried out of the room like a frightened animal, dodging the questions her daughter was already asking.

	Vesha hadn’t meant to reveal a secret of her sister’s so casually. But what had the woman expected? Especially if she had come to Mynadra for Daindreth’s wedding, Thadred would have been there at the center of the festivities.

	Thadred would have ridden in the jousts, stood at Daindreth’s side, and sat at the high table. Everyone in court knew who his mother was and there would have been no way for Zeyna to keep that secret.

	But Zeyna never had been one to think things through, especially unpleasant things. She’d hidden her pregnancy from their parents for the first five months while begging Vesha not to tell. By the time their parents found out, Zeyna was too far along for the matter to be handled discreetly. 

	It seemed that at least, had not changed.
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	Vesha waited until the servants finished unpacking before having her maids disrobe her of her traveling clothes and bring her a dressing gown. She dismissed them all, asking them to return an hour before dinner, saying she needed to rest.

	In the quiet after they had left, she went to her cosmetics box and found a pair of tiny scissors meant for trimming her nails. Pulling her hair up, she snipped off a few strands near the base of her neck, where it wouldn’t be noticed.

	Caa Iss looked on, licking his chops. 

	“You find this appealing?” Vesha sneered.

	“I find this world appealing, my dear. Anything to keep me in it, I can appreciate.”

	Vesha tossed the strands into the incense burner. The sharp stench of burning hair filled the room, mingling with the sweet incense. Vesha wasn’t sure how long it would be before her servants noticed the smell of burning hair filled any room where she was left alone.

	Perhaps they had already noticed. Not that it was the most eccentric thing she had done, but Darrigan was no longer here to help hide her arcane pursuits.

	“Say the words, Vesha dear,” Caa Iss purred.

	“I give this offering willingly and for your strength.” 

	Caa Iss leaned over the narrow stream of smoke, inhaling deeply. The tendrils swirled into his nostrils, and he closed his eyes with pleasure, like an opium addict breathing in the vapors.

	“Tell me more about this bargain you propose.” Vesha returned her scissors to the cosmetics box.

	“Well, you see, Vesha dear.” Caa Iss still breathed in the smoke, taking his time. “The best way to appease my mother after a broken deal is, in my experience, to offer her a better one.”

	“I offered her my firstborn and only child,” Vesha snapped. “What better deal is there?”
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