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      In retrospect, Moria should not have pulled her dagger when she was attempting to pass through the imperial city unnoticed. In truth, the pulling of the dagger was not so much a mistake as the throwing of it. Even the throwing of it wouldn’t have been as grievous if her blade had missed its target. But if Moria pulled her dagger, she would throw it, and if she threw it, she would not miss, so the problem, she reasoned, could be traced back to the man responsible for the throwing of the blade.

      Of course, there was a reasonable chance she’d have been recognized even without the incident. All the city knew that the Keeper and Seeker of Edgewood were at the palace. Northerners weren’t exceedingly rare, but when people were watching for a pale-skinned girl with red-gold hair, it was difficult to affect a sufficient disguise. And then there was the matter of Daigo…

      “I need to go into the city,” she’d told him earlier as she’d fastened her cloak.

      He’d walked to the door and waited.

      “No, I need to go by myself. Quickly. Before Ashyn gets back.”

      Daigo had planted himself in the doorway and fixed her with a baleful stare. The huge black Wildcat of the Immortals was her bond-beast, as much a part of her as her shadow. A very large, very conspicuous shadow. Luckily, unlike her sister’s hound, Daigo didn’t feel the need to stick to Moria’s side like a starving leech. He’d kept pace with her along the rooftops.

      Moria was to meet Ronan in the third market, where merchants traded among themselves and with the casteless. He’d said to meet by the perfume stall. Presumably her nose would lead the way… except the crush of people meant she could smell only the stink of overheated bodies. The din of shouted barters didn’t help. For sixteen summers, she’d lived in a village where “market day” meant four carts along an open roadway. This was enough to make her head ache.

      Taking a moment’s break, she spotted a man following a girl of no more than twelve summers. He made her think of the children of Edgewood, held hostage by the former marshal. Orphaned and terrified, children who trusted her – and she was forced to trust the emperor to save them… while he entertained dignitaries from some kingdom she’d never heard of.

      As frustration flared, Moria watched the child. A merchant’s daughter, her simple dress adorned with mismatched beads and crooked embroidery. The girl went from booth to booth, picking out the cheapest baubles and bargaining with the merchants.

      The man following her had leathery skin and the squint and rolling gait of a fisherman. Eyeing pretty young girls two castes below him and thinking them unlikely to complain, perhaps even welcoming his attention.

      Moria drew closer, her hand under her cloak, fingers wrapping around her dagger. She would let the man see that she was watching, in hopes that would frighten him off. If it did not, she would allow him to see the blade. A plan so devoid of her usual recklessness that even her sister would approve.

      Then a large woman – her arms loaded with goods – waddled into Moria’s path. Moria swung around her, and by the time she did, the fisherman was right beside the girl, whose attention was fixed on some trinket.

      As the man’s hand snaked into the folds of the girl’s dress, Moria launched her blade. Her second blade followed so fast they seemed to fly as one. The daggers pinned the man’s cloak to the stall behind him. There was a near-comic moment as he ran in place, pinned by his cloak. When he realized what bound him, he slipped free of his cloak.

      Before he could get more than two paces, a shadow landed in front of him and let out a snarl that reverberated through the square. People screamed. People fled.

      It was not, Moria mused, an inconspicuous entrance.

      Daigo pounced. The fisherman let out a scream and dropped to his knees, hands shielding his head. The wildcat plucked one dagger from the wooden stall, took it to Moria, and returned for the second.

      “He touched you?” Moria asked the girl.

      “Yes, my lady.” The girl flushed. “Inappropriately.”

      “I saw.” Moria waved to two men standing nearby. “Deal with him.”

      She turned to walk away, as if she could make such a spectacle and then slip into the crowd. It didn’t help that there was no longer a crowd to slip into, most having fled the huge wildcat. Those who remained closed in as they realized who she was.

      “My lady…”

      “Keeper of Spirits.”

      “Moria of Edgewood.”

      “A blessing, my lady?”

      Moria reached into her pocket for a handful of coppers, blessed and threw them, hoping to slide away in the scramble that followed. 

      A woman caught her cloak. “My thanks to you, Keeper. He has bothered girls before.”

      “He won’t anymore. I truly must —” She looked over her shoulder, but people pressed in, blocking her escape.

      “I heard your wildcat has a name,” a little boy said as he squeezed through. “The court Keeper’s cat has no name, but they say yours does.”

      “Daigo.”

      The boy reached out to pat the wildcat. Someone yelped a warning, but Daigo sat there, ears back, bracing himself to suffer the attention. Soon a half dozen children were patting and poking him.

      “We must go,” Moria said. Before someone tells the guards I’ve left the palace court. She was not a prisoner, but she’d been ordered to stay within its walls for her own safety.

      “Did you truly throw those daggers?” one of the girls asked.

      “Like bolts of lightning,” an old woman in the crowd said.

      “Spirit-blessed,” someone said. “My uncle saw her when she entered the city. She threw her blades at a man who insulted Marshal Kitsune’s son. He brought them here. Gavril Kitsune, returned to the city. Fortune shines on us.”

      Fortune? Oh, no. That is not what shines. It is death and destruction, and Marshal Kitsune is at the center of it. Your hero is a monster. His son no better. 

      “I – I must go.”

      “Yes, you must,” whispered a voice at her ear. Fingers wrapped around her forearm and a firm hand tugged her through the crowd. A young man held her. Seventeen summers of age. Light brown skin. Dark curls hanging in his face.

      “Ronan,” she murmured.

      “Hmm. Daigo? Help me get her out of here.”
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      Daigo cleared a path through the crowd, bumping people and growling when they didn’t move fast enough. Ronan nudged gawkers aside from the rear. Moria allowed herself to be led, well aware of the scene she’d caused and the trouble she was in. More important, she was aware of the trouble Ashyn could catch for not realizing her twin had left. If there was one thing that could melt the steel from Moria’s spine, it was the prospect of causing her sister grief.

      Only once they were out of the square did she regain her stride. Ronan took the lead, and they wound down two alleyways before finding a dark corner behind a bakery, the sweet scent of honey cakes wafting out.

      Moria asked about his young brother and sister. After four moons of exile in the Forest of the Dead, he’d been anxious to return to his orphaned siblings, left in the care of an aunt he feared would have them picking pockets for their keep. But now he answered with a quick, “They’re well,” before saying, “You don’t know the meaning of inconspicuous, do you? All I had to do was follow the commotion and there you were, in the midst of it.”

      “I have no training in stealth and disguise,” she said. “Nor any reason to learn. I’m the Keeper of Edgewood. I should walk where I wish.”

      His look said she knew full well why she couldn’t do that, but she only settled onto a crate. Daigo took a seat beside her, leaving Ronan standing.

      “How is your sister?” he asked.

      “As fine as can be expected, being held a virtual prisoner and worrying about the people of Fairview and the children of Edgewood.”

      Ronan sighed. “You have no gift for the art of conversation, Moria. All right. I take it Ashyn is well. Please tell her…” He struggled long enough for words that Moria sighed with impatience.

      “I’ll tell her you send your undying love and cannot wait to see her gentle face again.”

      From the look on Ronan’s face, you’d think she’d suggested telling Ashyn he wished her a slow and tortured death.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll tell her you asked after her and that it would be pleasant to speak with her, once she is permitted to do so.”

      “Yes, thank you. I have great regard for your sister, but she is a Seeker, and I have good reason for not…”

      Moria peered at him. “Not what?”

      “I… have great regard for your sister.”

      “Yes, yes, you said that. I didn’t come to play matchmaker. I asked you to meet me —”

      “Summoned would be a better word.” He crouched against the wall. “Is it about Gavril? I heard that he has left the city.”

      “Yes, but that is not —”

      “I wouldn’t have thought him quick to leave your side. He seemed to have appointed himself as much your loyal guard and companion as Daigo.”

      Daigo growled, as if understanding enough to not appreciate the comparison. Bond-beasts were said to be the reincarnations of great warriors, and the wildcat comprehended more than might be expected of an animal.

      “I did not come to speak of —” she began.

      “What happened?”

      She’d truly rather not speak of it, but he’d need to know if he agreed to help with her plan.

      “You’ll recall the message we bore from Fairview?” she said. “For the emperor, from those who held the children and villagers captive. It bore a seal. One that Gavril claimed not to recognize.”

      Ronan nodded.

      “It was the Kitsune seal.”

      Ronan pulled back. “Gavril must not have known —”

      “He did. It was a secondary seal used by his father. The former marshal did not perish in the Forest of the Dead. He is alive, and he is responsible for raising the shadow stalkers that destroyed Edgewood. He’s also responsible for the death worms and the thunder hawk. The rumors are correct. The Kitsune family knows sorcery. Gavril confirmed it in the Wastes. I forced him to, having caught him at it.”

      “But Gavril —”

      “— betrayed us. After Edgewood was massacred, his task was to escort Ashyn and me to the emperor with a firsthand account of his father’s power.”

      Ronan shook his head. “I cannot believe that. Gavril might be one of the least companionable people I’ve ever met, but I would want him at my side in any battle. He’s steadfast and loyal —”

      “— to his father. That’s the warrior way. Filial piety above all else. Even integrity and conscience, it seems. Now you know why he’s gone, and I would like to leave the subject alone.”

      “But —”

      “I insist. I came to speak of Fairview.”

      Ronan studied her expression and then nodded. “You don’t believe the emperor is taking the threat seriously?”

      “I have no idea if he is or is not. I only know that the children are still gone and there is no army marching from the imperial city to rescue them. Which is why I need to return.”

      “To Fairview? Did Gavril not say they would be moved elsewhere?” He paused. “Oh.”

      “Yes, oh. Given that Gavril was lying from the start, the emperor believes the children are indeed at Fairview, and I agree, which is why I’m going there.”

      His lips twitched. “To rescue them yourself?”

      “If I must. But I hold no illusion that I can swoop in and set them free like birds from a cage. I merely wish to assess the situation. Confirm that the children are there.”

      “You don’t think the emperor has already done that?”

      “He deems it too dangerous.”

      “Too dangerous for trained warriors and spies, yet you plan to do it? That’s madness, Moria. Brave and bold and utterly mad.”

      “I agree,” said a voice.

      A young man walked into their alley. Like Moria, he wore a disguise. His was more elaborate – and less obvious – than a cloak with the hood pulled up. He’d dressed in a rough tunic and trousers, with a loose jacket to hide his dual blades. On his feet he wore a peasant’s simple thonged sandals. His long, black hair was plaited and he wore the rice straw hat common to farmers, oversized to shade one’s eyes from the sun.

      Yet even with the hat shadowing his face, his disguise was as poor as her cloak and hood. It wasn’t his coloring or his features. He was empire-born – the golden skin, high cheekbones, and dark eyes that were the most common look even in this cosmopolitan city. He was well-formed and strikingly handsome. What made him stand out was something no hood or hat could hide. The face of an emperor. Or, at least, an emperor’s son.

      Ronan’s mouth dropped open in a very unattractive gape.

      Moria narrowed her eyes at the newcomer. “You followed me.”

      “I tried. I’m not very good at it, though. I left too large a gap, and I lost you. Luckily, it’s not easy to lose you for long. Just follow the sounds of chaos.”

      He grinned and tugged off his jacket. Ronan’s stare dropped to the matched dagger and sword hanging from the young man’s waist, the silver handles inlaid with flawless rubies. Then Ronan’s gaze lifted to the red-and-black tattooed bands on the young man’s forearms – the intricate dragon design of the Tatsu clan.

      “Your highness,” Ronan said, bowing so deep Moria expected him to fall over.

      The young man made a face and waved him up. “That’s for my brothers. One need not be so formal with a bastard prince.”

      Which was not exactly true. An emperor’s bastard sons were treated little different from those born to his wives. They could not ascend to the throne, and they had tattooed cuffs rather than the full sleeves of highborn warriors, but otherwise Tyrus was as much a prince as his brothers. He just didn’t like to act the part.

      Tyrus picked up a crate and plunked it down closer to Moria’s.

      “Take off that cloak before you melt,” he said. “It wasn’t disguising you.”

      “Nor is that” – she waved at his peasant outfit – “disguising you.”

      “It isn’t supposed to. It merely conveys the message that I’m attempting to pass incognito.”

      “That makes absolutely no sense.”

      Ronan cleared his throat. “Actually it does. His highness —”

      “Tyrus.”

      “Um, yes. If people see him dressed like that, they know he wishes not to be recognized, so they grant him the courtesy.”

      “I’ll teach you how to do it,” Tyrus said to her. “For the next time you sneak off, because expecting you to stay in one place is like trying to cage that wildcat of yours.” He lounged back on his crate. “So, we’re discussing the issue of Fairview.”

      “No, we are not. This is a private conversation.”

      Ronan sputtered and shot her looks of alarm. She ignored him. She’d spent enough time with Tyrus to take liberties – and to know he’d allow them, even enjoyed the informality. 

      “How can the meeting be private,” Tyrus said. “If you’re holding it in a public place?”

      “Because I don’t have a private place. Not even my suite. I was bathing yesterday and a maidservant brought in fresh towels.”

      “They’re very attentive.”

      “Which is fine. Just not while I’m bathing.”

      Tyrus grinned. “I don’t mind them.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      He turned to Ronan. “Since Moria refused to extend proper courtesies, I’ll presume you’re Ronan?”

      Ronan nodded mutely.

      “I apologize for dragging you into this, but if Moria had asked me what my father was doing, I’d have said he has sent spies to survey the situation in Fairview. He must determine an appropriate course of action since he cannot meet Alvar’s demands for their release.”

      The former marshal had demanded nothing short of the throne. As Emperor Tatsu said, Alvar Kitsune didn’t expect him even to consider such a thing. It was not a negotiation but a declaration of war.

      Tyrus continued. “If Moria had asked me, I would have happily answered her questions. But she refuses to speak of the matter.”

      “Because you shouldn’t be pulled into it,” Moria said. “Your brothers have spies watching to see if you’re paying attention to me because I’m a young woman or because I’m part of a situation that could further your position in court. The latter would suggest an interest in politics, which would suggest a lack of interest in a long life.”

      Two of the emperor’s bastard sons had already died from paying an unhealthy amount of attention to matters of court. Tyrus aspired to be a warrior – a great one. Nothing less and nothing more.

      “Yes,” Tyrus said. “But I suggested finding a place where we could speak privately. Which you refused.”

      “Because I won’t involve you.”

      “I said I wish to be involved.”

      “And I said I would not allow it.”

      They locked gazes, but she would not back down. If he wanted to give her sword lessons, she would not object to that. If he wanted to befriend her, she would not object to that. If he wanted to be more than a friend… well, that was open to consideration. Her sister deemed such matters affairs of the heart, to be approached with great care and forethought. To Moria, the heart did not enter into it. If Tyrus fancied her and she fancied him, she could use lessons in more than fighting techniques.

      There was only one role she would not allow Tyrus to play: her champion. In court, everyone wanted something from you. She would not be part of that. She enjoyed Tyrus’s company because his company was worth enjoying, not because he was a prince. She would do nothing to suggest otherwise.

      “My father has sent spies,” Tyrus said. “Two, to take separate routes, in case one is captured. He expects word from them at any moment. You may have noticed he is entertaining guests?”

      Moria said nothing.

      “I’m sure you’re fuming at the emperor for throwing lavish parties while the children of your village suffer. He does no such thing, Moria. He entertains the Sultan of Nemeth and the King of Etaria. Minor principalities near the Katakana Mountains, where the Kitsunes once ruled. Both men were close friends of Alvar Kitsune. Someone has been sheltering him since his escape from the Forest of the Dead.”

      “Your father thinks it’s one of them,” Ronan said. “That’s why they’re here. So he can decide which is guilty.”

      Tyrus nodded and watched Moria, waiting for her to ask questions. She had a hundred of them. And to protect Tyrus, she’d ask not a one.

      “He’s doing what he can,” Tyrus said. “He’s not a perfect ruler, but he is a very good one. I know you think I’m only saying that because he’s my father. But did he seem incompetent when you spoke to him? Did he seem uncaring? Did he seem to underestimate the threat?”

      She shifted on the crate.

      “I know you are frustrated,” he said. “But there is no reason for you to go to Fairview. If it would help you to speak to my father, I can arrange an audience.”

      “No.”

      “I would be discreet about it. Allow me to —”

      “No,” she said, getting to her feet. She turned to Ronan. “I’ll convey your regards to my sister. Please convey mine to your family. Thank you for meeting with me.”

      She glanced for Daigo, but he was already at her side. She walked off, stiffly, leaving the two young men behind.
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      When Tyrus did not come after her, Moria thought he was leaving her to whatever trouble would befall her for sneaking away from court. That was her ill mood speaking. It seemed he’d only stayed behind to speak to Ronan, and Moria had barely reached the market square before he fell in at her side.

      Tyrus didn’t pursue the conversation again. Instead he played city guide, pointing out landmarks and explaining the history. No dry, architectural lectures. Moria doubted he knew any. Like her, he favored tales of danger and daring and told her those – a duel fought here, a notorious bandit hideout there.

      Nearly everyone they passed seemed to recognize him. Yet there were no bows or murmurs of respect. No cries for alms or favors. They saw Tyrus and quickly looked away. Moria kept Daigo at her side and left her hood down, and no one said a word to her.

      She was certain her appearance with Tyrus would be commented on, in whispers and rumors. While the Keeper could not marry, she could take lovers. The prince would marry as his father wished, but he was not expected to eschew female company until then. The court already whispered of how much time the two spent together. Now the city would. And Moria and Tyrus would not discourage it because it meant his brothers would soon call off their spies, realizing there was no political angle here, simply a young man and young woman courting.

      When they reached the palace, Tyrus didn’t ask how she’d slipped past the guards. He went straight to her point of escape – the servants’ gate.

      “A word of advice,” he said as they approached it. “While I’d prefer you to ask me along on your next unauthorized excursion, if you do go alone, you will find it much harder to return through this gate unnoticed. In fact, I’d say it’s impossible.”

      The guards at the small gate were already moving forward. Then they saw Daigo and got a closer look at Tyrus, and they dipped their chins and gazes, welcoming the prince as he passed through.

      “They hardly need to worry about spies and assassins exiting court,” Tyrus continued after greeting the guards. “But you will not get back in without revealing yourself.”

      “So what are the other routes?”

      His lips curved. “Did I say there were any?”

      “You implied it.”

      “Perhaps. And the next time you wish to leave, you have only to tell me, and I will show you… and go with you.”

      “I’m quite safe in the city.”

      “But is the city safe when you are in it? That’s the question.” He glanced up at the sound of harsh footsteps clacking over the stone path. “I will handle this.”

      She was about to say “Handle what?” when five figures rounded a building, bearing down on them. In the lead was a stout, gray-haired man – the minister of the imperial household. Two of his stewards flanked him. All three walked quickly, their faces set in expressions so grim one would expect they were headed to a public flogging. Yet no face was as grim as the fourth. A young woman dressed in a simple but elegant silk dress, her red-gold hair flowing almost to her waist, her blue eyes so chill Moria decided that if it was a public flogging, the girl would ask to wield the strap herself.

      “I think I’m in trouble,” Moria murmured.

      Daigo grunted beside her, and when he did, the fifth figure – a huge yellow hound walking beside the girl – gave an answering growl.

      “My lady Keeper,” the minister said in his soft, steel-laced voice. “We had heard —”

      “— that she escaped into the city and was raising untold havoc in the market?” Tyrus said. “I fear it is true.”

      The minister stopped short, his sandals squeaking. He’d apparently been too intent on his target to take a closer look at the person accompanying her.

      “Prince Tyrus,” he said.

      “Yes, I’m the one causing trouble today. Or, at least, causing the trouble that caused the trouble. I wanted to show Moria the marketplace. She insisted on looking at books. I failed to see the attraction so I fear I wandered off. That is when the incident occurred. A man was harassing a young girl, and Moria stopped him.” He paused. “You may wish to have the minister of justice send someone to investigate. It seems it’s not the first time the man has done such a thing. He’ll need some sort of disciplinary action, and it may be best if the merchants aren’t allowed to administer it themselves. They were quite angry. And quite grateful to Moria.”

      “I’m sure they were.” The minister turned stiffly to Moria. “Thank you for your intervention, my lady. The people will appreciate it.”

      Moria snuck a look at her sister. Ashyn’s face was still stern, but her eyes had lost their chill. She mouthed something to Moria.

      “And I, um, apologize for causing a disturbance,” Moria said with a slow bow.

      “It was for a good cause,” Tyrus said. “As for taking the Keeper out of the court, that falls entirely on me. She was bored, and I wished to impress her.” A disarming grin. “One can’t blame me for that.” He walked to Ashyn. “I apologize for stealing your sister away, my lady.”

      Ashyn’s look said she knew full well what had happened. “No apology needed, your highness.”

      “I offer it anyway,” he said with a half bow. Then he turned to the men. “Does that clear up the matter, minister?”

      “It does.”

      “I’ll understand if you wish to report it to my father. I did act impetuously and did spirit the Keeper out against his orders.”

      “Young men are impetuous,” the minister said. “Particularly when it comes to young women. I see no reason to tell your imperial father.”

      “I will remember that. Thank you.” He turned to Ashyn. “I leave your sister in your care. Be gentle with her. We have a sparring appointment later this afternoon, and I’ll be hard enough on her then.”

      He took his leave. The minister and his stewards followed without a word to Moria.

      Once they were gone, Moria pulled a book from her cloak pocket and handed it to her sister. “I got this for you.”

      Ashyn gave her a withering look as her hound, Tova, grumbled under his breath as if to say that was a poor try, a very poor try.

      “And I saw Ronan.”

      Ashyn went still. “You saw…”

      “Ronan. That’s where I was going. To meet him, because he deserved an update, and you refused to provide one.”

      “Because we’re not supposed to leave the court. You didn’t tell him – Did you say I wouldn’t meet with him? If you —”

      “Of course not.” Moria waved for them to start back to their suite. “I told him you were busy, and it may have had something to do with that handsome courtier I saw you speaking to the other day.”

      Ashyn’s eyes flashed with outrage. “I did not speak to any —” She caught her sister’s smile. “You’re not funny, Rya. Not at all.”

      “Oh, but you are. Tell me again how you think of Ronan only as a friend. A dear, kind friend… who just happened to kiss you good-bye the last time you saw him.”

      “I should never have told you that.”

      “You’d have burst otherwise. So tell me again how you are not thinking of him, not pining for him.”

      “You make me sound like the fainting heroine in one of your ridiculous bard tales.”

      “The lovely fair maiden, bound by destiny to a life of spiritual service, pining for the dashing thief, who escaped his fate, only to be torn from her side —”

      “He hasn’t escaped his fate,” Ashyn muttered. “He’s out there, hiding like a criminal, when all he has to do is let us speak to the emperor on his behalf, and he’d be a hero.”

      “Which would make a very happy end to the story. Unless the emperor doesn’t pardon him, but throws him into the dungeons as an escaped criminal. Given the choice, I can see why Ronan’s not eager to take the chance.”

      “He would be spared. He’s being stubborn.”

      Ashyn opened the door to their quarters.

      “I suppose you don’t want to hear what he said about you?” Moria said. “What message he wished me to convey?”

      “Message?”

      Moria laughed and continued into their rooms, with Ashyn trailing after her.
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      Moria hated court life. By the second day, she’d been eyeing the gates, plotting her escape. Admittedly, her attitude had been different when they first arrived. After they’d spent nearly ten days on the road, the imperial court – with its gardens and lake and forest and hushed tranquility – had been welcome sanctuary. That had changed once they were told that the emperor wished them to stay within the court walls until this matter was resolved… and Moria learned that the word “wished” meant something entirely different when it came from an emperor.

      The court had quickly become a cage. It didn’t matter if it was nearly as big as Edgewood. In their village, they’d been allowed to venture beyond the gates. That made all the difference.

      The minister had tried to entertain them, in all the ways he expected young women would like to be entertained. He sent dressmakers and hairdressers and arranged teas and puppeteers. Moria had no interest in dresses or hair or tea or puppets. Ashyn was more inclined to enjoy them, but even she could not while the children of Edgewood were held captive. They’d spent their days in the library and the gardens, in the temple and the training grounds, and they’d listened to whispers that the Keeper and Seeker of Edgewood were very odd girls, uncultured, perhaps slow-witted, which was not surprising, given that they were Northerners.

      That afternoon, Moria sparred with Tyrus. The court Seeker – Ellyn – had tried to stop the lessons, because Moria wasn’t allowed to carry a sword until her eighteenth summer. Others seemed more concerned about Tyrus, who was learning dagger throwing from Moria in return. Warrior daggers were considered more tools than weapons. To Tyrus, though, any battlefield skill was useful.

      As for the swords, someone – she hated to name him – had told Moria that she would never be able to wield one as well as a male warrior. She was determined to prove him wrong. At first, that task had seemed more daunting than she expected. The typical warrior’s sword was a long, slightly curved, single-edged blade. But there were other types, and Tyrus had called in the imperial swordsmith to help. They had decided Moria would be best served with a side sword. It was a shorter blade, sometimes worn instead of the dagger, generally used as an auxiliary sword for close-quarter fighting. It was also used for beheading an enemy, which meant that the blade was as sharp and as strong as any other.

      That day, Moria did not practice battle decapitation, Tyrus having drawn the line at offering himself up for that. They sparred while Daigo lounged, dozing. For Moria it was a full workout, leaving her drenched in sweat and gasping for breath. Tyrus didn’t even get warm enough to remove his tunic, which was a shame, though the lack of visual distraction did help her accuracy with the blade.

      “You need to work on your stamina,” Tyrus said when they finished. “Are you running twice a day?”

      She nodded, struggling for breath. “You said twice around the court wall, but I’ve been doing it thrice. I think I need more.”

      “Three times around, thrice a day. We’re going to skip lessons for a few days and work on continuous practice bouts to build your stamina and your spirit and improve your attention. You need more of that. Much more.”

      Tyrus went on to list everything she’d done wrong. He offered no praise. Once, when Ashyn came to watch, she’d been appalled and shocked that the affable young prince could be so harsh a teacher. Ashyn had been quick to tell Moria she was doing very well. “Yes, she is,” Tyrus had said. “For an untrained girl. But she wants to do well for a warrior.” Ashyn had stayed away after that, and Moria was glad of it. Tyrus had promised to teach her as a warrior, not as a girl trying to play at being a warrior. She did not need her sister defending her from the sidelines.

      Once the lesson ended, Tyrus shed that taskmaster guise as he shed his practice tunic. Moria watched. It was a very pleasant sight. He was lean-muscled, sweat making his golden skin shimmer. He wore an amulet band intricately tied around his left biceps. It was red silk, with tasseled ends, the band embroidered with his name and sewn with a tiny protection scroll inside. An old custom, amulet bands had largely fallen out of favor, but his mother had given it to him and he wore it for her.

      Tyrus pulled on a clean shirt, caught her hand, and whispered, “Come. I’ve something to show you.”

      His dark eyes danced, and the smile on his lips promised a passionate tryst in some shadowy corner. Moria knew what that meant – they were being watched. Sure enough, two serving girls were strolling past, feigning no interest in the young prince, which was as good a sign as any that they were spies from one of his brothers.

      Despite the attention Tyrus paid her, he showed no interest in more than platonic companionship. She’d wondered at first if he preferred men, but she’d heard enough stories to know that wasn’t the case. It seemed that many foreign princesses and diplomats’ daughters received real invitations to shadowy corners.

      The disappointing truth was that Tyrus did not fancy her. Some men found Northern looks unattractive. More likely, though, given his taste for highborn ladies, it was Moria herself that didn’t ignite those fires. As a companion, she was ideal. As a bedmate, he’d likely prefer a more feminine representative of her sex. She could not blame him. One’s taste was one’s taste, and it was merely unfortunate that hers ran to handsome warriors when she was surrounded by pretty courtier boys whose gazes said they’d happily keep her from growing bored in her confinement.

      “Come?” he said, his brows arching, grin growing. He took her hand and tugged it. “I’ve someplace to show you.”

      “I bet you do,” she said. “Is it dark?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Private?”

      “Probably.”

      She laughed. “I think you’ve taken me there before.”

      “No, not this one. Come.”

      “But…” Moria motioned toward the two serving girls, now on a bench, one subtly watching.

      He leaned in and whispered loudly. “They aren’t looking. Now come. Quickly.”

      They scampered off, whispering and laughing, as the spies headed back to the palace with their report. Tyrus took her past the Chancery for Medicines, and then into the Grove of Pines. He led her through to the palace wall at the far side.

      “Can you climb?” he asked, pointing to a generously branched pine.

      She nodded.

      While she easily scaled the tree, he had a little more trouble. There were situations in which having a long blade hanging at your side was problematic. She remembered in the Wastes, when she’d broken into a run upon seeing Fairview ahead, and she’d laughed at —

      Moria banished the memory. She’d not recall any that included him. The point was that a warrior’s blade could hinder running or climbing, yet as long as a warrior remained upright, his weapons stayed at his side or in his hand. There were no other choices.

      Once up the tree, Tyrus pointed to the wall and said, “Can you jump?”

      “Into the palace yard?”

      He nodded.

      “I can but —”

      “Then follow me. Tell Daigo to wait.”

      He jumped onto the wall and then swung down. By the time she’d spoken to her wildcat, Tyrus had disappeared. She jumped to the base of the wall and looked about.

      “Over here,” he whispered, peeking from behind a building. When she caught up, he said, “Keep following. Quietly. Don’t sneak, though. There’s no reason I can’t bring you to my quarters, but I’d prefer not to take the ruse that far, for the sake of your reputation. Just follow quietly and take note of the route. You’ll want to use it again. Soon.”

      Like the court, the palace itself was a complex of buildings. The emperor’s residence was in the middle – or so she’d heard, having not been here before. His first and second wives also had homes in the compound, as did his concubines, including Tyrus’s mother. Tyrus himself lived here, like all the emperor’s children, except the daughters who’d married and left.

      When Moria once asked how many children the emperor had, Tyrus estimated fourteen – four legitimate sons, two legitimate daughters, and the rest by his official concubines, though he allowed he may have forgotten one or two. The legitimate offspring were all older than Tyrus. Two of the bastard daughters were older and married, living elsewhere. The remainder were at least three summers younger, meaning Tyrus was the only one who posed a threat, and thus garnered all his brothers’ interest.

      Given the size of the imperial family, the palace compound was not small. It may even have been larger than the court. Besides the residences, it included a number of other buildings, for guests and entertainment. Those were along the wall adjoining the court, and that’s where Tyrus led her. They stopped outside a window shuttered against the late-day heat. Inside, she caught the bustle of serving staff preparing for a meal.

      “Can you hear what they’re saying?” Tyrus whispered, leaning in so close his breath warmed her ear.

      She could pick up nothing of import. Just someone asking a steward about the menu, someone else being chastised for poorly arranging flowers. When she said as much to Tyrus, he nodded.

      “I only wanted to know if you could hear them. The window ought to be open tonight, but if there’s a sharp breeze, they’ll close it.”

      “Why would I —?”

      He waved for her to follow. When she caught up, he whispered, “You’ll need to return to the court a different way. I’ll show you.”

      He took her almost to the rear corner. One of the palace buildings came close enough to the wall that they could climb onto it. They emerged in a quiet pocket behind the armory. There was a bench there, with a small koi pond. They’d barely sat when Daigo appeared and settled silently at Moria’s feet.

      “When I was growing up, my father loved to tell me tales of dragons,” Tyrus said. “I swear he didn’t know a story that didn’t have at least one.” He rubbed his thumb over the red dragon on his forearm. “They were as important to him as our actual ancestors. One of his favorite tales was of a sand dragon. I presume I’d be wasting breath if I asked whether you know your types.”

      “Sand, snow, rock, timber. Corresponding to the four major parts of the empire – the southern desert, the frozen north, the western mountains, and the eastern forest. There are also corpse dragons, but they aren’t the same.”

      “This story is about a sand dragon, which lives alone, for very good reason.”

      “Because they guard treasure.”

      “Exactly. The problem with having treasure is that everyone wants it. No matter how far away the dragon hides, eventually men will come. Being in the desert, though, the dragon can see approaching armies from afar. So this one waited, and when the men arrived, he did not meet them with fire and death, but with kind words and hospitality. He was very pleased to see them, having been alone for so long, and if they would share his company for a time, he would happily share his fortune in return. Of course, the men suspected a trick. The first dinner they attended with hidden blades and anxious hearts, but the dragon was as pleasant a host as one could wish. The second night, some left their blades behind, but most were still mistrusting and prepared for battle. Yet the dragon was even more hospitable, the banquet bigger, the entertainment grander, and at the end, he gave them all a bag. Those who left their blades behind had received gold coins, enough to feed a family for many seasons. Those who’d brought their weapons found their bags filled with sand. They knew their host had detected their duplicity, and they were shamed. So on the third night, no one carried a blade to the banquet, and the dragon was in his best mood ever, the food and the entertainment beyond anything imaginable. At the end, he invited them into his treasure room, to take all they could carry, and once they were there, he barred the door and left them to die.”

      “As he should,” Moria said.

      Tyrus smiled and nodded. “As he should, because they came to his home with treachery in their hearts. They accepted his hospitality while plotting his demise. Now, like the men of the story, there is an invited guest on the palace grounds who came with treachery in his heart, and plots with Alvar Kitsune to bring about my father’s demise.”

      “Either the Sultan of Nemeth or the King of Etaria.”

      “My father has entertained them sumptuously for two nights. This is the third night.”

      “Meaning whoever betrayed him will die.”

      Tyrus laughed. “No, that’s where the story diverges, because it would hardly be in my father’s best interests to murder a valuable source of enemy intelligence. Each night, while the food has grown richer and the entertainments more exotic, the number of invited guests has dwindled, allowing a more intimate affair… and allowing my father more time with his guests. Tonight it will be a very small gathering, with much wine and diversion, and he will determine who is betraying him.”

      “And the dinner will take place in that room.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where I can listen in.”

      “Yes.” He moved so close their legs rubbed. “This will not help you get the children back, Moria, but it may help you see that progress is being made. We are all frustrated, but if we swoop into Fairview with an army, they will see us coming and slaughter the children and villagers. Alvar Kitsune is playing a game. A terrible and cruel game, but a game nonetheless. We cannot break the rules. We must find a way to subvert them. That’s what my father is doing.”

      She nodded.

      He leaned in further, taking her hand in his. “I can see how much this is hurting you. I just want… I want to make it stop hurting, and I know it won’t until you have some resolution, not just with the children, but with Gavril —”

      She pulled back so fast she nearly fell off the bench. “Don’t —”

      “Yes, I know.” He straightened, anger spiking his voice. “We cannot say that name. We cannot discuss what he did. But you need to speak of it, Moria. It’s like swallowing a dagger – it’s ripping you apart from the inside. You can talk to me. He was my friend, too.”

      “If that’s what you think, then you were as deluded as I. He told me you were simply someone he grew up with and trained with.”

      “Which for Gavril is as close to a ‘friend’ as one gets, as you well know.”

      “I don’t know anything about him. That is obvious.”

      “No, you do. You know what kind of man he is, and for all his faults, lack of honor is not one of them. Nor is cruelty. Whatever is happening here, it is not what it seems. The Gavril I know would never have condoned the massacre of a village. When he realized what had happened, how did he react?”

      I told him and he wouldn’t believe it. He said I was mistaken. A foolish child. Then I took him back and he saw the bodies and… 

      She sucked in a breath at the memory, the look on Gavril’s face.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “He was playing a role. He told me he was guilty. That whatever I thought he’d done, he had done. Those were his exact words.”

      “To protect you. Because…” Tyrus sighed as she rose. “All right, I’ll stop. Deep down, you want to believe he didn’t do this, which is exactly why you refuse to believe it. You will not be made a fool. Back to tonight – if you choose to listen in, wait until late. It will be a very long meal.”
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      Moria told Ashyn she was meeting Tyrus that night. Her sister didn’t question the lateness of the visit. She’d made it clear that she thought the young prince was the perfect remedy for what ailed Moria, and a nighttime meeting seemed to prove the situation was progressing as hoped.

      Before leaving, Moria had casually asked Ashyn about the king and sultan. Ashyn said both were minor players. Royalty whose land hadn’t been taken during imperial expansion primarily because of their friendships with Marshal Kitsune. In return, both paid homage to Emperor Tatsu, as did most of the border rulers. The emperor had risen to power not by lineage but because of the vital role he’d played in the empire’s expansion push. Since then, there’d been only minor skirmishes. An era of peace and prosperity. Which meant, as Moria knew Tyrus worried, that the army was ill-prepared for war.

      By the time Moria arrived at the dinner party building, they were clearing the fruit course inside, and she wondered if she was too late. But it turned out the meal was only the opening act. Then came the entertainment. Eventually the troupe of performers left, replaced by courtesans.

      There were many women in the palace, most of whom seemed to exist purely to serve the whims and pleasures of the emperor. Two wives, four concubines, and six or seven master courtesans. Moria was somewhat confused about the function of the courtesans. There were also houses of them in the city. The bards’ songs made it clear they were not prostitutes, and yet sex certainly seemed to be part of the “entertainment” they provided. When she’d asked Ashyn for a more detailed description of their function, her sister had turned bright red and stammered meaningless nonsense.

      While the palace courtesans were for the emperor’s bed, it also seemed they could be lent to guests who had not come with their wives. Rather like fresh clothing, if they forgot theirs at home. At dinner that night, the courtesans sang and played the lute and recited poetry – and flirted. Moria wondered if they were doing more than flirting, but it did not sound like it. Which was rather disappointing. How was one to learn such things, if one had no exposure to them?

      As for learning anything more critical, that was a bigger disappointment. While she did not expect the emperor to outright ask who had harbored the former marshal, she thought the subject of Alvar Kitsune would at least come up. Some offhand comment, allowing Emperor Tatsu to study the inebriated and unguarded reactions of his guests. When it did not, she had to accept that Tyrus was mistaken. Love could blind one to a father’s faults, and in Tyrus’s case, filial piety was more than a duty. Sometimes one’s father truly was one of the most important people in one’s world. She knew that as well as anyone. 

      Finally, the dinner came to a close, and the emperor invited his two guests to select a flower to brighten their quarters. That seemed a strange offer… until she realized that by “flower,” he meant “courtesan.” He chose his own companion first and left the two men still deciding. Once outside, he told his courtiers to leave him for the evening and headed to his quarters with his night’s companion.

      Moria peered along the wall, making sure the way was clear before beginning the journey to her own quarters. She made it past two buildings. Then she heard someone speaking.

      “I need you to go back to your quarters,” the man’s voice said, and she looked about, as if he were speaking to her, but the voice came from at least ten paces away.

      She peeked around the corner to see a broad-shouldered man in his fifth decade. Emperor Tatsu, who’d tugged the courtesan into a dark gap between buildings. He released her and pressed a box into her hand.

      “A gift for your trouble,” he whispered. “Go and enjoy your evening.”

      The courtesan stared at the emperor, a plaintive note in her voice as she said, “Your imperial highness. I thought…”

      “No, child. Now go —”

      “Have I offended you?” she blurted, then stumbled over herself apologizing for interrupting him.

      “You have not offended me,” he said. “I had no intention of taking anyone to my quarters tonight. I have business to attend to, and it was merely an excuse to end my dinner engagement. Take your gift and go. Quickly now.”

      The courtesan didn’t linger, but it was clear she would have preferred a night in his bed over any gift he might offer. Which piqued Moria’s curiosity. Clearly, given the number of women in the palace, the emperor was experienced in such matters. Was that the cause of the courtesan’s disappointment? That she’d miss out on a pleasurable evening? Or was it more a matter of position and favor – that by sharing his bed she’d gain status in the court? It was a fascinating subject, but not one she was likely to better understand anytime soon.

      The courtesan hurried off as best she could in platform sandals a hand’s-length tall. Voices drifted over from the dining house. One of the guests was leaving, having made his choice from the courtesans. Silk whispered, and Moria glanced down the gap to see the emperor poised at the corner, watching his guest. 

      A moment later, the King of Etaria appeared, so tightly entwined with his courtesan that it seemed they’d begun the evening’s activities without waiting for the privacy of a bedchamber. As they staggered, giggling, past where the emperor waited in the shadows, Moria realized they weren’t so much entwined by lust as by necessity. The king was too inebriated to walk alone.

      “Your highness,” Emperor Tatsu said, slipping from his dark post.

      The king stumbled and the courtesan staggered under him.

      “Allow me,” Emperor Tatsu said, sliding his arm under the man’s shoulder.

      “Your imperial highness,” the king slurred. “I appreciate the assistance, but I’m sure you have some young steward better suited —”

      “Is that a hint that I’ve grown too old to hold your weight?” the emperor said with a laugh.

      “No, of course not. I —”

      “It’s true.” Emperor Tatsu gave an easy grin that mirrored his son’s. “We do grow old, don’t we? But I’m still strong enough to support my friends. We are friends, I trust?”

      “Y-yes, of c-course, your imperial —”

      “Enough with the courtesies. You’re among friends. Now, let’s send this lovely flower off, so we may speak.”

      The king sputtered at that. He certainly could not say he’d rather spend time with a courtesan. But he was drunk enough to let his disappointment show. Emperor Tatsu only smiled and joked about old men and young girls, and sent the courtesan off with a gift. For her part, she seemed only too happy to take it, and disappeared before the king suggested she wait in his quarters. Moria could not blame her. Despite his age, Emperor Tatsu was a handsome and well-formed man. The King of Etaria… was not.

      When the girl was gone, the emperor turned to the king.

      “So, friend,” he said. “Admittedly, it is a stretch to call you friend. We have not always seen eye to eye on matters of trade and politics. But I still consider you such because I believe that the friends of my friends ought to be mine as well. Do you agree?”

      “Yes. Absolutely, your imperial —”

      “It’s Jiro. Formal titles are so tedious.”

      The king hesitated. “Jiro, then. Thank you. I have always said that I wished my little kingdom could be of more service to the empire. We have a great deal to offer.”

      “Oh, you do. You absolutely do. But when I say you are the friend of a friend, you do not ask who I mean?”

      Silence. The king’s mottled face strained with the effort of clear thought, as if he were passing a kidney stone.

      “Why Alvar, of course,” Emperor Tatsu said. “There was a time – most of my life, in fact – when no man was closer to me than Alvar Kitsune. So, tell me, how is my old friend?”

      Moria realized her mistake. A warrior must know tactics beyond the obvious. While Emperor Tatsu might not lead an army these days, the bards still sang tales of his victories as a warrior, fighting alongside the friend who would one day be his marshal. He understood the art of strategy… whatever the battlefield.

      The king blinked and blustered and then finally found his voice. “Alvar Kitsune? He’s long dead, and well he should be, for betraying your imperial —”

      The king was cut off by a whoomph, air rushing from his chest as he landed hard on the cobbled path, flat on his back. The emperor had snagged the king’s knee with his foot and yanked his leg from under him, and now the king lay there, gaping, mouth open as he heaved for breath.

      “My – my —”

      Emperor Tatsu leaned over the supine man, bending until his face was only a hand’s breadth from the king’s face.

      “You accepted my invitation, knowing you had harbored a man intent on my destruction.”

      “I —”

      “You came without hesitation. You sat at my table. You drank my wine. You ate my food. And all the while, your ally has unleashed an unspeakable evil on my empire, on his empire, massacring his own people.”

      “I —”

      “Oh, I know why you came. In hopes of gaining intelligence you can feed back to Alvar. My stewards and my maids tell me you’ve asked many questions since you arrived.”

      “Curiosity, your majesty. You are the most powerful man in the world. Naturally, I would have questions —”

      “And you received no answers. But I will. Whatever it takes to get them.”

      The king sputtered. “I am not some common courtier. I am —”

      “I know who you are. The king of a country so insignificant I wouldn’t risk the lives of ten warriors conquering it. Have no fear. I recognize your station. I will not throw you in the dungeon. You’ll stay on, as my guest, while I question you. If you escape, I will send my fastest messenger to Alvar, to be sure he knows you were here, answering my questions.”

      The king bleated some excuse, some denial, but Emperor Tatsu only turned and called, “Lysias?”

      A man appeared, seeming to materialize like a spirit. He was almost a head taller than the emperor, his clothing and skin as dark as the surrounding night, his braids swinging as he slid from the shadows. Moria flinched, momentarily imagining another face, just as stone-hardened and grim as this man’s, but younger, with green eyes instead of dark. The green eyes of a sorcerer.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, mentally spitting curses for her foolishness. Lysias was clearly from the mountains, like the Kitsunes, but resembled Gavril only in his height, coloring, and braids. He was at least ten summers older and wore the five-pointed star that marked him a member of the emperor’s private guard.

      “His highness has drunk too much,” the emperor said. “He stumbled and fell, and I fear I’m too old to carry him myself.”

      Lysias twitched his lips, as if he’d been watching and knew full well how the king had fallen – and that Emperor Tatsu could indeed carry him if he so wished. But he only dipped his chin and said, “Yes, your imperial highness.”

      “Place two guards at his door, please,” Emperor Tatsu said. “I’ve heard rumors that cause me concern for his safety. He ought to remain in his quarters until I come to visit him.”

      “Of course.”

      Lysias lifted the king and took him away without another word. Emperor Tatsu watched them go and stayed there, unmoving, his back to Moria as she hid around the corner.

      “Come out of the shadows, child,” he said.

      Moria jumped, but he could not be speaking to her. He hadn’t even glanced her way.

      “I know you’re there.” He looked straight at her hiding place. “The young Keeper, I take it?”

      Moria took a careful step backward.

      “If you run, I’ll have to send someone to fetch you,” he said. “You need to work on your spying skills, child.”

      Moria stepped into the moonlight.

      “Where’s your wildcat, Keeper? You ought not to be out alone —”

      She’d left Daigo on the other side of the wall, but as soon as the emperor said that, the wildcat slunk around the corner, as if he’d been there the whole time.

      “Moria?” a loud whisper cut through the night, followed by running footsteps. “Where have you —?”
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