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As a tournament loser, Sigismund the Fighter was not seated at the high table with the king. Prince Konrad was in his usual spot, but to mark his champion status, the chair was decorated with ivy and velvet. It did not make Konrad look any less like a dull brute.

“You should congratulate the champion and wish him continued good Fate.” His mother’s tone was mild, but she was using her knife with too much force to seem calm.

Sigismund crossed his arms. “I will wish the prince the Fate he deserves for the way he kicked dirt in my eyes.”

“You will do no such thing.” His mother glanced at the empty chair at the high table. The one reserved for Ilona the Right Hand.

A dignitary from a distant kingdom known for its magic, Ilona had arrived like a quake. In a moment, unsettling all that had been before. But unlike a quake, Ilona’s destruction never seemed to end. Konrad, who had changed the most with the adviser’s arrival in the king’s council, should have looked more relaxed in her absence, but he kept looking at the door and whispering with the king. It was making Sigismund’s hair rise.

He wanted to leave. The only reason he had to be there was so the champion could look out over everyone they had defeated over the course of the tournament. Of course that was not the official reason. Officially, it was a banquet to mark the end of the season. The dining hall was rarely used, though it was made large enough for all the respected families in Kings Rest, which despite the name implying it was a hideaway, was a fortress city and the only home of the royal family.

It had once been known as the Winter Fortress but that name harkened back to the emperors of old; a time when there had been many palaces and fortresses and there were enemies at the gates. When the empire broke apart, Sylvania was born. A small and peaceful kingdom, largely forgotten by the world, they lacked a seaport to bring easy trade or large swaths of fertile farmland to make their people fat and healthy. The people wanted for much, had little, and mainly bartered for the goods they needed. And yet, every day in Kings Rest they carried on wearing furs and jewels and competing in tournaments and pretending that everything was fine. Adding to the feeling that it was a kingdom rotting from within was the recent bloom of the Empire Corpse Flower, a vile, giant flower that only emerged every couple of years and smelled like its name implied.

Seeds of the flower had been given to each of the fragments of the old empire. Sigismund had no idea if the other kingdoms still had their flowers but in Sylvania it was a point of pride to say you had smelled the Empire Corpse Flower, even if no one but the king was ever allowed to see it.

“Perhaps you should get some air.” His mother glanced at the door, and then pulled her long, pale braid over her shoulder. “And try to think of a more suitable wish for your prince.”

His father grunted in approval.

“Perhaps I shall,” Sigismund said.

He pushed back from the table and turned towards the door just as it burst open. Ilona entered, flanked by two bodyguards. She often attended events with as many guards as the king; inside the fortress they had little purpose beyond marking Ilona’s status.

In unison, they turned to the high table and bowed low. Ilona’s robes, that flowed long behind her, covered her hands and puddled around her feet. Her long, dark hair was pulled into a braid that grazed the floor. They stayed in that nearly prostrate position, waiting for the king to acknowledge them.

After a moment, and after the room had quieted, the king called out, “You are here at last.”

“Forgive me, Your Majesty.” Ilona put a fist over her heart and then stood. The bodyguards waited a beat longer and then also straightened. “We have come directly from the road.”

Though the guards and Ilona were wearing traveling robes, they were clean and pressed and looked like they had just been donned. The air seemed to shiver with the lie. Ilona took the lead as they moved forward. They passed near Sigismund.

One of the bodyguards was walking strangely, overcompensating for an injury. Ilona reached up to adjust her braid, revealing her fingers. They were tinged pink, as if she had been dying cloth or making wine, but then the red darkened, shifting to the color of old blood.

Sigismund glanced at his mother, but she did not seem to notice anything strange. He did not speak or question it; he had realized in his first encounter with the sorceress that he saw things around her that others did not.

Ilona looked back at Sigismund, and he realized that he was still standing. He dipped his head and then returned to his chair. Whatever she had been doing and whatever reason she had for lying to the king, it was no concern of his.

Ilona did not take her place next to the king but knelt in front of the table. “Your Majesty, forgive me, I must deliver terrible news. Our dragons have died.”
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Though it was the fastest boat anyone could wish for, the gold trim and personal insignia made the yacht a poor choice for a getaway. And the alcohol stores were woefully small. Filip had already drunk all of the rice wine and gin, leaving only the mead, and when that ran out he did not know what he would do.

He was sitting in the dining room, with his head in his hands, trying not to sober up, when two men of around his age approached. One was holding an unopened bottle of mead.

“Ahoy.” Filip held his hand out for the bottle and the man obliged. Filip used his teeth to pop the cork, spitting it aside, and then downed half the bottle. When he had slaked his thirst he wiped his mouth and said, “Thanks for that.”

One of them said, “Pleasure.” The other shook his head. “Filip?”

Not even his lovers addressed him so casually, which raised the question who were these men that would be so bold. One had pale hair down his back and serious, charcoal eyes. The other had short hair, which was even darker than Filip’s, and a sweet almost childlike face. They were strangers, which was a little concerning, the only people who were supposed to be on the boat were the servants and guards who had assisted in Filip’s escape.

In Cipul, anyone who did not belong to one of the Five Houses wore beige or rat grey, with the exception of wealthy visitors who were allowed shades of yellow and gold. Filip always wore the color of his mother’s house, a rich shade of fig red; his brother, Andrej, wore purple, except for in times of mourning when everyone wore white.

The two strangers in front of Filip were wearing sackcloth tunics and trousers in blues and browns, which made them foreigners, or citizens of whatever land the yacht was sailing near.

“Are you here to kidnap me?” Filip asked.

The man with serious eyes blinked. “No, we are not here to kidnap you. We just wanted to have a word with you.”

“For a moment, I was flattered,” Filip teased. “I have yet to be kidnapped. Though I would find being ransomed very troublesome just at the moment.” He laughed at his own joke and then leaned back in his chair. “Go on then, have your word.”

“What are you talking about?” Apparently, the sweet looking one only looked sweet; his voice was as pointed as a needle. “We are looking for Filip on a matter of great importance.”

Filip could not imagine what was more important than a king’s bounty and being wanted for treason, but he said, “I am he. What have you to discuss with me?”

The other stranger frowned and it was impressive enough to send a chill down the spine of a sober man, which thank all Glory was not Filip. The man said, “Your Fate.”

“Fate? Oh!” Filip sat forward. “Are you from Sylvania? I love Sylvanians. You make the best cashmere stockings, and you are all so sincere and gullible.” He set the mead bottle aside and pulled a set of dice from his pocket. “Do you want to play a game?”

“Not today.” The serious one crossed his arms. He had a black design on his hand that seemed to be in the skin though Filip had never known Sylvanians to decorate their bodies with ink ikons, a common practice in their neighboring kingdom Cleredok. “I am Yury of the Hoard Guard, and this is my apprentice Nikolai.”

Filip had never heard of any Hoard Guard, but Sylvania was a remote kingdom that apparently held its secrets close. Filip rolled the dice across his knuckles. “Charmed.”

The apprentice shifted, looking lost.

Yury cleared his throat the way Filip’s tutors had when they were trying to get him to concentrate. “Someone once told me that Fate is a wily thing; sometimes we can see the final rest at the end of the lane; sometimes all we see are the sunniest rest points, with no glimpse of the road or the destination.”

Years dealing with the Five Families kept Filip from rolling his eyes. “Poetic.”

Yury narrowed his eyes. “If you prove to be the one prophesied, then you are Fated along with one other to come with us to Sylvania to build a temple for the dragons—”

“Oh, I heard you lost your dragons.” The only dragon shifters in the world had died all at once, victims of some unknown disease. It had been of great interest to Filip’s father, who could not decide if it meant there was more magic floating in the air or if it signaled the coming death of all magic. Filip thought it was probably just sickness that had spread through a warren as it had with his rabbits the year before. “Terrible thing.”

“Yes. As I was saying, if you pass the test, you are Fated to build the temple, so that the dragons might be reborn.” Yury held up a cute little scroll.

“What is that?”

“A Fate Map. Your Fate Map, Filip. It was created by a Teller at the time of your birth.”

Tellers were supposedly Fate’s representatives. They had been highly respected in the old empire, back when Sylvania, Cipul, Cleredok, and Vanghyll had all been one. They were still venerated in Sylvania where people doggedly followed the old ways of Fate, and apparently did not find any conflict in their divine representatives demanding large tributes for their services.

“I’ll have that.” Filip held his palm out and the scroll was handed over with enough reverence to make him snort.

He set the scroll on the table and unrolled it. It smelled like smoke and something old and dangerous. Written across the top was his first given name and the moon and stars’ position at his birth. That was all correct, and easy enough to find in any record. Below that were a lot of scrawled letters that made his eyes cross but looked very important.

The coltish apprentice shuffled his feet.

Filip smiled. “How delightful and inscrutable. How do I prove I am the one that has been foretold? There could be dozens of Filips born at this exact time.”

From the pocket of his hideous trousers, Yury removed a pair of simple black gloves. He placed them on the table. “Put these on.”

Filip stuck out his lower lip. As tests went, it was a little anticlimactic. As a means to poison or entrap him, it was mildly clever. He did not know a way to envenom cloth, but that did not mean it did not exist—and if it did, he would very much like that information.

He pulled the dagger from the sash at his waist. He slid the blade into the opening of one of the gloves and held it up like a puppet. Careful not to touch the fabric, he sniffed the glove, and then wrinkled his nose in disgust; it smelled like roses and mushrooms, like hidden decay.

Death magic.

“What enchantment have you placed on these?” Filip asked.

The apprentice, Nikolai, put a hand on his hip like a put-upon child. “How did you know?”

“Then I passed the test. Marvelous.” Filip flicked the smelly glove off of his dagger; it landed like a fish in the center of the table. “When do we leave?”

“That is it?” Nikolai’s eyes were the same color as the sea and were threatening to bulge out of his head. “You are willing to come?”

Filip had no interest in detailing his anger and fear at his current situation. He was not going to offer these strangers the fact that all he wanted to do was find a place where he could be safe, if even for a little while, so he just shrugged. “It sounds like a lark.” He took a large swig of his mead and then poured some on his dagger blade. He wiped it off, hoping to rub away any magical residue, and then returned the dagger to his sash, fairly sure he would not have to kill the two in front of him anytime soon. “And life at sea has grown tedious.”

Yury nodded. “Then we can take you to our rowboat now. It will be snug, but the three of us will fit.”

Rowboat? “Is that how you came here? That sounds incommodious. And how will the others get there?” Filip stood up and stretched. “No, I think we should stay on the yacht, and then you can arrange suitable transportation for all of us at the port.”

“Who is ‘all of us’ exactly?” Yury asked.

That seemed obvious. “Well, all of my people here on the yacht, of course.”

“Your people?” Nikolai was looking almost angry now.

“Yes, I can’t just leave them. You see, they all joined me in a tiny plot and things got a bit hairy.” Filip winked and received two matching sets of wide-eyed stares. “Luckily, my father had commissioned this lovely yacht for my wedding present and it was ready to go at the dock, otherwise, who knows what would have become of us.”

Yury’s gaze darted from the monogrammed table linens, all in the perfect shade of purple that belonged to the royal house, to the portrait of Filip on the wall. It was a decent likeness, the artist had captured his roguish chin and brows quite well, though the eyes were not right, but Filip magnanimously allowed that their particular shade of green was hard to match.

“Prince Filip Evzan Artur Tonda of Cipul,” Yury said the name as if in pain.

Filip made a little mocking bow. “At your service.”

“Prince?” Nikolai had gone green around the gills. “A plot gone wrong—you tried to kill King Evzan! And you stole this boat.”

Filip’s personal guard, Zoya, had slipped into the room, her hand on her dagger. She raised her eyebrows, but Filip did not think it was necessary to kill Nikolai for his impertinence.

“Really, now, that is not fair.” Filip sunk deep into his spoiled prince guise, even affecting a studied pout. “This boat was a gift. Sort of.”

“How can you be so flippant?” Nikolai asked.

Filip tilted his head. If he had to guess, he would say that he did not have more than a year on the round-cheeked apprentice. Nikolai had a look in his eye that said he had not always known comfort, not to mention the rags he wore with ease, but the apprentice was still sheltered enough to be surprised at the practical violence of the Five Families of Court. Where had Nikolai grown up? It did not matter at the moment, not really, but Filip tucked the question away to be brought out later, if they all survived this conversation.

“I am hardly flippant,” Filip said. He gave Nikolai a wry grin. “I am a prince. The respect I give something is exactly what it deserves.”

“You are a prince wanted for treason,” Nikolai said. His gaze flapped back and forth between Filip and Yury.

Filip held up his hand and snapped his fingers to get the lad’s undivided attention. “It would be a shame if someone tried to send me back, or let my father know where to find me.”

“We have no intention of doing that.” Yury had the demeanor of a person who could be trusted to kill the right people at the right time. Filip gave him an approving nod.

“Fate or not,” Nikolai waved his hands in the air, “you cannot be thinking of letting him into the temple. I would be sharing a dormitory with an attempted murderer!”

“We can discuss sleeping arrangements later,” Filip said with a flick of his hand, because a dormitory was absolutely not going to work for him. “But as for being an attempted murderer, by my truly, I had no choice. My father was trying to marry me off to some horrible enchantress from Thimpka. When she kissed me, all I could taste was blood and death.” Filip shuddered and then finished the mead. The memory made him feel raw and he knew he was revealing too much. He forced a smirk. “But now we are here on this beautiful cruise, and I have met the two of you, and we are going to have an adventure. And it was my Fate! Ha! Not my fault at all. We will go find the captain and point this yacht in the right direction. And I will need my good cloak and boots, it must be truly cold in your mountains this time of year. Do you think we shall see snow?”
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FILIP WATCHED AS NIKOLAI and Yury helped the crew pull up the rowboat they had used. It was a tiny little vessel, with tide marks and faded paint. Filip had been raised on the water and had risked his life in all kinds of boats, but none that looked less seaworthy than that one. If he had seen it floating along his yacht he would have taken it for flotsam.

“Is this a good idea?” Lukaz was one of the youngest guards on Filip’s detail, not as well trained as the others, he had gotten the position because of his resemblance to the prince and ability to stand on a balcony and draw fire if necessary.

A good mirror guard was hard to find when you were as handsome as Filip, so Lukaz got away with more cheek than the other guards of his rank.

“Of course, Lukaz,” Filip said. His patience with being questioned was threadbare at the best of times. At that moment, he felt close to throwing the guard overboard. “Much better than trying to make it to Leoadria. Their queen is as likely to send me back to my father as give me shelter.”

Filip had spent one summer in Leoadria and he had inadvertently insulted their elderly, widow queen, so he was not sure of his welcome, but it was the only kingdom he was knowledgeable about that had not been a part of the old empire. He had never considered running away to the wildwood of Sylvania—so much the better—no one would ever look for him in a temple, studying dead dragons and lighting incense.

“And this Hoard Guard?” Lukaz snapped.

“They obviously need us. You cannot want me to leave them in a lurch when they have come all this way expressly to fetch us.”

“You,” Lukaz said. “They want you, Your Highness.”

Filip had no response to that; of course they wanted him.

Zoya came up and dismissed Lukaz with a jerk of her thumb and then took the mirror guard’s spot at Filip’s shoulder.

Her short hair was tucked behind her ears. The bruise on her cheek was almost gone, just a hint of mottled yellow remained to tell the story of the palace guard who had mercifully struck her with the hilt rather than the blade of their sword, allowing Zoya to escape with her life. Which was a great relief to Filip, Zoya was his most trusted guard. Despite her smaller stature, she had flown up the ranks based on her skills and intelligence and Filip had snapped her up.

“Lukaz seems concerned of his welcome with the Hoard Guard,” Filip said. Zoya just stared at him. “Are you worried? I think they will soon find a great need for all of you.”

“Yes, I have a feeling they will consider a load of highly trained guards indispensable as they try to survive in bandit filled mountains.”

“Not highly trained enough to stop those two from boarding my yacht in secret,” Filip said, as Nikolai moved one of the oars and dropped it onto his foot.

Zoya shifted her shoulders. “You truly think the Hoard Guard can best me?”

“That is not at all what I am saying.” Filip checked his nails. The test he had been given intrigued him. How would his ability to sense magic help them build a temple, and what did it have to do with their precious dragons? Even Sylvanians did not think they held the keys to the afterlife, so to claim they could bring the dragons back from behind the wall of death was an astounding claim. “If you let it, this could be a mutually beneficial arrangement. I suspect they have power that could help me—help us—survive our own king’s wrath.”

“Well, if you think so.”

“Pasha.” Filip did not raise his voice, but there was his valet ready to serve, with only a slight raise of their eyebrows to indicate they did not like being called in such a way. “We have a new adventure ahead of us. Please pack up my quarters and whatever remains of the alcohol.”

Pasha made a sharp bow. “With pleasure.”

“Do you note that, Zoya?” Filip asked. “They just accept and obey. Do you see how that is done?”

Zoya rolled her eyes. “They are likely planning to put another octopus in your bed.”

Filip widened his eyes at his dear valet. “That was you?”

Pasha gave him a grin that revealed deep wrinkles around their mouth. They had been in charge of Filip’s person since he left the nursery. They had kept his secrets and gathered information on the other members of the royal family. Pasha was invaluable and had earned a little leeway.

Filip shrugged. “But they at least pretend to listen to me. And that makes a difference.”

“Noted. Your Highness.” Zoya bowed low and did not rise. “Please consider my advice to not wander into the mountains with strangers.”

Filip flicked her chin, forcing her to look up at him. “No.”
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FILIP WAS INVIGORATED by his new future. His Fate.

He giggled at the ridiculous notion of a life-course set at birth—it was bad enough being born a prince—but following along with Yury’s mad faith was better than floating around waiting for the Navy to find him.

His father was not by rule a forgiving man, and with his second son he was even less so. To Filip’s mind, if escape meant a life worshiping dragons, or bringing dragons back, or pretending to be dragons—he had forgotten the particulars almost immediately—so be it. At the very least, going whitherward into a strange kingdom would mean a death to his boredom.

Not all of his people were as excited. Sylvania was landlocked, the nearest dock was in Vanghyll, and from there it would take days of travel over rough terrain to get to the temple Yury was building in the mountains. Some of his people had been injured in the escape from the palace and did not want to trek into the wilderness. Filip sent them off with the yacht and his blessings, and a warning to find a safe place as soon as possible. The yacht would be spotted by bounty hunters or pirates sooner or later.

Those who wanted to stay with him, primarily his personal staff and guards, put on pleasant facades that did not fade until they were faced with the carts and donkeys that would take them to their new home.

“I’ve never been this close to a donkey,” Zoya said with a hint of dismay.

She had spent her entire life living in Cipul, which was a collection of tiny islands laced together by bridges, where a donkey or horse would be nearly useless.

Filip went right up to the animal and gave its large ears a scratch. “A sweet baby if I ever saw one.”

Yury just shook his head. “Watch yourself, donkeys can be mean and stubborn.”

“I don’t believe it,” Filip cooed. He rubbed the donkey’s head and sensed the connection forming between them. “This one will do fine.”

A man in rough hemp trousers came forward and offered a slight bow. “Are you doing the buying?” The kingdoms that had once been the old empire shared a common tongue, but local dialects made it difficult at times. The man seemed to slow down in response to the way Filip was leaning in. “Or are you just the one who will be dealing with the beasts?”

Filip enunciated clearly as he said, “I am both.”

“I have the best animals in Vanghyll.” The man rubbed the side of his wide nose. “For a fair price.”

“Oh, I am sure it is fair.” Filip gave the man his best princely smile. “I would like to take a look at the other donkeys. And I want them all to get along. Are there any that are particular friends?”

“Of course. Allow me to show you.”

Yury held Filip back. “I do not know much about bargaining, but I have a feeling you know even less. You cannot trust him to offer you good animals.

Filip could not deny that he knew little about bargaining, but he knew animals. Since his first memory, Filip could communicate with all animals in a way that eluded others; that was something that had not been a part of the test and Filip was not sure if he wanted to share it.

“Do not fret.” Filip slipped away with a wave. “I do not trust easily.”

In the end, he chose five strong, healthy donkeys, with nice personalities, who all enjoyed each other’s company. And the price was well within what Filip could pay—and he insisted on paying. It was his people that were being carted through two kingdoms after all.

From the road, Vanghyll seemed to be nothing but tall grass and mud, and the way was not easy, even with the carts. Filip tried riding for a time, but the bouncing was intolerable and the donkeys would occasionally stop and stare as if something with large teeth was watching them. Filip sensed it too, but whatever was hiding low in the grass did not seem truly hungry, just curious, so Filip did not bother to warn the others, and instead walked between the carts, chatting and singing and trying to keep everyone in good spirits.

He spent a few miles speaking with Hedeon, one of his father’s guards who had been pivotal to the plot.

Hedeon was not originally from Cipul and still wore a tallow-colored robe to mark his status as a foreigner. He also still wore the many facial piercings common in his home kingdom of Cleredok, a choice King Evzan had encouraged because he believed it made Hedeon look intimidating. It had not been difficult for Filip to sway Hedeon to his side.

“What do you think we will find in the mountains?” Filip asked.

Hedeon shrugged his massive shoulders. “Sylvania is a rough and isolated place. Building a temple will not be easy, who knows if they even have proper tools. I cannot say what awaits us, beyond that you will not find the luxuries you are used to, Your Highness.”

Filip darted a glance at the others. “If we are unhappy, we can leave.”

Hedeon lowered his voice, “Are you sure they will let us?”

“Let us.” Filip snorted.

“Forgive me, Your Highness.” Hedeon’s eyes danced with suppressed humor.

The road curved, they entered a cluster of shrubs and jagged rocks, and they were greeted by a strangled cry. Filip’s hand went to the dagger at his waist. Out of the corner of his eye he saw that Yury had done the same. The former palace guards drew their weapons and waited for an ambush or orders. Orders from Filip. Yury might think he was in charge of this bedraggled troupe but Filip was still the prince and highest authority to his people.

He looked around. A clump of shrubs was denser than the rest. Between the branches and leaves he caught a glimpse of gold.

He summoned Yury with a jerk of his head and then pointed with his dagger. “There. Do you see something?”

Yury squinted. After a moment, he let out a relieved sigh. “It’s alright, everyone. We startled a gnu goat.”

“Are gnu goats friendly?” Filip asked, but he was already moving.

“They can be. Really, the worst they can do is trample you.” Yury called out after him, “Do not get too close. I was not joking about the trampling.”

Filip hurried behind the shrubs and found a large horned creature almost like a cow, with a long coat that was gold with tawny streaks down its back. Two fluffy calves the color of soot hid behind her legs.

The large gnu goat stared at Filip. Holding out his hand, he waited for the mama to decide what to do. He was not surprised when she came forward and nuzzled his palm. He stroked her neck, and then he was butted in the shins by the babies. Leaning down, he gave them their share of pets.

“Come meet my friends,” Filip said, and the three gnu goats followed him back to the road.

The mama went up on her hind legs and loudly introduced herself to everyone else. Filip let her know she was welcome, and then she dropped and nudged him on his shoulder with her bulbous nose.

“Good girl,” Filip said.

Yury came closer, and the calves introduced themselves with enthusiastic headbutts. He seemed almost on the verge of tears when he said, “Twins are a sign of luck.”

The mama gnu goat gave Filip a significant look. He nodded. “I’m keeping them.”

“If they follow you and want to stay on the mountain that is fine,” Yury said.

The response got Filip’s back up. He had not been asking, and he did not like being doubted, but again his escape into a land beyond his father’s reach required that he accept, at least on the surface, that Yury was in control. He smiled. “Naturally, they will follow me, they do not want to be alone.”

Nikolai dropped to one knee and a calf came up and butted his outstretched hand. A sign in the apprentice’s favor. “Hello. You are a cute little thing.” He looked at Yury and then Filip. “Can we name them?”

“Of course,” Filip said. “But we should get to know them a little first.”

The calf licked Nikolai’s face. “Ew.”

Yury chuckled. “That is his way of saying he likes you.”

Filip hoped the calf did not notice that Nikolai wiped the kiss away. Filip rubbed the calf’s head and then gestured to the mama that it was time to move. The little family followed Filip, as he knew they would. The shocked looks from the others made him smile.

The gnu goats also found it amusing and then chased Lukaz into a bush. Filip tried not to laugh but when he turned his head he caught sight of Nikolai covering his face with his hands, his shoulders shaking, and Filip was lost to a fit of giggles.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Filip woke with a small pool of drool and a head on his shoulder. Waking up with someone was not a common experience for him. When he fucked in his own bed he occasionally fell asleep cuddled up but Pasha ushered his partners out long before dawn. And if he fucked somewhere other than his own rooms, he never fell asleep after. And never in a dingy room with blankets that smelled of smoke and damp.

Grabbing a handful of silky black hair, Filip lifted the head of the person using him as a pillow. Nikolai the Apprentice.

That was when everything came back to Filip. They had stopped at a traveler’s inn called Spot the Leopard. Though the place was cruder than any place he had ever laid his head—Filip had to share a sleeping mat with Nikolai and Yury—the discomfort had not overwhelmed the novelty. But the morning brought a need for a wash and a piping hot cup of butter tea, if such things could even be obtained.

He could have rolled over and resettled under the blanket to get more sleep, and waited for Pasha to bring him something, but Filip decided that while no one was up to watch him, he would practice dressing himself. No matter that his valet was just down the hall and very willing to help, Filip needed to stop acting like a prince and start acting like an apprentice, or Yury might get a vision or a





































































[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
’_6«

“N<8 L ANE ZABEL

3A SPARK

A THINMLE (QIE IDIRVALCHOMNS AUNID) 18 ACTEIE

BOOK ONE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





