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No one ever noticed Ashai. In his business, being noticed got you killed. So, he kept his black hair trimmed just below the ears, flowing freely in the style popular with Pushtani men. His nose had been broken once, but its jagged bend was not unusual among these men, who often tussled over matters of honor or family. He wore the long, tan robe of a cloth merchant, nothing more. Though he could afford them, he didn’t wear expensive perfumes, nor did he allow himself the luxury of fine jewelry. A simple leather band wrapped around his right wrist—a plain adornment for a plain man. He looked like the average Pushtani, blending in despite having only lived in Dar Tallus two years. No one here knew his true identity. Nor his plan.

They wouldn’t until he spilled blood.

The sun hung low in the eastern sky, but already, Central Square baked in its heat. Summers here oppressed a man, body and spirit, the heat baking the trash piles and sewage in the streets until the stench assailed the senses like a foul army. When it rained it merely made the heat muggy, and brought out mosquitoes as big as Ashai’s fingers and biting, yellow flies. Yes, with its squat two-story buildings, dark cobblestones, and throngs of people, Central Square acted like a frying pan, grilling up merchants, beggars, and nobles alike.

Ashai slipped through the crowd, angling and sidling at a steady pace, not slowing, despite the packed street. He passed within a finger-length of rich merchants, commoners, and soldiers smelling of sweat inside their bulky armor. The last would have gutted him had they known his true identity. But they marched past, blissfully ignorant.

It helped that he drew lightly on the tiny stream of power his God provided him, taking in its strength and portioning it out to his mind, body, and face. He saw events before the average man, as if time moved slower for Ashai, so he moved through the crowd like it stood still. His features shifted slightly with every step, making it impossible for any two people to describe him exactly the same. Even the deep brown of his eyes—the mark of a Nishi’iti—changed every other step: blue, then green, then gray. Never brown. Not here, where Nishi’itis were beaten on sight. Never brown eyes.

Nishi’s power also improved his senses, feeding him bits of conversations, detecting scents only dogs could smell, keeping him alert for any sign of danger.

He stopped outside a spice shop, breathing in the aromas of cinnamon, crushed hot pepper, and Nishi’iti Snow Spice, which made his mouth water. Ashai had grown up on Nishi’iti streets much like these, only without the heat. Or the wealth.

But he lived here now, in the capital city of Pushtan. He no longer slept under bridges or wagons, but in a small flat atop his humble fabric shop. A shop he’d paid for himself, with money he’d earned as a cloth merchant. All part of an elaborate cover story, years in the making. And that cover was so perfect; it was like it had been fated since his birth. Even his Nishi’iti name, “Azha’i,” made the transition to the Pushtani version simple.

Nishi always provided.

The crowd milled about like sheep, ringing the fountain in the center of the square. Waiting. For her.

These fools ignored their gods and worshipped a mortal woman. A woman marked to die.

Ashai studied the street entering the square from the north. Princess Makari would come from there for her weekly bout of helping the poor from the safety of her carriage, where the filthy masses couldn’t touch her. On occasion, she would step from her coach onto the broiling cobblestones and mingle with her people. Today would be one such day, if her patterns held.

He’d seen her many times, always from afar, and yet her beauty always stunned him. He almost regretted that he would kill her.

Almost.

Out of nowhere, the stench of rotting flesh hit him like a wall of refuse. He glanced to his right, following the odor. There, weaving through the crowd, was a bent, filthy man, with hair like a rag-mop and rags on his back. When his gaze met Ashai’s, his eyes flashed silver.

“Nishi strike him.” Ashai risked the Nishi’iti curse out loud to protect himself from the foul creature. Shiners were people who fell prey to back-alley magic—potions or powders or spells that gave them a contaminated kind of power that mimicked Nishi’s gift. But once the corrupted magic sunk its teeth into a victim, it never let go. Most went mad and killed themselves. Survivors were marked with the glow in their eyes for all to see. Abominations.

The first time Ashai had seen a shiner, he’d left the man’s corpse on the snow-swept side of a Nishi’iti mountain. He’d never seen one in Dar Tallus. Until now.

The shiner turned and slipped off into the crowd, probably sensing Ashai’s true power and fleeing.

Relieved, Ashai stole a furtive glance to his left. A few feet away, a boy of fourteen shifted from one foot to the other, fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. His mud-colored hair stood in all directions, hastily chopped short with a knife, and dirt smeared his face. His green eyes scanned the crowd, meeting briefly with Ashai’s before moving away.

Ashai wondered for a moment if he’d chosen the right boy. It had taken just a few copper pieces and a pinch of magic to convince the young thief that the princess’s purse made an easy target. Just a gentle nudge, a wordless suggestion, and the young man had smiled at the prospect of stealing from well-guarded royalty. Had Ashai applied a bit more magic, he could have convinced the boy to kill her or die trying. But Denari Lai did not let children do their killing.

Denari Lai, Shadow Blades, Holy Death—no matter the name, Ashai’s order did not just kill. They instilled terror, toppled nations, and destroyed power. Their legend had so grown that one Denari Lai assassin had forced a foreign king to withdraw troops from Nishi’iti territory just by leaving one of their gleaming midnight daggers on his pillow. The king still died, of course—his blood served as the wax that sealed their message.

Denari Lai were hand-chosen by their leader, the Chargh Lai, and fiercely loyal to their God, Nishi. It was his power that gave them the skills to take life in his name. He let them touch him, and in return, they would kill their own children if Nishi condemned them, so long as they spilled no innocent blood.

A commotion near the entrance to the square told Ashai the princess had kept her schedule again.

The boy had noticed, too, as he stood stock still, his emerald eyes staring at the entrance. It would have looked suspicious had every other pair of eyes not been turned that way, as well. Yes, Makari’s people loved her. They would mourn her death for weeks. Months, even.

The crowd parted as Royal Guard soldiers, in blue armor, helms gleaming in the morning sun, opened a path through the crowd. Trumpets sounded, and a cheer rose from the assembled rabble, rattling Ashai’s teeth.

Makari had forgone the usual carriage and royal gown. Instead, she rode into the square atop a white gelding. Leather armor, glistening in black and deep blue, clung to her body, covering every inch of her own pale skin with a hardened carapace. Her midnight-colored hair flowed behind her, and her sky-blue eyes shone as she surveyed the gathered crowd. At her side rode a fortress of a man, dressed in blued chain mail, a long sword swinging at his hip. Captain Marwan Bauti, Commander of the Royal Guard, had accompanied his princess this morning. An unexpected complication.

Behind her walked a dozen servants, all carrying baskets of bread. She’d never done that before.

Things had just become unpredictable. Too many variables. Ashai looked for the boy, hoping to wave him off, but the lad had disappeared into the mass of bodies.

Ashai’s gut twisted.

He looked again at the princess, and to his relief, her purse hung at her belt. He hadn’t expected it to be there while she wore armor, but she couldn’t toss coins to the poor without it.

Ashai caught sight of the boy weaving through the mass of people and followed him. If he couldn’t stop the thief, he’d have to improvise.

Makari stopped amidst the throng, her guard fanning out around her, Bauti at her side. She sat tall in the saddle, scanning the sea of people. When her eyes reached Ashai, they locked with his, and his heart stopped. He knew he should look away, but he couldn’t. Her gaze held him fast, and for that frozen moment, Makari dominated his mind and his heart, blocking out all else. Then her gaze moved on, and Ashai let out a breath, confused.

He shook himself and moved forward again until he stood just a few paces behind the thief. He felt the tension radiating from the boy as nervousness swept his thin frame. Still, his exterior remained placid, as smooth as the surface of a mountain lake. Perhaps Ashai had chosen the right boy after all.

Makari raised a single, leather-gloved hand, and her subjects fell silent. Her voice rang through the crowd.

“Citizens of Dar Tallus, I apologize for my unladylike attire, but I came directly from my sword lessons with Master Bauti, and I did not want to keep you waiting while I changed into some stuffy gown designed to impress other nobility. You’re working people. Your time is more valuable than royal vanity.”

The crowd cheered, and Ashai didn’t think any of them—at least not anyone male—objected to the form-fitting leather. While it protected everything vital and left no skin exposed, it clung to her shapely legs and accented her long, elegant neck. He’d never been this close to her before and had to look away to avoid offending his God.

He took a deep breath. There were new variables—armor, Bauti, and now bread.

He had to focus, but her beauty continued to drag his attention from the details.

“If you will have me,” Makari said, “I will walk among you now, and offer help to those in need.”

Swinging a leg over the saddle, she dismounted. Bauti joined her, moving to her left shoulder. His hand rested on the pommel of his long sword. Servants carrying baskets of bread stood behind them both.

The boy edged forward and Ashai tensed, drawing a thicker strand of magic, extending his senses further. Ashai heard the thief breathing now, felt his pulse. He smelled the bread, mingled with Makari’s sweet perfume, and the stench from the gutters behind them. He tasted the metal of the coins inside her purse.

The thief worked his way to the head of the line to receive bread, his left hand out, his right hand hanging at his side. Ashai drew within five steps.

Makari turned to receive the first loaf of bread and when she did, the boy’s left hand reached for her purse, the right flicking a small blade from his sleeve.

Time seemed to slow as Ashai closed. Three steps. The boy grasped the purse and brought the blade up.

Two steps.

Bauti saw the blade but reacted too late.

One step.

As the boy sliced the purse strings, Ashai reached him, and time returned to normal.

Ashai jumped in front of the knife, knocking the blade upward with his arm, feeling the cold metal bite through his robe and into the flesh of his forearm.

“Knife!” Bauti yelled, shoving Makari behind him.

Ashai allowed his facial features to relax and stop shifting. The thief’s green eyes opened wide just as Ashai snatched the knife from his grasp and applied a tiny trickle of magic to his mind, blanking out the boy’s memory of him.

Bauti crashed into Ashai, knocking him aside.

“No, don’t!” Ashai yelled.

But the captain thrust his sword into the boy’s chest. The thief’s green eyes opened wide, his mouth forming a circle. Then Bauti jerked his blade free, spraying blood across the cobblestones, spattering Ashai’s face. The boy crumpled to the ground, a gurgling sound escaping his lips as his blood pooled between the cobblestones.

Ashai jumped to his feet and rushed Bauti, rage sweeping through him, but the remaining guards drove him to the ground, pinning him down and taking the small knife. Then they twisted his arms behind his back and hoisted him to his feet.

“He was but a boy!” Ashai shouted, straining against the guards.

“And he tried to kill the princess!” Bauti yelled back.

Ashai opened his mouth to reply but never got the chance.

“Release that man!” Makari stormed toward them, her eyes blazing blue fire. She gripped a curved dagger in one hand. “Release him now!”

The guards released Ashai, but remained close, hands near weapons.

Makari shouldered past Bauti, her eyes falling to the wound on Ashai’s forearm. Those eyes, shining with confidence and command, turned his knees to jelly.

“You are injured,” she said, reaching for his arm, but stopping short.

“It is nothing, Highness,” he said, bowing his head.

“You saved my life, sir, at great risk to your own.”

Ashai looked at the body of the boy on the ground. He seemed small now, not threatening. Ashai reached for the boy’s body, making the guards tense. He paused, then picked up the purse and extended it to Makari.

“Charity and goodwill should not be met with thievery, Highness,” he said. “He was just a boy and probably meant you no harm. His death is ... regrettable. His family ...”

He let the sentence trail off. Blood ran down his forearm, so he channeled a silent string of magic to the wound to stem the blood.

“I doubt he has any,” Makari said. She turned to Bauti. “Captain, summon a healer to see to this man’s wound.”

Bauti balked. “Highness, we should return to the palace. There may be more—”

Ashai stared at the ground to keep from glaring at the captain. He needed to remember his mission. Emotion had no place here, but the image of the boy’s expression as Bauti ran him through had burned itself on Ashai’s mind and fueled a fire in his belly.

“Then let them show themselves,” Makari snapped, twirling the knife around her fingers and stowing it in a sheath at her belt. “I won’t let one boy stop me from helping our citizens.”

“I must insist, Highness,” the captain said, straightening.

Makari wheeled on him, hands on her hips. She opened her mouth, but Ashai interjected.

“Highness, your captain is right, I fear. Where a boy steals, men may plot worse. I must urge caution, as well. As my mentor always said: ‘Small trouble always has a bigger brother.’”

She turned her blue-fire gaze on Ashai, but he lowered his eyes and inclined his head, deflecting her heat.

Makari sighed. “Very well, but I would have the servants distribute the bread and coins on my behalf.”

“We have no one to oversee them,” Bauti said. “We can try again another time.”

Makari looked crestfallen, and Ashai jumped at the opportunity. “Highness, I am but a humble cloth merchant, but I can oversee your servants here. I promise your money and food will be handed out fairly.”

Bauti’s eyes narrowed, as if to say, “What are you up to?” Makari, however, smiled.

“That is most noble,” she said. “But you need healing.”

Ashai tore a shred of cloth off the hem of his shirt and wrapped it around the wound.

“It has stopped bleeding already, Princess. It would be an honor to serve you.”

He bowed, his fingertips touching his forehead in the Pushtani way.

“What is your name?” The question came from Bauti, cold and knife-edged.

“Yes, I would have it, too,” Makari said. “I want to reward your valor.”

“I am Ashai, Princess,” he said, holding his bow. He felt the fire of Bauti’s glare, but ignored him.

“Ashai? Ashai what? You have a family name, do you not?” Bauti’s voice had not softened. If anything, its steel was now forged with anger. Ashai made a mental note to deal with the man later.

But for now, he forced a calmer approach. “No, my lord captain. I was raised in an orphanage in the southern city of Brynn. I was taken in by a kind merchant who raised me well and taught me his business. I have no family name of my own, but should I choose one, it would be his. Larish.”

“Well then, Ashai Larish,” Makari said, cutting Bauti off, “when you have seen to this task, come to the palace. We will hold a banquet where my father will thank you personally.”

Ashai bowed again, keeping a smile from spreading across his face. “As you command, Princess. I would be honored and—”

She had remounted her gelding, turning away, the matter closed. Bauti grinned and leaned close to Ashai’s ear. “It will be a very small banquet for a very small occasion. Barely a dinner, really. Do try to dress like something other than a common merchant.”

“But my good Captain,” Ashai replied, forcing a thin smile, “Dressing above my station would be dishonorable.”

Bauti frowned at him and mounted his horse. “You’d do well to remember your station then, Larish. And do not be late. His Majesty has more important things to do than wait on a merchant.”

Yes, like planning his own funeral, Ashai thought as they rode away.
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The Watcher turned from the bakery’s second-story window as the Princess and her company galloped away, the towering Captain Bauti watchful at her side. Disappointment simmered in The Watcher’s heart at what he’d seen.

Ashai had shown promise, selecting the boy and influencing him with subtle magic. His plan to come under the Princess’s good graces was, frankly, brilliant and had worked quite well. He hadn’t heard everything that was said, but he read lips well enough to know Ashai would be in the Palace that evening. If he wanted, the King and Makari could be dead by sundown.

His subtle command of Denari Lai magic was masterful, and he moved through the crowd like a shadow. No one in the square would remember seeing him come or go, though everyone would remember him saving the Princess.

But the young assassin had made several mistakes, small things really, but mistakes, nonetheless. He’d allowed Makari’s beauty to distract him from the all-important mission, to make his heart skip a beat where it needed to be steady. He’d allowed his emotions to get in the way where the boy’s death was concerned and had almost come to blows with the captain.

That would have been an interesting fight, one that probably would have left both dead. But a dead assassin couldn’t kill a king.

And the boy’s death was regrettable, a sin for which Ashai would reckon with God and God alone. Denari Lai were sworn to kill no innocents, and while the assassin did not wield the blade that spilled the boy’s blood, he had set the events in motion that left a child dead. A child of the streets, a poor orphan whose only crime was trying to survive in the shadow of a corrupt and opulent empire.

That kind of sloppiness made The Watcher wonder if Ashai would accomplish his mission.

Still, the young assassin found a way inside the palace and would dine that evening with royalty. Barring any further mistakes, his infiltration could well be a success.

The Watcher closed the shutters, moved down the steps with the grace of a cat, and exited the back door of the spice shop, inhaling one last sweet-hot breath of Snow Spice, a reminder of home. He decided further observation would be necessary before reporting Ashai’s progress to their superiors. For now, he would continue to observe and stand by as reinforcement. That was what he’d done for all these years. A few more weeks wouldn’t make a difference.
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Pachat trudged along the rutted, dusty path, iron manacles slicing into his ankles, the brutal sun smashing down on his shoulders like a giant hammer. Ahead of him, Tryst stumbled, catching himself on the shoulder of the man beside him. He stole a furtive glance at the slave master, who marched a few paces ahead, then let out a sigh of relief that the man hadn’t seen.

Tryst exchanged a worried glance with Pachat, then resumed the march, their line moving with clinks and clanks, the air occasionally cracked open with the snap of a whip.

It had been a hard day in the mines, but then, they all were. The Pushtani Masters drove them from sunup to sundown, but stopped them early today, making them march back in the brutalizing midday sun.

Pachat almost wished they’d worked them all day. The high desert air cooled quickly after sundown, and walking back was often a treat after a long day sweating underground.

The stark, treeless foothills south of Nishi’iti broke many men, with their lack of water, summer heat, and withering winter cold. But Pachat had survived five long, hard years here, never forgetting the day the Pushtanis had ransacked his village. They had taken him hostage, along with his betrothed, though her fate had turned out better than his.

Kendshi had been taken to Dar Tallus, her Nishi’iti beauty saving her from a miner’s life that probably would have killed her. She’d always been a gentle soul, nurturing and kind, and while she had a tough side, this was not her kind of work.

So as much as he missed her, as much as his heart ached, Pachat thanked Nishi for taking his love somewhere gentler. Safer. Here, with the slavers ... he shuddered at the thought.

They rounded the base of a hill and came into sight of the slave camp. It didn’t look like much, just a cluster of tents cowering at the base of a crude, wooden fortress. Designed to keep slaves out rather than defend against another military, the walls of the fort were built from logs twelve feet high, sharpened at the top and lashed together by rope and pegs. A few Pushtani soldiers walked the battlements, and a stout keep made of logs peeked over the wall from the center of the fortress.

Nishi’itis did not get to go inside the fort, unless they were being punished. Hangings and beatings took place inside, often for the soldiers’ entertainment, but otherwise, slaves lived in tents. So defeated were the slaves that the fort never had to close its gate.

The slaves’ canvas shelters formed their own little city around the base of the wooden fortress, nestled like children against their mother’s skirts.

They did little to keep out the summer heat, even less to keep out winter’s cold. But the slavers knew that frozen slaves did no work, so they provided firewood enough to keep their workers alive.

The slaves marched through the low, outer barriers and into camp just as the sun started its descent in the west, the slave masters stopping them on the main pathway through their tents. They worked their way down the line, unlocking shackles and letting the chains drop to the ground where they stood.

Next morning, the slaves would line up again without being told. Even now, as shackles dropped to the dirt and slaves felt the weight of iron fall from their legs, they stood fast. Their eyes stared straight ahead. Their hands hung limp at their sides, and their shoulders slumped. These were beaten men, men with broken wills and severed spines.

The slave boss sauntered down the left side of their line, his belly straining the laces of his black leather armor. He patted the whip that rode his thigh, looking each man in the face, daring them to make eye contact.

No one did.

He stopped before he reached Pachat, his pig face twisting into a smile that showed his rotted teeth. He spit a wad of chew leaf into the dirt and held a folded paper above his head.

“I hold in my hand an order from Her Majesty, Princess Makari, heir to the throne of Pushtan,” the slave master bellowed, sarcasm dripping from his words like blood from fangs. “Her Majesty instructs me to deliver this letter to a slave, and to do so without delay.”

He marched to Pachat’s side and stood with his belly pressing against Pachat’s hip. Pachat fought the urge to punch the man in his turned-up nose, to make blood gush from the man’s face. To knock out one or two of his rotten teeth and blacken his beady little rat-eyes. The beating he would take would almost be worth it to see Slave Master Cargil crying like a little girl.

But then Pachat wouldn’t get his letter.

“Form a circle!” Cargil barked.

Having been through this drill before, the slaves formed a ring without hesitation. Three rings of forty men each. Perhaps ten guards, armed with clubs and cudgels and whips, mixed into the circles and for a moment Pachat thought how easy it would be to overwhelm the men and take control.

But no. There were real soldiers nearby, with swords and axes. His friends would die.

Cargil shoved the paper under Pachat’s nose.

“It’s story time, slave,” he announced. “It’s bad for slave morale if one slave receives something the others do not, so everyone will hear your lover’s letter. I’m sure most of them will imagine fucking her tonight, or maybe even as you read to them.”

Pachat forced down bile and rage, taking the letter in his hands. Kendshi’s smooth, flowing handwriting danced across the page, clean and pure. She’d been forced to write in Pushtani, but had mastered it well.

“Come on, slave!” Spit flew with Cargil’s words. “We all know your daddy was a Pushtani soldier who lowered himself to fuck your mother. So, you can read the language.”

Fuming, Pachat cleared his throat and read.

Dearest Pachat,

I hope this finds you well, and that life in the mines has not harmed you. It seems forever since I saw you, since you held my hand and led me from the village the day we were attacked.

Cargil snickered. “I’d make her hold something other than my hand.”

The slavers all laughed, but Pachat ignored them. This was Cargil’s way of being the big wolf, the dominant male. Responding would only play into his bite.

He read on, instead.

Life here is safe, if not predictable. The Princess is a fair and compassionate mistress, who treats me well. Probably better than I deserve. Overall, I’m happy here, though I miss many things about home. I miss snow in the winter, and the spice we make every fall. I miss shepherd’s lamb, cooked over an open fire, and our winter celebration most of all.

Pachat’s grip tightened on the paper. They did not celebrate winter—it was a killer far worse than Pushtanis. But during the season, they held a three-day celebration of Nishi’s providence, three holy days of prayer and feasting. Three holy days Kendshi was not allowed to celebrate or even mention for fear of punishment.

“Keep reading, slave,” Cargil said. “Some of your comrades are just starting to touch themselves.”

The princess has agreed to request your relocation to Dar Tallus, though she does not think her father will agree. King Abadas does not like Nishi’itis, especially Nishi’iti men, and every day he’s more careful about who he allows inside. Still, Princess Makari promises to try. She has a good heart, and I believe she will do as she says.

“Don’t get your hopes up, slave. You won’t be crawling into your lover’s bed anytime soon. That’s for King Abadas, should he want to dirty himself with Nishi’iti filth.”

Pachat allowed himself a brief glance at the slave master, hoping to lock eyes with him, but the man’s back was turned.

This is all I have time for, my love, but know that I think of you daily. Remember that the same sun warms both our shoulders, so we’re never really that far apart.

Love always,

Kendshi.

Cargil snatched the letter from his hands, balled it up as tight as possible, and tossed it in a nearby campfire.

“All the princess ordered me to do was to deliver it,” he smirked. “She didn’t say to let you keep it. And we all know what her father, the king, likes to do to Nishi’iti slop like you.”

He ran his finger along the whip at his belt.

This time Pachat did lock eyes with the slave master, his fists bunched at his sides. He took a step forward, toward the black-armored man, and for an instant Cargil looked like he might step back. Then Pachat realized his mistake.

A whip cracked, and fire shot up his ankle. He spun, but too late—the slave driver jerked the whip and pulled his feet out from under him. Pachat hit the hard ground, his breath exploding from his lungs and his head bouncing off the hard dirt.

He started to get up, but Cargil put a booted foot in the middle of his chest and pushed down, keeping his lungs from filling with air. Pachat’s arms and legs flailed as he fought for breath, and his vision started going dark. Grinning, Cargil lifted his foot.

“You think to challenge me, you worthless piece of shit?” Breath finally rushed back into Pachat’s lungs as Cargil kicked him in the side of the head and went on. “You know the punishment for challenging your masters.”

An instant later, they were dragging him toward the whipping pole. Pachat didn’t resist.
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The main audience hall of the Pushtani Palace was modestly grand. At least, that’s how her father had described it. The ceiling was tall, but not tall enough to seem ostentatious or intimidate visiting dignitaries. The décor was ornate, but not extreme. The floors were marble, but the walls, simple granite. Gilding was kept to a minimum, and light came from oil lamps instead of chandeliers. Here they hosted lesser houses, those who didn’t, in her father’s mind, deserve the throne room itself.

Her father sat on a wooden throne, on a slight dais, looking out upon the man and woman who had approached. Makari sat to his left, with Kendshi and Captain Bauti like statues behind them. The dark-haired Nishi’iti girl with her tilted eyes was quite the contrast to the white-topped mountain beside her.

Lord Brendar wore the most ridiculous costume Makari had ever seen. He tried to mix-and-match a blue doublet with black vest to represent her family’s colors, with purple hose and a flowing yellow cape to represent his own house. It was a shame Brendar’s wife had died, or he might have been better dressed. As it was, his sister stood with him, face pale and features pinched, her own dress, a muted combination of purple and yellow with a simple blue and black necklace to represent the Royal family.

Not that Makari liked her own dress any better. Her father had insisted she wear the yellow dress—which had been her late mother’s—with purple highlights to honor their guest. The yellow washed out her skin, making her look like she’d been dead for three days, and the purple made every vein stand out under her skin.

She tried to pay attention, acted like she was listening as the old Lord droned on about her beauty, her intellect, and how he would love and cherish her. But the fact remained, Lord Brendar had sons her age. He could no more love her than she could him, so all his words were just wind in the leaves. She found herself staring not at the man, but at the stack of boxes and chests he’d left as gifts. Offerings. Payment.

“If Her Highness recalls,” Brendar said, shifting from one foot to the other, “my estate lies in the north, in the northeast foothills to be exact. On the border with Nishi’iti. I control nearly twenty-five percent of the kingdom’s gold mines, thirty percent of their silver mines, and a good portion of precious stones as well. Such wealth will go a long way toward paying down the debt the crown has accrued.”

For the first time in an hour, he had Makari’s attention.

“Is one of your mines near Trellwin?” she asked.

Her attention seemed to catch him off guard, and he stammered for a moment. Seeing his discomfort, his sister answered for him.

“No, Princess. As my brother said, our holdings are in the northeast, directly adjacent to the Great Chasm. Thus, the crown would have direct control over crucial defensive position, which—”

“Never mind then,” Makari snapped. She’d hoped to demand Pachat’s release, but Brendar had nothing to do with those mines. “Tell me, Lord Brendar, if I were robbed in the city square by an orphan boy, how would you respond?”

This didn’t seem to fluster the Lord as much as her first question.

“I’d have his head. No one assaults royalty and lives.”

Her father put his head in his hands, while Makari stifled a grin and let her mind wander back to that day in the square, when she first met Ashai. She remembered the shock on his rugged face when Captain Bauti drove his sword through the boy’s chest, how he turned deathly white. That boy’s death had touched the cloth merchant, meaning he had something Lord Brendar did not: a heart.

And having a heart made him more of a man than almost anyone in the hall.

“Then I would find the orphanage he came from and burn it to the ground. That should be lesson enough for the thieves to never bother you again.”

“You would kill innocent children because someone they knew stole coins from me?”

Brendar’s face turned bright red. His lower lip quivered, and his sister again answered in his place.

“What my brother meant to say—”

“Let your brother explain this,” Makari snapped. “If I’m to marry someone old enough to be my father, whose only interest in me is power, who will bed me nightly until his heart gives out, I would hear from his own lips why the lives of dozens of innocent children are a just price for the actions of one.”

“Princess Makari,” Brendar said, drawing himself up and puffing his chest out, “being a woman, you may not know the importance of a strong response to aggression against the throne. One cannot allow commoners to lay even a finger on someone of your stature.”

Makari drew her dagger so fast Lord Brendar actually jumped, while his sister squeaked, looking like she might turn tail and run. Makari raised the knife over her head and drove it point first into the soft wood of the table. Her father looked up, winced, and put his head back in his hands. Behind her, Captain Bauti chuckled.

“Makari,” her father muttered, “the table was a gift from the king of Slevonia on the anniversary of my tenth year with your mother, the late Queen. Try not to scar it.” Eyes smoldering, Makari pulled the knife from the wood and returned it to the scabbard at her belt.

“Never presume that what’s between my legs has any bearing on what’s between my ears, Lord Brendar. I guarantee I know as much about forceful responses as you, or did you forget who my father is?”

Brendar bowed his head, a look of defeat flickering on his face. He had to have known his chances were small. He was just so ... old.

“Those dozens of children you would’ve killed are citizens of this realm,” she continued. “Such violence might work in your duchy, but when you’re ruling a nation, you must think of your people’s support. And killing children never wins anyone’s heart.”

Lord Brendar departed with little ceremony, his sister shuffling along behind him. As soon as they were gone, her father slapped both hands on the table, shoved his chair back, and vaulted to his feet.

“Makari, stop this childish behavior! We must find you a suitor, and Lord Brendar would have been perfect. He’s a strong leader, and he controls much of our kingdom’s wealth. You could at least have been respectful!”

Makari pushed her chair back, stood, and walked to her father. She took his face in her hands and watched his expression return to normal. The tension in his shoulders relaxed, and he took a deep breath.

Smiling, Makari folded him in a hug and kissed him on the cheek.

“Father, please trust me. I’m not going to marry someone as old as you. I am not going to marry anyone who doesn’t make me happy.”

Her father put his hands on her shoulders and stared deep into her eyes.

“But you must marry someone,” he said. “And you can’t keep angering everyone who comes to try, or suitors will stop coming.”

Makari had half a mind to be even crueler in hopes that suitors would stop coming to the palace. She was tired of being paraded like a prize horse, a fine dress, or prime cow in front of the men her father considered worthy.

Thinking of it fanned her anger, and she lost control. “If you’re going to force me to marry someone, Father, you may as well make Ashai a Lord and force me into his bed!”

The entire room gaped at her, even Bauti’s jaw hanging down. Heat crawled up her neck and into her cheeks. What in the world had made her say that?

Her father turned away, planting his hands on his hips and pacing toward the far wall. A serving girl dodged him, then dashed for the service door.

Makari kicked herself for letting her words slip. Certainly, Ashai had shown courage and humility. And he was handsome, true. But still, that would be like Kendshi marrying Lord Brendar.

The thought made her snicker, and her father wheeled on her, face purple.

“This is not funny!” His voice came out taut as he fought for control. “Marrying an up-jumped lord would weaken our position. Everyone would know his nobility was a gift, a reward for saving your life, and whatever duchy or territory we gave him would be small and insignificant. It would leave you vulnerable to the stronger houses.

“You must understand, Makari. You’re a Princess. Your duty is to this kingdom, not to yourself.”

Makari opened her mouth to confess her fib, but her father silenced her with a wave.

“We will speak no more of this. Where’s the Nishi’iti wench of yours?”

Kendshi appeared, seemingly out of nowhere.

“Yes, Majesty?”

“Take the princess to her chambers and remind her why we have classes in our society.”

The King spun on his heel, marching from the Audience Hall.

Moments later, as they shuffled down the corridor toward Makari’s chambers, Kendshi patted Makari’s shoulder.

“That was quite cruel of you, princess,” she giggled. “One might think you were trying to frustrate your father.”

Makari snickered, her hand flying to cover her mouth. Sometimes the half-Nishi’iti woman seemed to read her mind, even peering into its darkest, most hidden corners.

“Did my father actually think I’d agree to marry Brendar? I understand my responsibilities, but I’m a Princess, not a corpse.”

“A corpse would be more appropriate for—”

Shouting erupted behind them, followed by the clatter of armored men at a run. Makari and Kendshi exchanged a glance, then ran back toward the hall.

A squad of Royal Guard members, their armor gleaming blue, ran past them, toward the hall.

Bauti’s voice thundered over the rest. “Defensive perimeter! No one enters this room! And bring me Lord Brendar and his sister. Now!”

Makari and Kendshi skidded to a stop in front of the guards. Their leader, a grizzled sergeant with a scar on one cheek, raised an eyebrow, and shouted back over his shoulder.

“Captain, does that order include her highness, the Princess?”

Someone mumbled inside the hall, then Bauti appeared behind his men. He pointed at Kendshi.

“The Nishi’iti stays outside. But allow the princess to enter.”

Makari narrowed her eyes. Bauti had never singled out Kendshi before. Why now?

She nodded to Kendshi and went inside. Her father sat on the steps leading up to his throne, head in his hands, staring at a box on the marble floor between his feet. When he saw Makari, he scrambled to close the wooden lid and put his foot on the box.

“Father, I already saw the box. Now what’s in it?”

“Makari, some matters are best handled by—”

She stomped and used her eyes like daggers to his throat. “If you say ‘men,’ I swear I’ll scream.”

“... your father. I was going to say your father. Me. Children shouldn’t see some things.”

She moved to his side and put a hand on his shoulder, the midnight blue velvet of his doublet smooth and warm.

“I’m hardly a child any longer, father. Aren’t you trying to marry me off to men with a foot in the tomb?”

That brought a chuckle, albeit a weak one. With a deep sigh, her father, King Abadas I, reached down and opened the plain, wooden box.

She gasped, and her heart stopped for a beat.

Inside the box, on a blood-red cushion, sat a curved dagger, its blade impossibly black and etched with strange markings, with the darkest granite she’d ever seen as a handle. It was a simple weapon, plain but effective. Efficient, even, as the pommel formed a second, smaller blade. She recognized it immediately: the Denari Lai had left their warning.

Her father would die.
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Makari apologized to Ashai for the blandness of the palace’s smaller dining hall, but inside he cringed at its opulence. Plush rugs warmed the gleaming marble floor, and the high, vaulted ceiling bounced voices in near-endless echoes. Crystal chandeliers lit the room, their light reflecting off gold, silver, and brass. Even the small, cherry wood table, with its ornate carvings and high-backed chairs, sang of royal riches.

Wealth offended God, and this room reeked of it.

Ashai admired the knife he’d just used to slice off a bit of lamb. The edge shone keen. It was razor sharp. He could do it now, kill both his targets before the guards could react. Child’s play.

The fools. It was just two hours from the dagger’s delivery—no doubt the work of a second Denari Lai—and Bauti had so tightened security that it was squeezing life from palace residents. To enter this meeting, Ashai felt like he’d been violated rather than searched.

And yet they left all he needed to kill his targets sitting in front of him.

He sighed. Fools.

To his right sat King Abadas Damar, pouring wine into a silver goblet, his snowy beard splayed across the vast expanse of his belly. His red velvet jacket looked ready to burst at the buttons. The king’s expression reminded Ashai of curdled milk, as if he’d been left too long in the sun.

To the left, Makari regarded her father with summer-sky eyes shrouded in worry. She wore a ludicrous teal dress with a collar of yellow lace and ruffled sleeves that made her shoulders look twice as wide as Ashai’s. But the hideous dress couldn’t hide her beauty any more than the night could hide the beauty of the stars.

Ashai set the knife on the table. He’d only been among them an hour, and these people remained guarded. He would wait until they trusted him with all their hearts, then he would cut those hearts from their chests and raise them high to strike fear in every Pushtani.

“Your Majesty,” he said. “The lamb is magnificent, but you must have more pressing matters than dining with a simple merchant.”

“Simple merchant,” the king repeated. His gaze seemed distant, as if he were really quite far away. “Captain Bauti, is this man a simple merchant?”

Bauti lurked near the back of the room, his gaze never leaving Ashai. Ashai avoided eye contact with him, but rage still burned in his heart. Captain Bauti, killer of children, would burn for eternity before Ashai was done in Dar Tallus.

“Indeed not, Majesty. He displayed incredible heroism ... for one of baseborn roots.”

Sarcasm dripped from his lips like wine from the king’s. Makari shot him an icy glare.

“Father, we should raise Ashai to lord,” she said, smiling for the first time in an hour. “Grant him lands and a title. Then an orphan from Brynn can spread word of your good grace and smash our enemies’ lies about you.”

Abadas considered that, dipping a hand-sized piece of bread in his wine, and mashing it into his mouth. Crumbs clung to his beard and tumbled to his belly.

“Hmmm, well, we do have Laramor,” he said. “Lord Penter—half-breed upstart—defaulted on his taxes, so I relieved him of his lands and titles. And his head.” He burst into laughter, sending bread and wine everywhere.

“Your Grace,” Bauti said, “Laramor is on the Nishi’iti border. That lord would face constant attacks by Nishi’iti savages, and even now the slaves are restless. He would need a strong military background and unquestionable loyalty to handle Laramor.”

“Never should have trusted that half-Nishi’iti dog.” Abadas studied Ashai’s face. “You do look like there’s some Nishi’iti in you.”

Ashai shifted in his chair, his hand inching closer to the knife.

Abadas stared at him a moment longer, then shook his head.

“You looked like you might wet yourself,” he grumbled. “Makari, I think your dear hero may need to use the privy.”

“Father, you’re awful!” Makari said, eyes wide. “Master Ashai is a guest. You shouldn’t scare him.”

Bauti grinned, smug against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest.

“I wasn’t frightened,” Ashai said in his softest voice.

All laughter ceased.

“You looked afraid,” Bauti said. “You smelled afraid.”

“Lord Captain, even on Tailor’s Row, we know of His Majesty’s great love of jest and even greater hospitality. He would never harm a guest in his palace. I think perhaps you smelled your own tunic. I don’t think it’s been cleaned in some time.”

Bauti’s face turned purple, and he puffed his chest out, taking a step toward the table. Abadas’s chuckle stopped him short.

“Ah, Bauti, you should stick to crossing blades, not tongues or wits.”

Bauti bowed. “Gladly, Sire.” The embers in his eyes told Ashai they might very well cross blades someday. Unfortunate for the captain.

“That still leaves the issue of your reward, Master Ashai,” Abadas said. “I won’t have it said that Abadas Damar doesn’t reward his friends or crush his enemies. But how?”

His gaze went distant again.

“Perhaps we should sleep on it, father,” Makari suggested. “We may come upon suitable rewards in our dreams.”

“Yes,” the king said. “Yes, good idea. I shall answer in the morning, merchant.”

Ashai inclined his head. “Truly, Majesty, your gratitude is all the reward I need.”

“I will escort him back to town,” Bauti said, stepping a bit too close for Ashai’s comfort. Despite his graying hair, the captain made an imposing figure, just as a mountain imposed, despite the snow on its peak.

“No one leaves the palace tonight,” Makari said standing and putting her hand on Ashai’s shoulder. Her touch caused a tingle that made him squirm. “Father’s orders. We should put Ashai in the guest chambers tonight.”

“Done,” the king said.

“But highness,” Bauti interjected. “What of the threat?”

Abadas considered only a moment. “Put two guards outside his door. If he even peeks out, kill him. Merchant, do not test my gratefulness!”

“Of course not, Majesty.”

“I will show him to the chambers,” Makari said, offering her arm. “Captain Bauti, you may accompany us if it will make you stop scowling at me.”

Bauti’s face had just regained its normal color, but now it flushed plum again.

Ashai linked arms with Makari and let her lead him from the dining room, grinning at Bauti as he passed.
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Marwan Bauti stalked the corridor like a thundercloud stalking a valley, glowering at everyone who passed, making servants, soldiers, and even some minor lords duck out of his way. He could feel his neck muscles bunching, even as his fists clenched. How dare that common merchant treat him with such arrogance? And Makari was smitten with him! A man she barely knew, an arrogant commoner with no noble blood.

How could the Princess not listen to her trusted, longtime protector? Yes, Ashai was handsome, that much was certain. But something was off about him and left a gaping pit in the bottom of Bauti’s stomach.

He had been by Makari’s side since the day she was born. How could she choose a merchant over him?

Still steaming, Bauti turned the corner into an empty hallway and paused. He glanced around, furtive, and made sure he was alone. Then he twisted a sconce a few degrees to the right until a portion of the wall slid backward. A great sucking sound drew air from the corridor, as if life were rushing into a crypt, and Bauti pressed on the slab of marble until it was open enough for him to step inside. Then he slid the panel back into place before anyone could see.

Few people knew about the passages, but Bauti had been in the palace for decades and knew many things most people did not. They’d been built to allow the original Pushtani royal families to come and go without being seen, to add security to their then-tenuous hold on power. They’d seen assassins everywhere then, behind curtains and in shadows and lurking corners, and the passages allowed kings and princes to move without exposing themselves to danger.

Now, though, even the King and Makari did not know of the passages. Only Bauti and one other man.

The man he was going to see.

He had to feel his way along the cool, granite walls, for the torches on the walls were cold. But he knew the way, and a few minutes later, he stood in front of a wooden panel, raising his fist to knock.

To his surprise, the door slid open and there, holding a lit oil lamp, stood Samaran Tan. Pushtan’s chief spy didn’t look at all like a spy. He was a thick man, with a belly like an ale keg, and shoulders that slouched as if the weight of the world rested there. His blue eyes stared out from under a cliff of a forehead, and his mouth was touched with femininity, a flower bud or a bow in the middle of his face.

“So good to see you, Captain,” he said, pulling the door closed behind him. “I would invite you in, but I’m currently entertaining company and would not want our meeting to be overheard.”

Tan had eyes and ears—noses, fingers, and tongues even—in every crack and corner of the place. If it happened in the Palace, Samaran Tan would know.

“Thank you for seeing me, Lord Tan.” Bauti masked the distaste in his voice. He had little like for spies, with their sneaking and lying, but he recognized their usefulness. “Have you discovered the identity of our Denari Lai?”

Tan ran his meaty fingers through his thinning, mud-colored hair. “Good Captain, you know I would come to you right away if I had such information. What is it you really want to see me about?”

Bauti hated feeling like a man saw inside his head, read him like a scroll or a book, but that was how Tan operated. Knowing people was his business.

“I’m sure you’ve heard we have a new hero in the palace?”

Tan giggled, a child’s laugh coming from a near-giant.

“Master Ashai, yes? Quite the brave man, I understand. But since you’re here, you must believe him a threat to your dear Makari.”

Bauti looked at the floor and shifted his stance.

“My instincts are screaming at me. I don’t trust him. I could use any information your people can find. Strictly to ensure the royal family is safe, of course.”

Samaran Tan raised his eyebrows. “Of course, for their safety. But I’m afraid my assets are quite busy. Trying to find a Denari Lai is difficult enough without getting involved in this ... affair. You have your own sources, do you not?”

Bauti fought the instinct to strangle the man.

“I will utilize my sources, too, but the safety of the King requires both of our efforts.”

“As I said, Captain, my assets are too busy to be involved in—”

Bauti drew his sword so fast Tan jumped back, bumping his head on the wooden door. His hands came up in front of his chest, sausage-like fingers spread wide.

“This is a matter of Royal Security!” Bauti growled. “I’d hate to think you don’t care about the King’s safety. Don’t you find the timing of this man’s arrival somewhat suspect?”

Tan’s lips pursed, and he made a clucking sound, like a mother scolding a child, while his wide forehead scrunched down.

“So, you suspect Master Ashai could be our assassin?”

Bauti shrugged, sheathing his sword. “He moved very quickly to stop that boy in the square. Too quickly.”

Tan considered a moment, then
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