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Taara touched her hand to the goddess’s and closed her eyes. It seemed that this Mother was the only one from whom she would receive blessings today. Taara touched her fingertips to her forehead, then her heart, before turning her back on the shrine and leaving to face the day ahead.

And so it was that only the pigeons fluttering in and out of the alcove were there to see the lotus etched into the goddess’s palm begin to glow. Only they were there to watch her stone eyes open.
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For my daughter, Jasmine

And for everyone who burns brightly, loves fiercely,

and fights like a girl
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CHAPTER 1
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TAARA

A swirling mist. The chime of anklets in the long grass. A voice in the wind.

Stay with me, my queen, my love.

Stay…

The new queen of Abhaya sat up in her bed as the remnants of the dream faded from her mind, although the sadness that always came with it lingered in her body like a stone wedged between her ribs. It was a mystery to her—a dream of a place she had not been, a voice she did not know, a longing she could not name. The same dream had come to her many times over the years since she was a girl, but in the week since she had been crowned, it had come every night, its colors more vivid, its feelings ever more real. Who are you? she silently asked of the voice in her head, but heard only the gentle coo of the pigeons that nested in the palace alcoves in reply.

Then there was a clucking of a different sort as the silk curtains drawn loosely around her bed were pulled open, and Taara looked up into a stern face as familiar to her as her own reflection. “Ut! Get up! So much to do before our guests arrive, and the queen thinks she can sleep all day, is it?” The older woman continued to fuss and grumble as she tied the bed curtains together, shooed away a bird that had wandered inside, and sipped from a cup of tea, just as she had every morning for twenty years—the warm, sweet tea the only thing Taara would drink after being weaned from her mother’s breast. When she was satisfied the tea posed no threat, she held the cup out, but instead of taking it, Taara fell back into her pillows, gazing at the canopy above her.

“Can’t you make some excuse?” she asked, already knowing the answer. “Tell them I’m unwell or that I’m lame or that I’m cursed. Dooseri-Ma, please, tell them anything. I’m not ready.”

Bala’s lined face softened at the words. She had been Dooseri-Ma—second mother—to the princess Taaratajini for two decades, and to her mother, Queen Suvarnatara, beloved ruler of Abhaya, the southernmost gem in the Samjayan Empire, for the two decades before that. Taara had been the subject of comparisons to her mother all her life, and Bala often spoke with pride and exasperation in equal measure about the ways the two were alike—both strong-willed, quick-tempered, and independent of spirit. Of course, Taara also knew her Dooseri-Ma’s fears for her, overheard in quiet exchanges never meant for her ears. Suvarnatara had captured the heart of a prince who respected the matrilineal lines of power from which Abhaya drew its strength, a man who had loved her for who she was. What if…Taara had heard it whispered—between her parents or between Bala and the women of her mother’s chamber, in hushed voices, concern etched on their faces when the question of Taara’s marriage prospects arose—what if here, the princess’s path was destined to diverge from her mother’s?

With her right hand, Bala waved a quick circle around Taara’s head, as if tracing a crown that was not there, then brought her palm to the folds of the cotton sari draped across her chest: a gesture that both summoned the blessing of Goddess Yusara and warded off the evils Taara so blithely suggested. “It’s in Her hands,” Bala said, holding out the cup again. “And Abhaya is in yours.”

Taara reluctantly sat up and accepted the tea that was offered. Bala stroked her hair as she drank, her fingers combing through to the ends that now curled just below the girl’s ears. A week before, Taara’s hair had fallen past her waist in thick, shining curls that Bala had spent countless hours washing, combing, and trying to tame. Then, as tradition demanded, on the night before her crowning, the princess had cut off her hair and made an offering of it in the Temple of Yusara, burning it in the sacred fire so it could not be used to cast spells against her. A sacrifice of beauty for power. When she had appeared before her people, it had been without veils or flowers or other adornments. There was only the princess Taaratajini, named for a falling star, holding her shorn head high and wearing the simple gold crown that had made her into a queen.

But the crown does not make the queen. Bala had told her so often enough. No one had yet told her what would, but something in Taara already knew. It was days like today that would bring her closer to who she must become. It was her wedding day. The next step in her journey as Abhaya’s queen. The right step. The only step there was to take.

Bala took the empty cup from Taara’s hands and said, “When you are dressed, your mother wishes to see you.” Taara looked at her with raised eyebrows. Locked away in one of the Red Palace’s many spiraling towers, guarded from prying eyes and wagging tongues, with only a view of the sea and her crumbling mind for company, Queen Suvarnatara had not spoken a coherent word in more than a month. Bala shrugged, as if to say, If you want to know, ask her yourself, before she turned and left Taara alone with her goddess and her thoughts.

I could lock myself in this room and never come out, Taara thought as she stood and stretched, standing before the ornate shrine to the goddess that spanned one wall of the chamber. The goddess was carved in sandstone four times over, depicted in each of her four incarnations as the Mother, the Lover, the Warrior, and the Sage. Each statue had a place of honor, elevated on its own gold platform, garlanded with fresh flowers, and surrounded by colorful diyas that burned with fragrant oil. I could get on a horse and ride far away from here. I could flee, I could hide, I could die. If the goddess was sympathetic to Taara’s thoughts, she made no sign. And as the rumble of the growing crowd outside the palace gates reminded her, Taara knew there was only one thing she could do.

She opened her door and made her way through the interconnected rooms of the women’s quarters, following the sound of laughter and squabbling and song, until she came upon her serving girls, already up and waiting for their queen. Excitement for the wedding feast and festivities ahead made their spirits high, and Taara had to force herself to smile, to let herself be embraced and teased and fussed over as any bride might be. After all, what greater hope could a woman have than a fine husband? What greater joy for a queen than to find her king?

Taara had agreed to the marriage to the prince of neighboring Nandapore, as all her mother’s advisors had assured her it was what was best for Abhaya, and Taara’s very existence was molded around service to the city that she would one day rule—one of the seven kingdoms that made up the Samjayan Empire. She had always thought of her inevitable marriage to some prince within the empire as a vague future necessity, a natural progression in her path toward becoming queen. But now that it was upon her, Taara felt instead, for the first time, like swerving from the path altogether and running in the opposite direction.

The girls of her chamber were girls she knew well, or as well as a woman could know those who served at her command. She knew their gentle hands, their small happinesses and heartbreaks tied to the world beyond the Red Palace walls. That was not a world to which Taara belonged. Her place was here, where she was safe, where she was loved. And today, her girls truly showered her with doting affection steeped in anticipation for the arrival of the handsome prince of a husband she had yet to meet. They fed her rice cooked in coconut milk, handfuls of milky sweets, and ripe morsels of mango and apricot. They mixed in a clay pot a paste of turmeric and lemon juice and applied it generously to Taara’s arms, neck, and face. Although like her mother in stature—tall and lean—she had inherited her father’s complexion. Had she been a princess of the Tiger Islands, she might have been considered a beauty for the rich dark brown of her skin, but in the empire proper, a face resembling the full moon was considered the height of beauty. And so, Taara submitted to the lightening mixture they insisted on painting her with every other day, even though it was plain to see it had little effect.

Afterward, they scrubbed her clean, and then she sat squirming under their fast-moving bits of thread that stripped the hair from her body with the precision of tiny blades. They scented her skin with jasmine oil, then began arguing among themselves about how she should be dressed, which of her many jewels, passed down through generations of queens, she should wear. Delicate strings of diamonds mined from the Minadori Mountains, emeralds the size of a robin’s egg, pearls that fell in enough layers to cover a body like opalescent cloth, heaps of gleaming gold studded with precious gems—the choices were stunning, and for Taara, they were a stark reminder of the legacy of matrilineal power in which she now took her place. Her marriage had been arranged in such haste, there hadn’t been time to have new bridal attire made, and with her mother unwell it had seemed a frivolous expense. Instead, Taara watched as what seemed like every piece of clothing and jewelry every queen of Abhaya had ever owned was paraded in front of her, and for a brief time, she let herself be buoyed by the beauty of it all, the history of Abhaya’s great queens spread out before her, waiting for her to create herself in their image.

When at last the girls were satisfied and set her before the looking glass, Taara hardly recognized the woman she saw. There was barely any woman to see underneath all the finery. The golden crown of Abhaya was all but lost beneath the richly embroidered crimson veil that covered her head, then swept across her tightly fitted blouse and fastened to her heavy multilayered skirt, shimmering with gold thread and intricate patterns of beads and mirrors. Taara’s thin lips were painted with vermilion to make them darker and fuller; her eyes lined with kohl, making them sharper and wider in her narrow face. She was bedecked with too many jewels to count: From her forehead, to her ears, nose, neck, and wrists, she glittered and gleamed from every angle, a vision of regal elegance come to life.

“You’re so lovely! Brighter than the moon! Just perfect!” the girls chorused. They heard the drums approaching and the roar of the crowd rising, and they flocked to the screened alcoves to witness the spectacle of a king’s arrival.

Bala arrived with a pair of slippers in gold silk, woven through with tiny gems that sparkled in the sunlight. She knelt at Taara’s feet and gently fitted each shoe to a smooth, perfumed foot. She looked up at Taara and offered a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Well, don’t keep them waiting,” she said. “Go, child. You’re ready.”

I’m not ready, Taara thought, a girl of twenty whose stomach churned with doubt and dread. But it was Queen Taaratajini who spoke, her voice even, her face serene, as she said, “Open the gates. And tell my betrothed he is most welcome in Abhaya.”

The girls dispersed and Bala rose, offering Taara her hands. Taara took them and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet, the strange weight of her finery setting her off-balance. “To the tower first,” Bala reminded her.

“She won’t speak to me,” Taara said, a note of bitterness creeping into her tone.

“It’s every bride’s right to seek blessings from her mother on her wedding day,” Bala replied. “So, she will. She must.” Bala paused, then asked, “Do you wish me to come with you?”

Taara shook her head. “No, Dooseri-Ma,” she said. “Go, see to our guests.” With a hand touched lightly to Taara’s cheek, Bala took her leave, and Taara reluctantly made her way up the winding stairs to the room at the top of the east tower where her mother was slowly going mad.

All Taara’s life, she had lived in awe of her mother, the great Queen Suvarnatara, fearless and beloved by all. The strongest woman Taara knew. But in the weeks leading up to Taara’s twentieth birthday, something had changed. Her mother’s wits—always sharp—seemed to dull overnight. She began to forget things she had known all her life, to talk to shadows on the wall, to wander the palace halls in the middle of the night cackling or wailing or staring into empty spaces, seeing things that were not there. The People’s Queen, who held court daily, suddenly disappeared from public life. The people couldn’t know, couldn’t be allowed to think less of their queen, to doubt her favor with the goddess. So, Taara, Bala, Zamu-ji—they all lied. The official story, as Taara’s uncle offered it, was that while walking in the palace lemon grove, Queen Suvarnatara had been bitten by a snake and its poison had left her paralyzed. The best physicians from across the Samjayan Empire were tending to her, and it was expected that by the grace of the goddess, the queen would make a full recovery—although there was no telling how much time the goddess might require to see her healing done.

The room Taara entered was small, with a single barred window, a bed, and a cloying scent of henna paste heavy in the air. As usual, the space was scattered with clothes, books, half-eaten food, half-painted pictures. The walls were covered in strange scribbles, like words in a language that didn’t exist. From one corner of the room, a sandstone statue of the goddess in her incarnation as the Sage overlooked the scene with unseeing eyes. And wedged behind the shrine, in a pool of silk and shadows, Queen Suvarnatara rocked back and forth, humming to herself, her eyes as vacant as the stone goddess’s.

“Mother?” Taara crouched, careful of her finery, peering around the goddess’s outstretched orb. “My betrothed has arrived. The prince of Nandapore. Do you remember?” If the queen heard her daughter’s words, she made no sign. Taara tried again. “Mother, I am to be married to him today. It’s my wedding day. Zamu-ji said it’s what you would have wanted for me, what’s best for Abhaya. Is that true?” Against her will, Taara heard the pitch of her voice rising, felt the tightening of her throat as she held back tears. The emperor had indeed sent his best physicians to attend the queen, but so far, none could offer any remedy for what ailed her, and they had left Taara with little hope that she would ever see her mother returned to her true self again. Now Zamu-ji kept the queen, his sister, under lock and key—for her own protection, he insisted—but with every passing day, Taara felt her mother more a prisoner than a patient. Taara visited her mother almost every afternoon, but no matter how much she pleaded, threatened, cajoled, and cried at her mother’s feet, nothing cut through the fog in Queen Suvarnatara’s eyes.

“The wind sweeps all the pretty birds into the hunter’s snare, but only one will sing for you.” It was a tuneless refrain, mumbled words in place of the queen’s humming. Her mother spoke now only in such meaningless riddles and rhymes, when she spoke at all, and despite knowing the unlikelihood that today would be any different, Taara had secretly, desperately believed that it would; that this day—her wedding day—would be the one day her mother might come back to her. But it was not to be.

Taara reached out a bejeweled hand and stroked her mother’s tangled hair. “Be well,” she whispered. “By Her grace, be well.” She stood, fighting the weight of her skirt, and turned to leave. She could hear her mother’s quiet, senseless song behind her, muffled as the heavy door closed between them. “Only one, only one, only one will sing for you. Listen not with your ears but with your heart, and the song will set you free.”

Instead of going to meet her betrothed, Taara felt herself drawn back to her bedchamber, back to the shrine to the goddess. One red sandstone figure stood taller than the rest, her right hand raised in blessing. Taara touched her hand to the goddess’s and closed her eyes. It seemed that this Mother was the only one from whom she would receive blessings today. Taara touched her fingertips to her forehead, then her heart, before turning her back on the shrine and leaving to face the day ahead.

And so it was that only the pigeons fluttering in and out of the alcove were there to see the lotus etched into the goddess’s palm begin to glow. Only they were there to watch her stone eyes open.




CHAPTER 2
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BHEDIYA

From her third-floor balcony on the west-facing side of Chandanee Mukan, through the uneven buildings lining the narrow street, Bhediya could see just a sliver of the sea. She fixed her eyes on the water and watched as the blazing red sun sank below its surface, leaving the sky over Nandapore streaked with shades of orange and pink. In her palm, a ball of fire the size of a small plum danced and flickered in the evening breeze. Garj would be feasting in his new home with his new people. His new wife, a pretty princess of Abhaya, would be feeding him bites of fresh fish, sweet plantain, all the choicest dishes her cooks could prepare. And then he would take her to bed…

Stop. Don’t think about it. Bhediya closed her eyes against the pictures she conjured, but there were his hands encircling his wife’s waist, there were his lips pressed to his wife’s neck, his breath warm on her cheek, his eyes locking with hers as he filled her up. Flames began to peel off from the ball in Bhediya’s hand to travel down her fingers and set each fingertip ablaze, even as the ball itself began to shift and grow, lapping at her wrist and showering sparks on the balcony floor.

“Be careful with that.” The deep voice behind her startled Bhediya out of her reverie and she quickly refocused her energy, taming the flames back into an obedient ball. Smiling brightly, she turned and flung it at the Norvardarian ambassador’s head. As expected, he easily deflected the fireball with a wave of his hand, turning it to a wisp of smoke in the air between them. Bhediya had some skill as a spellcaster, but the elvenkind had powerful elemental magic of their own, and she knew she was no match for what Akio could do if he tried. “Do you launch such assaults on all your clients, or am I just lucky?” Akio approached her as he spoke, a half smile playing on his lips.

“I thought elves didn’t believe in luck,” Bhediya said. Akio was only a little taller than her, but he was all taut muscle. When he reached out to stroke her cheek, she could feel the power he possessed, controlled but surging right below the surface. Bhediya pressed her painted lips to the back of his hand, leaving their red imprint on his black skin. She tilted her chin and gazed up at him with innocent eyes. It was an old but effective trick, and after nearly two decades at Chandanee Mukan, Bhediya knew them all.

Akio laughed softly and shook his head. “Come inside,” he said, taking her hand. “I have something for you.”

Bhediya let him lead her back into her room, the biggest and best in the House of Moonlight. There was ample space for the soft woven rug covering the floor, the round table inlaid with ivory and two chairs, the decorative shrine to Goddess Yusara reclining in her incarnation as the Lover, the full-length oval mirror framed in gold against the wall, and of course, the huge bed with its four wooden posts and silk canopy in the middle of the room. Near the door, a screen painted with peacocks partitioned off a bathtub and water basin, several pieces of cloth neatly folded and stacked, and a row of baskets—one filled with soaproot, one filled with vials of oil and pouches of herbs, and one filled with phalluses of different shapes and sizes made of bronze, silver, and sandalwood. One didn’t become Nandapore’s most in-demand courtesan without collecting a few such useful items along the way.

Akio drew her before the mirror and produced a necklace from the pocket of his trousers. It was the head of a wolf in profile, carved in obsidian with one ruby eye, hanging from a silver chain. Bhediya met Akio’s reflected gaze as he fastened the clasp around her neck. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. A wolf… because Bhediya means wolf?”

“It’s not just a name. It’s who you are. It’s…” Akio stopped, swallowing whatever words he had thought to say. “It’s a gift. Who knows, it may be useful to you someday. Keep it close.”

“Useful how?” she asked, but he was already reaching around to untie the silk robe she wore, letting it fall to the floor. Bhediya let her mind go blank as he turned her around to kiss her mouth. This part had always come easy for her.

Her family had been poor; the elemental magic in her mother’s blood had been diluted by drink and her father’s violence, and so had never been of much use to help their family survive. Even at fifteen years old, Bhediya had been a rare beauty, so when Chandanee-Ma had shown up on their doorstep offering to buy her, it had seemed like a gift from the goddess herself. To live in the palatial House of Moonlight with its purple walls and silver doors, to dance for admiring eyes, to share every kind of pleasure imaginable with the men and women who paid handsomely for her company—it had all been like a dream come true, a destiny she had gladly embraced. Chandanee-Ma had been a formidable woman back in those days, and she still was, although she had softened a bit with age. She took good care of the girls, didn’t cheat the clients, and over the years had built up the reputation of her house, so that today Chandanee Mukan was easily the finest establishment of its kind in all of Nandapore. The fee simply to enter its doors was exorbitant, and Bhediya was accustomed to entertaining merchants with more money than they could count, nobles from every far-flung corner of the Samjayan Empire and beyond, even a few kings from time to time.

Kings like Garjan. The thought came unbidden, and with it, the searing remembrance of the way he had kissed her last night—as if he would devour her whole. Bhediya abruptly tore her mouth from Akio’s, sudden tears stinging her eyes.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, swiping her hand across her face and smiling her most beguiling smile as she began to undress him. “Shall we lie down?”

Shall we lie down, Your Highness? Bhediya remembered so clearly that first time with Garj, some ten years ago now. It had been in this very room—although it certainly hadn’t belonged to her then, but a visit from a prince of Nandapore called for the best the house had to offer. Out of all the girls there, he had chosen her. She had served him wine, recited for him the poetry of the sages, and eventually taken her clothes off for him. All his swagger had instantly disappeared, replaced by genuine awe of her naked body, and then the nervous excitement and awkward fumbling of a teenage boy touching a woman for the first time. It had been over quickly, as first times often are, but even then, she had felt it—the spark igniting between them.

Bhediya struggled to clear her mind of memories, to be present with Akio as he pushed inside her, but every touch that wasn’t Garjan’s felt wrong, now that his touch was beyond her reach. He had never cared about her profession, just as she hadn’t cared when he took other girls to his bed. A hunter of hearts, he had been called in his youth, a play on his namesake, Lord Garjanathan, god of the hunt. It didn’t matter. They always came back to each other. Garj unlocked something within her, something that amplified the elemental energy she was still learning to control. She had spent so long ignoring it, holding it in, holding it down. Her beauty had made her enough of a target when she had first arrived at Chandanee Mukan, she hardly needed to add spellcaster to the reasons for other girls to hate her. Even then, and more so now, elemental magic was a mistrusted thing in Nandapore, and so were those women who still possessed it. But with Garjan, she had felt it right from the beginning—the way the fire in her blood ran hotter and burned brighter when he watched her dance, when he made her laugh, and especially when they came together in love. Sometimes it was more than her body could contain, and she could see the reflection of her fire in his eyes as it blazed through them both, a living white heat that consumed them in the moment and left the sweetest pleasure in its wake.

I’ll come back for you, he had said, the night before he left to meet his bride.

You idiot, she had wanted to scream, you stupid, naive prince. How would it look for the new king of Abhaya to return to Nandapore just to fuck his whore? His wife would never allow it. More importantly, his brother would never allow it. Bhediya had no doubt that King Pavanathan would see the House of Moonlight burned to the ground before letting Garjan jeopardize the alliance that had at long last united the Samjayan Empire.

Bhediya turned her face into the pillow as her tears finally spilled over, neither able to explain them, nor make them stop. Without breaking his rhythm, Akio took her hand and guided it between her legs. “Go where you need to go,” he murmured.

And suddenly she was back in Garj’s arms, and his hands were in her hair and her tongue was in his mouth and she could feel the familiar heat rising. It was Akio inside her body but Garj inside her head, Garj making her back arch as his fingers worked the jewel that made her wetness flow, Garj’s skin glistening like polished mahogany as he moved between her thighs, Garj making her scream as he brought her to shuddering climax. And then he was gone.

Bhediya and Akio lay side by side for some time, saying nothing, until finally she turned to him. “Akio, I’m sorry. It wasn’t—” But he touched a finger to her lips.

“I do not ask for what you cannot give,” he said. It was a gift worth more to her than all the necklaces in Nandapore.

Bhediya shifted her body so that her head rested on Akio’s chest and said, “Ask me something else, then.” She traced the outline of the leopard hidden within the snaking vines tattooed from his shoulder to his hip. It was dark in the room now, but she knew the pattern from memory.

“All right, answer me this—all the kings in the empire ride to Abhaya for a wedding feast ordered by the emperor,” Akio said. “Tell me, then, why does the emperor himself ride here, to Nandapore, instead?”

Bhediya sat up, her hair falling like a length of black rope across Akio’s neck. “The emperor is here?” she asked, even as the hope rose, unruly, in the back of her mind. Perhaps there won’t be a wedding after all.

Folding his hands behind his head, Akio said, “I think this hasty alliance between Abhaya and Nandapore has some purpose beyond strengthening the empire as our king suggests. Your prince hasn’t married for love, you can be sure of that.”

“I don’t know about strengthening the empire” Bhediya said, “but I do know that things are getting worse here in Nandapore. Just yesterday, a Norvardarian ship was set on fire in the port.”

“I know.” In the darkness, Akio’s voice was weary, as if this conversation was one he had already had, many times over.

“In the New City, teahouses are refusing service to elves.”

“As long as brothels don’t start refusing service to elves,” Akio quipped, trying to lighten the mood.

“Akio, you have to be careful,” Bhediya told him, undeterred. “Don’t you have a daughter to think of?” He got up and moved to the washbasin to splash cool water on his face. The lamps in the room flickered to life as he passed. “What will you do?”

He turned to face her, and she could see the thoughts moving behind his eyes—all that was known, and all that must yet be uncovered. Bhediya drew her knees into her chest and watched him, chin in her hand. It was not the first time Nandapore’s secrets had passed between them in the House of Moonlight. For a courtesan of repute, seduction and discretion were two sides of the same coin. “We know the emperor arrived under cover of night with a Sanamiri escort—but whether His Eminence is their prisoner or their conspirator, I cannot yet say,” Akio said. “I believe they’ve hidden him in the Sanamirian embassy.”

“They’ll never let you in.”

Akio laughed. “I don’t intend to knock.” He was speaking more to himself than to Bhediya when he said, “The Sanamirian embassy is fortified by muscle and magic both, but there must be a way in. The question is, how in the name of Ontorom do I find it?”

Bhediya thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t know. But I know someone who might.”




CHAPTER 3
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GARJAN

“It’s getting hotter,” Garjan said to his brother’s back as their horses plodded along at the head of the procession.

Pavan laughed. “You’re imagining things. Or perhaps you get hotter the closer we get to your bride!”

Garjan scowled and said nothing. It was only a three-day ride from Nandapore to Abhaya, but already he felt a world away from the crowded, chaotic city he loved so dearly. Pavan had always been destined for the throne, but if Pavan was Nandapore’s head, Garjan was its beating heart. He had grown up in Nandapore’s sprawling royal grounds, but curiosity about the world beyond the palace walls had him sneaking out into the city from the time he was old enough to devise plan after plan to do so.

Garjan had quickly learned the shortcuts through Nandapore’s winding streets, the stalls that served the best sweets, the shopkeepers who were honest men and those who were consummate cheats. The combination of the prince’s good looks, quick wit, and never-empty change purse usually worked in his favor. Over time, he learned other things as well, as the darker side of the city was revealed to him—where to find the opium dens, the gambling halls, the brothels and taverns where deals could be made to buy or sell just about anything or anyone for the right price. Now just shy of his twenty-eighth birthday, Garjan had made his fair share of mistakes, enemies, and narrow escapes, but he had also made many friends, counting among them some of Nandapore’s finest thieves, scribes, spellcasters, and whores. And today, he was leaving them all behind.

“Why get married at all?” his friend had asked as they had sat drinking together the night before in Chandanee Mukan’s Hall of Bells. They were well taken care of in the House of Moonlight, their cups never allowed to run dry as they lounged comfortably among the plush velvet cushions, only half watching the topless girl dancing in the open circle of floor in front of them.

Garjan had shrugged and mumbled something about duty, to which Roland had merely rolled his eyes. “What duty?” Roland had demanded. “You’re not king. Nobody expects you to produce an heir. Hasn’t that brother of yours already produced twenty brats in line for the throne?”

“Six, actually,” Garjan had replied. “And another one on the way.” It had been twelve years since Pavan had married Kumari, a pretty, soft-spoken princess of Kundar, and it seemed to Garjan there had barely been a day since the wedding that she had not been with child.

“Maybe deep down you want to get married,” Roland said, absently flipping a silver coin. “Maybe you’re ready to settle down, raise a bunch of little princes of your own in some sleepy palace by the sea.” Garjan had a retort ready but had paused, momentarily distracted by the gold coin flashing in Roland’s hand—the same coin that had been silver only a moment before. He knew it was merely a sleight of hand. It was only womenkind and elvenkind who wielded any real magic, after all, but spellcaster or not, his friend always seemed to have a trick or two up his sleeve. “You’ll be king of Abhaya,” Roland continued. “You’ll settle the quarrels of fishermen by day, fuck your wife by night, and live a long and happy and utterly boring life.” Roland raised his cup in mock salutation.

As if on cue, the musicians in the corner stopped playing and the dancing girl bowed and disappeared behind the heavy curtains that enclosed the space on all sides. There was silence in the room. Then, the sound of ankle bells, as slow footsteps approached the dance floor from behind the curtain.

It was her. His Diya. His light in the dark.

She was seduction come to life: her hair a curtain of black silk, free-flowing to the curve of her bare waist, her shapely legs just barely visible beneath the semi-sheer skirt sitting low on her hips, full breasts straining against the thin fabric of her blouse, lush lips and wide eyes. The musicians began her song, and it was as if her movements alone had cast some spell over the hall, although Garjan doubted there was anything of elemental magic in the desire rising palpably in the room. That was purely carnal. But she was a prize no one else could buy, not when the prince of Nandapore was there. Everyone knew she danced only for him. Later, when they had tumbled into bed together, it had been as it always was with them—all pleasure and heat and magic barely contained.

“I’ll come back for you,” Garjan had said.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” she had replied.

Even now, if he closed his eyes, he could still feel her, hear her, taste her. She was a part of him, as vital as the blood running through his veins, and no rituals or vows to join him to another could change that.

“Where are you, brother?” Garjan opened his eyes to see that Pavan had slowed his horse and now rode alongside him. The disapproving glare being fired his way told him that Pavan knew all too well where his mind had wandered. “Look around, your people have come out to welcome their new king,” Pavan said. “The least you could do is play the part.” He spurred his horse forward as the drummers picked up speed.

Garjan did look around then, and realized they had crossed into Abhaya some time ago and were now approaching a red sandstone palace. Pavan waved a jewel-heavy hand and tossed out a last fistful of coins, to the delight of the crowd lining the wide road, before a drawbridge was lowered, inviting their procession to cross the moat surrounding the palace and enter the open gates.

The courtyard in front of the palace was empty, save for a shrine to Goddess Yusara, patron and protector of Abhaya since the beginning of time. The goddess was portrayed in her incarnation as the Sage, holding an orb in one stone hand, the ring of fire encircling her head burning low and bright. A chicken pecked lazily at the offerings of flowers, fruit, and ghee placed at her feet. It was a far cry from the splendor of Nandapore Palace, where guests were greeted by disdainful peacocks strutting around a majestic fountain, a row of life-size marble elephants, and the twin lions of Nandapore’s flag, cast in solid gold, flanking the grand rune-inscribed main entrance.

Turning his gaze upward, Garjan caught glimpses of dupattas fluttering behind the screened alcoves dotting the palace facade. He sensed the murmur of women’s voices and knew there were many eyes on him. He wondered if his soon-to-be wife’s eyes were among them. When he ran a hand through the dark waves of his hair, scanning the alcoves and letting his mouth turn up ever so slightly, he knew exactly what kind of figure he cut in his tailored silk tunic, regal atop his fine horse. He heard a giggle in response, and there was comfort in that at least—that even here, in goddess-favored Abhaya, the girls were no different than those in Nandapore.

From within a sandstone arch, wooden doors opened and an old man leaning on a staff hobbled toward them. He was followed by a small horde of servants who formed a line behind him, awaiting commands. With some effort, he lowered himself to one knee and bowed his head before Pavan, who dismounted and placed both hands on the man’s bony shoulders. “Zamuthara-ji,” he said. “First Advisor to Her Highness the Queen of Abhaya, defender of the city, and loyal servant to the empire. Rise and let us embrace, for you have brought our great cities together. Abhaya and Nandapore are no longer mere neighbors. From today onward, we’re family.”

The man stood and Pavan enfolded him, holding him fast until he wheezed. Still, he smiled a gap-toothed smile and said, “King Pavanathan, you honor us with your gracious words.” He turned to Garjan, still on his horse, reluctant to put feet down in this place that was to be his home. “And you, Prince Garjanathan,” he said, “Abhaya welcomes you. May you find favor in the eyes of the goddess and be granted peace, prosperity, and joy for all your days in her city.”

“Thank you, Zamuthara-ji,” Garjan said stiffly, using the term of respect for an elder more out of habit than any real reverence. On the contrary, he felt a surge of irrational hatred for this man, brother to Queen Suvarnatara, uncle to his bride, arranger of this marriage to the new queen of Abhaya. It wasn’t the old man’s fault, Garjan knew; it was a fault of his fate alone. Born a prince of Nandapore and a second son, when it came to alliances made by way of marriage, he had the right to neither choose his own match nor refuse the match made for him.

A gust of wind swept through the courtyard, scattering the offerings to the goddess and blowing up clouds of dust in its wake. Garjan’s horse reared, loosing his sword from its scabbard, and through the dust, he thought he saw movement in one of the Red Palace’s towers, a flash of a woman’s face behind iron bars. Garjan dismounted and picked up his sword, then stroked the horse’s mane soothingly. He sheathed the blade, but it felt good to have his steel within close reach. When he looked up again, the face was gone. Garjan followed Pavan and Zamu into the Red Palace, casting one last look behind at the statue of the goddess, her crown of flames doing battle with the wind.




CHAPTER 4
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ROLAND

Roland leaned against the stone wall behind him and blew smoke into the street, waiting for the city to wake up. It was hard to catch Nandapore at rest—there was always something happening on the docks, in the market, in the trading houses, temples, and taverns—but there was a window of time just before the dawn when the air was almost fresh, the streets quiet, the city calm. It was Roland’s favorite time of day.

By the time he had smoked his bhang roll down to the end of its betel leaf wrapper, the sky was starting to lighten and people were beginning to stir. Piss and water and food scraps were tossed from windows into alleys, bells rang for morning prayers, children shouted to one another from rooftops, and the first fish carts began to roll by, heading straight from the sea to the market at the city center.

“Hey, Bhuta! You want a ride?” The woman leading her mule-drawn cart around the side of the house was short and plump, with a round face and a wide smile for her foreign friend and sometime tenant.

Roland strolled up to the cart. “I would take a ride,” he said. “But what’s in it for you, Shamini-ji?”

“Wah! I offer a simple kindness and you say what’s in it for you?” She feigned indignance, mocking his northern accent. Roland waited. After a pause, she said, “Well, now that I think of it, I could use a strong young man like you to help me unload all this. Then I won’t have to rely on those ruffians always hanging about, looking to take advantage of a woman on her own.”

Roland had to laugh. The boys who milled around the market looking for work every day had far more cause to be wary of Shamini than she of them. “I’m afraid I’m not all that strong,” he told her, “and not all that young anymore either, but I am at your service.” He punctuated the last words with a bow and a flourish of his hands.

“Then stop wasting time and get in,” she said.

Roland climbed onto the back of the cart and settled himself among the brightly colored woven mats and baskets Shamini carried to the market. “Where’s Vishal today?” he asked her as the mule continued its slow climb toward the market square.

“Sick, as usual,” Shamini replied.

Roland gave a snort. Drunk as usual, he thought.

“Oh, I know what you think of that husband of mine,” Shamini said, “But if he’s going to spend all my money, I’d rather he drink it away than spend it there.” She jerked her head in the direction of Courtesan’s Row, the narrow street lined with pleasure houses. “They’re all spellcasters, you know. Using their black magic to trap good, honest men.”

“You give us men too much credit,” Roland said. “We’re simple creatures, easily trapped with no more than the magic between a woman’s legs.” Even as he said it, his eye wandered to the side of the road, where a young man was pulling bricks from a pile of rubble next to a crumbling wall. Roland watched his shirtless torso ripple as he moved, skin dark and gleaming, hair curling, damp against his forehead. For a brief moment, the man’s eyes met his and something flared hot between them. He raised an eyebrow at Roland, grinning as the cart passed by. In the northern country of Theoland, where Roland had been born, his pale skin and sandy hair made him utterly ordinary, but here in Nandapore, he stood out in every crowd, even when he tried to disappear.

Roland shifted in the cart, glancing back at both the bricklayer and Courtesan’s Row disappearing behind them. Shamini’s words gave him an uneasy feeling. When he had arrived in Nandapore as a boy some thirty years ago, the city had been full of spellcasters and elemental magic practiced openly by elvenkind and womenkind alike. In recent years, however, the bloodlines passed down in the centuries since the Great Blast had become thinner, murkier, leaving fewer and fewer women with access to the elemental magic. At the same time, Nandapore’s current hot-headed but pea-brained king had taken the throne and seemed to make it his personal mission to rid the city of magic entirely. It had happened slowly at first—anti-spellcaster propaganda appearing on signposts in the market, occasional raids without cause on elven businesses, even on those catering to Nandapore’s elite in the New City. Now public mistrust of anyone deemed a spellcaster, including the tens of thousands of elves who called Nandapore home, was widespread, with intolerance often shifting to violence, as the attack on a Norvardarian textile trading ship just the night before had made abundantly clear. The irony of the Sanamiri becoming the king’s muscle on the streets—despite being elvenkind themselves—wasn’t lost on Roland. Self-hating cunts.

The reality as Roland saw it was that Pavan could preach about progress and prosperity for Nandapore from the safety of his fucking palace from dawn till dusk, but anyone with eyes and ears on the ground knew better. “Your brother would realize his Sanamiri goondas are doing more harm than good in the city if he wasn’t so busy kissing the emperor’s ass,” Roland remembered telling Garj, but the kid hadn’t been listening, distracted by a pair of tits and a pretty face. And now Nandapore’s problems were no longer his.

The market was already alive with activity when Shamini’s cart pulled into the square. Roland took it all in—the smell of fish and flowers and balls of dough frying in hot oil. The sounds of animals and people and music blending together into a cacophony of commerce, hundreds of stalls offering anything and everything, treasures and trinkets, the practical and the extravagant side by side for sale to the highest bidder. There were no fixed prices here. Everything was a negotiation.

Shamini had somehow finagled a stall right in the center of the square, where several paths met and crossed. While she argued good-naturedly with the man setting up his brass and iron pots and pans next to her about moving his wares over just a little bit, Roland began to unload the cart. He sorted and stacked items according to Shamini’s directions, until she was satisfied with the display and ready to do a day’s business.

“Thank you, Bhuta,” she said. It was an affectionate nickname based on both his white skin and his knack for appearing and disappearing in the blink of an eye. It was something he had been called for so long now that he suspected people thought it was his real name. And sometimes he truly felt like a bhuta—a ghost—floating through the city, transparent and tied to nothing. Just a shadow passing through the pages of Nandapore’s story.

The air was becoming thick and hazy, and Roland decided it was time to move indoors where he could take cover from the oppressive pre-monsoon heat. He knew every shortcut through the maze of stalls and easily made his way to the east end of the market, then grabbed a rickshaw to cross the bridge over the canal, into what seemed like a different city entirely. Here, the roads widened, flanked by swaying trees and lush greenery. Estate houses, inns, embassies, and shops with guards stationed at the doors lined streets so clean they fairly shone. Farther along, the gated enclaves of the city’s wealthy were laid out in a neat grid, surrounded by gardens and crystal clear, man-made ponds. Even from where he stood, smoking a roll of bhang outside of a teahouse, Roland could see the golden spheres of the Mahada Temple, brilliant against the blue sky, and beyond that, the highest pinnacles of Nandapore Palace. It seemed to him to be two cities smashed into one, separated only by a square, but growing ever farther apart.

Roland had hoped that by midmorning, people would have finished their breakfasts and the teahouse might have cleared out, but he wasn’t the only one seeking shelter from the heat, and most of the tables were still occupied. No matter, he thought, taking a seat at a table in a corner. I’m not likely to run into anyone I’d rather not see. It was why he had come all the way here in the first place. Naturally, he was mistaken.

Had Roland seen the mustached man just a few seconds sooner, he might have been able to slip away unnoticed, but by the time he recognized the angry red face, the man was already charging forward with a pair of goons in tow. “Thief!” the man cried. “This is that slum bhuta who stole my ring. Did you think I wouldn’t track you down?”

“I’ve stolen nothing, sir,” Roland replied evenly. “I merely took payment where payment was due.”

“Payment!” the man sputtered. “You come to me with filthy lies about my wife and dare to ask for payment in return? I should have your thumbs for this.”

“I prefer my thumbs attached to my hands, thank you all the same,” Roland said. “And you hired me to find your missing wife, which I did. The fact that I found her in someone else’s bed is neither your fault nor mine, and hardly negates my right to fair compensation for services rendered.”

“Return the ring at once,” the man growled.

“I would, gentlemen, believe me, I would if I could, but I don’t have it.” Roland leaned back in his chair, already mapping the possible escape routes in his mind.

“Where is it?” the man demanded.

“I sold it to a jeweler in the market.”

The man’s face grew pinched and pained. “That emerald has been in my family for decades, and you sold it to a low-level pawnbroker?”

“I wouldn’t say low-level, maybe more midrange—”

“Get him out of here,” the man shouted. “Teach him a lesson he won’t soon forget.”

His men hauled Roland out of his seat and dragged him outside. Roland was a quick draw, but even if he could have reached the dagger he carried, he was outmuscled by the rich man’s dogs.

The first punch split Roland’s lip so that he tasted blood and the second landed between his ribs, knocking the wind out of him. Roland braced for the next blow as a fist swung toward his head, then hovered in the air an inch away from his eye. The arms that held him released their grip and his attackers went still, their faces blank, their eyes open but unseeing.

“Apologies for the intrusion, but I need a word with this man.” It was an elf who spoke, Norvardarian and high-ranking at that, from the looks of the silk tunic he wore and the gold medallion bearing the leopard’s head hanging around his neck. But Roland had no idea who he was or why he had intervened.

“Release my men, spellcaster,” the owner of the ring seethed. Every word was infused with his hatred for the elf before him and the power he wielded with such ease.

“They’ll wake unharmed,” the elf replied. Then, turning to Roland, he said, “Walk with me, friend.”

Roland contemplated running—he knew where hidden stairs under the bridge led into the city’s tunnels, where he could hide for a few hours if need be—but then thought better of it. Along with their spells and sorcery, the elvenkind were also bloody fast. Jamming his hands into his pockets, Roland fell into step beside the elf.

“Why not just give the ring back?” They had been walking for some time before the elf posed the question.

“How did you…” Roland began, patting the ring, which he indeed still had, tucked safely away in a hidden pocket sewn into the inside of his vest, but then he stopped and shook his head. It was a pointless question with an answer he could never fully understand. “It’s a matter of principle,” he said instead.

“Fair enough,” the elf replied. “My name is Akio. I represent the Federation of Free Elvenkind with ties to the land reclaimed from the Great Blast, now called Norvardar in the common tongue.”

Roland paused to parse the formal introduction. “You’re a Norvardarian ambassador.”

“Correct,” Akio said. “My job is to maintain the positive relationship between Norvardar and Nandapore. And to ensure the well-being of the Norvardarian elvenkind who call Nandapore home.”

“Tough job these days,” Roland said.

Akio made a sound that was neither agreement nor dissent, and they walked on. A few paces farther and Akio said, “I believe we have a mutual friend in the House of Moonlight.”

Roland had many friends in many of the houses on Courtesan’s Row, but he knew without asking exactly who Akio meant. “What can I do for you, Akio?”

“I hear you’re a man who knows how to find things.”

“You might say that. What are you looking for?”

“The emperor.”

“The emperor is in Abhaya for the wedding feast of Prince Garjanathan and Queen Taaratajini… isn’t he?”

“No,” Akio said. “He’s here.”

Roland followed Akio’s gaze to the massive iron gates where they had stopped and came face-to-face with a three-headed serpent entwined around a sword. Looking at this emblem of the Sanamiri that stood watch at their embassy gates, Roland had the strange sensation that, despite being carved in smooth black stone, the statue was…moving. Roland took a step back and sized up the place. Armed guards at every door. No visible windows. No balconies, trees, torches, or banners. It was merely an imposing building in the daylight, but at night, it would blend right into the dark.

“Are you sure?” Roland asked. Akio nodded. “And you can’t just…” Roland waved his hands and wiggled his fingers in the direction of the embassy. “Do whatever it is you do?”

Akio shook his head. “That isn’t…” he began, but then sighed and said, “No, we can’t just do what we do, as you say. They’ve set up defenses specifically against us. They are elves too, after all. They’re still our kind, even if they don’t play by our rules. I need to find another way in and then to find His Eminence. Can you help me? You will be well paid for your trouble.” At Roland’s hesitance, Akio added, “In gold.”

Roland considered. On one hand, he had no desire to fuck with the Sanamiri. He preferred to keep his theft petty and his services spell-free. And even aside from whatever elvenkind powers the Sanamiri possessed, there was nothing magic whatsoever about the spears they carried, supposedly to protect the city, or the likelihood of ending up at the wrong end of one if he agreed to what Akio asked. But on the other hand… He eyed the hefty medallion around the ambassador’s neck. Even a quarter bar of Norvardarian gold would keep him in good comfort until the year’s end. And besides all of that, even as Akio had been talking, a plan had been forming in Roland’s head. “I’m in,” he said. “Meet me at Beggar’s Bridge after sunset.”




CHAPTER 5
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TAARA

Taara perched on the edge of the unfamiliar bed, the day’s events playing through her mind in flashes of color and fragments of feeling strung together on a thread of slow-moving time. The morning seemed like years ago now, when the Queen’s Council had formally accepted the scrolls laying out the terms of the proposed alliance, even though they already bore the seals of Abhaya and Nandapore, signifying the agreement of both parties to the union. Then, in the Temple of Yusara, behind the Red Palace, Queen Taaratajini and Prince Garjanathan circled the sacred fire three times. He touched his sword to her veiled head and said the words he was told to say, and she placed a crown on his head, welcoming him to Abhaya as her husband and its king.

Other guests had arrived throughout the day—royalty and emissaries from all over the empire, although the emperor himself remained absent. Music played and wine flowed freely as the wedding feast began. More food was brought out than Taara had ever seen—heaps of freshly fried fish, flatbreads fragrant with cumin, quail eggs swimming in spiced gravy, bitter melon stewed with shredded coconut and prawns, mountains of sweets spilling like brightly colored gems from platters passed from one end of the banquet hall to the other. Taara knew it was a feast meant to make an impression, but she couldn’t help but feel a prickling of annoyance at the sheer waste. Nobody starved in Abhaya, but nobody had much more than they needed either, maintaining a balance that pleased the goddess and kept the seaside city thriving. Everything in balance, her mother had said often enough. That and by Her grace were the queen’s most common replies to the disputes and grievances brought before her, but no one questioned her judgment. In fact, many who crossed the drawbridge back into the city after a royal audience at the Red Palace claimed it wasn’t merely Queen Suvarnatara they had spoken to but Goddess Yusara herself. Taara, on the other hand, felt no connection to divine grace of any sort. She was ordinary. And if she had secretly believed something would change—she would change—on the day the crown was placed on her head, she had been left disappointed. The crown wasn’t magic; it was merely a weight.

Taara had never been to Nandapore herself, but she had heard of their decadent feasts, as she had heard of the opulent comforts afforded to their rich and the poverty and squalor suffered by their poor. Nandapore was a city of dreams that her serving girls spoke of with stars in their eyes, but the thought of such a place, so plagued by imbalance, was repellent to the young queen, and she would have been happy never having cause to go there at all. Now Nandapore had come to her instead.

Had she eaten the food placed in front of her? Taara couldn’t remember. She did remember peeking around the embroidered edge of her dupatta at the stranger she had married seated in the throne next to hers. Her serving girls said he was handsome, and she supposed he was. He looked like a picture of a prince in a book. Taara didn’t know what she had expected to feel for her new husband, but looking at him sitting where her father used to sit, accepting gifts and words of congratulations from guests, the air of authority in his voice, Taara felt nothing at all.

Her girls had escorted her from the hall, not back to the women’s quarters and her own bed, where she longed to be, but to the shared quarters of the king and queen. For years, the elegantly furnished rooms, made up of two sleeping chambers, a large bathing room, and a sitting room with a table, two chairs brocaded in velvet, and a tiger-skin rug littered with plush cushions, had been the domain of her parents, and Taara had never been much concerned with what they did when they disappeared behind closed doors together. Yet when Bala had come to unfasten and unpin the clothes and jewels she wore, leaving her clad in only her cotton nightshift, Taara began to worry about all that she did not know.

“What must I do when he comes here?” she had asked.

Bala had only said, “He will know what to do, child. There is pain in planting the seed and pain in bearing the fruit, but this is what the goddess asks of us. Seek Her strength to endure it.”

Now Taara sat still as a statue, cold despite the warmth of the night, until a knock at the chamber door brought her to her feet. She tucked a stray curl behind her ear, clasped her fingers, then crossed her arms, then finally dropped her hands to her sides and, taking a deep breath, called, “You may enter.”

The king of Abhaya opened the door, still wearing his richly embroidered tunic and trousers, his new crown still gleaming on his head in the light of the room’s lit torches. It didn’t seem fair that he should be fully clothed and she nearly naked, and Taara shifted self-consciously as he stared at her. Neither of them spoke, until Taara finally cleared her throat and said, “I hope the feast was to your liking. I know it was perhaps not as grand as what a prince of Nandapore is accustomed to.”

“It was well done,” he replied, and then, with a slight smile, “It was a warm welcome. Thank you for that.”

“Thank my uncle,” Taara said. “I had nothing to do with it.” She realized immediately how callous it sounded, even if it was true, but she didn’t know what else to say. He will know what to do. That was what Bala had said, but the man in front of her seemed just as much at a loss as she.

“I had some wine brought up,” he said at last. “Would you care to join me for a drink?”

Taara frowned. “Wine dulls the senses and muddies the mind. No queen of Abhaya touches it.” Could it be possible he really didn’t know any of their ways?

“Ah. Forgive me, I’m not yet familiar with your customs.” They stood in awkward silence for a few moments longer, until he turned and left the room.

Taara sat back down on the edge of the bed and waited, but her husband didn’t return. Eventually, curiosity got the better of her and she followed him into the next room, her bare feet soundless on the sandstone floors. He was sitting in a chair, cup in hand, sword in bejeweled scabbard leaning against the wall. He had taken off his crown and shoes and shirt, leaving him naked to the waist, and was looking pensively at the almost life-size painting fixed to the wall.

“My parents,” Taara said.

He nodded, then turned to look at her, hovering between the bedchamber and the nearest chair. “I’m sorry Queen Suvarnatara is unwell,” he said, and Taara felt her stomach turn over the way it always did whenever anyone mentioned her mother these days. Anyone who didn’t know the truth anyway. “They talk of her even in Nandapore. She’s something of a legend.”

The couple in the painting wore serious expressions on young faces, but it wasn’t how Taara remembered them. Her father had been the youngest prince of seven from Tamravar, one of the only settlements in the wilds of the Tiger Islands, and even as king-consort in Abhaya, he had always seemed more at home outdoors than in the confines of the Red Palace. Taara most clearly remembered her mother and father lounging in the lemon grove, laughing, touching when they thought she wasn’t watching. They had loved each other and they had loved her and she would have traded everything she had if it meant she could have both of them back, even for a single day. “They were happy,” Taara said softly, which was true. It should have been a comfort to have them there in the room watching over her, but it was not. They had been stolen from her—one gone missing and presumed dead while visiting his ancestral home in Tamravar, the other taken by madness. Looking upon them now only reminded her that she was alone.

“I never knew my mother,” her new husband said. “She died when I was born.”

“You were raised by your father, then?”

“I was raised by my servants,” he replied. “And my brother, when we got older. He always tried to look after me, especially after our father died.”

Taara paused. She had thought not to mention it, but now she couldn’t stop herself. “He looks after you very well indeed, judging by his… thoughtful wedding gift.”

Most of the gifts presented to them at the feast had been a bore to her, and even the giant gilded cage draped in fabric hadn’t been of much interest. A pack of trained hunting dogs or a pair of dancing bears, she had guessed. It was only when King Pavanathan had ordered the covering removed and the true contents of the cage revealed that Taara had felt her breath catch in her throat and her eyes widen in disbelief. They had been a tangle of hair and limbs and anklets and bracelets, bound together with silk scarves and the delicate gold chains around their waists, their naked bodies painted with gold dust, all swaying hips and seductive smiles. Six girls in all, a modest harem for the new king and queen to enjoy.

The prince—the king—leaned forward in his chair and rubbed his eyes with both hands. “I didn’t ask him for that,” he said. “I’ve never wanted a fucking harem—not my father’s, not Pavan’s, and certainly not one of my own.”

Taara was taken aback, both by his admission and by the coarse language he used to express it. “If you don’t want them, what do you intend to do with them?”

“You’re the queen,” he replied. “Do with them what you want.”

Do with them what you want. The words sent a jolt through Taara’s body, a feeling she didn’t understand, but he didn’t give her any
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