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PROLOGUE

A wail tore through the tomb-like silence of the parliamentary chamber of the Sun Palace; it was thin, reedy, insistent. Kadir Aydin, Commander of the Guard and Prince Regent Ikem Eze’s right hand, cradled the small bundle from which the wail came forth.

Ikem’s jaw locked, tense and rigid. Not a single soldier in the room would meet his gaze.

“Give him to me!”

Kadir stepped forward and surrendered his burden. Ikem dumped the child unceremoniously onto the enormous stone council table. He unwrapped layers of soft muslin and examined the limbs of the little boy.

Not merely a boy, if he was to be completely accurate. The infant squirming on the table was the current King of Anwu.

His nephew. And his responsibility.

The baby screamed louder, showing two pearly white teeth, but Ikem was undeterred. “He seems unharmed.”

“He was unharmed, sir.” Kadir’s dark eyes radiated calm, as they always did, although his expression was troubled.

“Then what the hell happened?”

“There was a fire this afternoon, in the south kitchens,” Kadir said. “As is customary there was a full evacuation, and in the confusion the king was separated from nursery staff. He was taken from his pram by a woman dressed as a maid—”

“And no camera caught her face?”

“It was carefully covered, sir, by a mask. It’s not uncommon for staff to wear them if they have a cold or are otherwise ill.”

“And then?”

Kadir sighed. “King Adim was replaced by a decoy. When the nursery staff discovered it, we locked down all palace roads. They left the king in an unmarked car close to the west exit.”

Ikem said nothing; for one hot then chilled minute he actually thought he might be sick. Kadir waited for a full moment, then spoke again.

“Whoever abducted the child had no intent to injure him. We found clothing, food and toys in the vehicle.”

Ikem swore. The fact that there even was a vehicle… The fact that somehow, someone had managed to spirit his nephew away from his nursery in broad daylight, and attempted to take the child to God knew where—

He closed his eyes tightly and bowed his head, trying desperately to still the drumming of his heart. Since his brother had died a mere year ago, Ikem had been called upon to leave military service, take the position of prince regent and become the legal guardian of the tiny king.

King.

The thought was simply ludicrous, when one looked down at the fragile little body on the table. He could see the boy’s ribs through the thin sleep suit he wore, a faint outline above a rounded tummy. He could understand, privately, why some thought the monarchy should be abolished. This was simply monstrous. Barbaric.

What was worse, the little boy had no one to protect him, save for Ikem.

He touched the infant’s chubby cheek gently with the back of his finger; the baby spluttered, then took a deep, shaky breath. Ikem pulled the royal pendant from around his neck and dangled it above the boy’s head. Little Adim grabbed for it, then began to gum the five-hundred-year-old ivory chip, as many royal infants had before him.

“Everybody out, except for Kadir,” he said tightly. “And get the boy’s grandmother.” The Dowager Princess Felicité was the little king’s only living relative besides Ikem, and she usually took care of him during the day. Unfortunately, she’d taken that afternoon to go to the market with her women, and this had happened.

He did not take his eyes off Adim, even as the sound of fifty-five pairs of hobnailed boots clattered on the tiled floor, or as he heard the door opening, Felicité being called in and then rushing to his side. He did not lift his head even when he felt her hover, smelled the cloying jasmine oil she preferred.

“My lord prince.”

“Is your staff completely incompetent?” His voice was cold, and he felt rather than saw the older woman flinch. He looked up, determined not to show her any sympathy. She was standing next to Kadir, wringing her hands. Adim saw her, gurgled and rolled over, happy to see his grandmother. She reached for him.

“Don’t touch him!”

She paled.

“Ikem.” This was quiet, reproachful, from Kadir, but Ikem didn’t care. He picked the baby up, then held the boy against his chest. “It seems like Adim is no safer with you than he was with his mother.”

Her face crumpled and he had to fight back guilt—that was fighting dirty, and he knew it. But did no one else but him realize how disastrous this day had almost been? Why were they trying to mollify his anger?

In concession to her feelings, he handed the baby to her after a couple of beats, then crossed his arms.

Aside from showing regret at the fact that the entire situation had occurred, Kadir’s face was still unreadable.

“I take full responsibility, sir.”

“As you damn well should.”

“May I speak?” Kadir said mildly.

Ikem took a deep breath. His anger was already dissipating at Kadir’s calm. Before he’d been called upon to become prince regent, he’d pursued a career in the Guard, content to serve the Crown in that way. Now that he was on the throne, he was placed in the curious position of being the ruler of his former supervisor.

“It is apparent,” Kadir said, “that this is an inside operation. It was simply too easy to get the boy out. This had to be someone who knows the palace, knows the people inside it and knows exactly how much time it would take before anyone noticed the child was missing.”

Felicité gasped, then made the sign of the gods and closed her eyes. Ikem ignored her, keeping his gaze fixed on Kadir. “And?”

“We are currently questioning staff. No one leaves until we have answers.” Kadir’s dark eyes moved to rest on Felicité. “Ma’am,” he said bluntly. “Have you heard from your daughter recently?”

At that, Felicité stiffened. “What are you implying?”

“With all due respect, she is the boy’s mother,” Kadir said calmly. “She formed relationships with the staff—your staff now. And she knows the palace in and out.”

At the mention of his former sister-in-law, the Consort Queen Sabine, Ikem ground his teeth. He had plenty of opinions about the young woman who’d abandoned her infant son after her husband’s death. He could not fathom how anyone, especially a new mother, could be so heartless. They’d heard from her once and only once. Ikem returned the message with one of his own that had likely left her eyeballs singed. Heartless, evil woman!

“Why would you think it’s her?” he snapped. “She’s shown no interest in anyone but herself up until this point.”

Felicité’s face was red with embarrassment, and she held Adim close as if to shield his small ears from the unpleasant conversation. “I have not heard from her, Commander. I do not think—”

“You may go, Felicité,” Ikem said dismissively. “We’ll smoke her out if it is her.”

Visibly distressed and blinking hard, Felicité left the room.

Kadir suddenly looked every bit his fifty-four years and rubbed his brow. “I apologize, Your Grace. I will get to the bottom of this. But for now…” He paused. “I have a proposal. I’d like to increase the young king’s security—”

“The young king,” Ikem said quietly and shook his head. The anger was dissipating, being replaced by a feeling of hopelessness. Some mornings he wanted nothing more than to do what his sister-in-law had done and flee. He looked at his nephew’s chubby face, however, and he could not.

He knew what it was like to be parentless; if he had any choice in the matter, Adim would never feel that way.

“Ikem?”

At this breach in protocol, Ikem looked up. Kadir’s eyes shone with sympathy; he was one of the few that Ikem allowed it from. He sighed.

“What do you suggest, Kadir?”

“Given it’s an inside operation, sir, a visible increase in the Guard’s presence would only confirm their suspicions and make it harder to flush them out. We need someone unseen, someone who blends in. Someone no one would suspect is guarding the king.” He paused. “A woman, sir, is who I would suggest. Disguised as a nanny. She will sleep with him, eat with him, sit with him at public appearances—”

“And when she’s sleeping, eating, or sitting?”

“I will watch over the king myself,” Kadir said quietly. “I already have someone in mind. Do I have your permission, sir?”

“You have it.” Ikem let out a breath.

Kadir left, and Ikem, alone in the council room, rested his head on the great table that had served so many kings and princes before him. In his mind he tried his hardest to conjure up the image of his departed brother; he wanted him now, and desperately. There was nothing, however, but the faint chill of an empty room and the gurgle of an infant’s voice just outside the door—an infant, who by every estimation, was just as alone as he was. And a voice someplace where he’d buried it deep; a taunting, accusing voice that never was silent.

A voice that reminded him that there was a time he’d wanted to be king, and now fate had handed him the rule in the worst way possible.




CHAPTER ONE

Adama Ohi had never been to the Sun Palace.

She, like most of the residents of the tiny principality of Anwu, never had a reason to. It loomed large and lofty, flanked by snowcapped mountains as distant on the horizon as the setting sun.

As a child, her window faced the mountains, and when the sun rose in the mornings, she often looked up at the obelisk on top of the palace. Covered in tiles laced with beaten gold, it reflected light for miles around. You could not see the palace from the ground, but you could see that light. It acted as a landmark for airplanes and travelers, a landmark for the countries that surrounded it. As a girl, it’d been a symbol of all that was great and good about their tiny kingdom, and the legacies that had been passed down from their Igbo ancestors, decades ago. But then she’d left, joined the army, looking for adventure. When she’d come home, only a few months ago on leave, the palace had never seemed farther away—not until she received a call from a man she hadn’t spoken to in over three years.

Kadir, Commander of the King’s Guard, though no longer her mentor, was never far from her thoughts. After all, he’d been the one to train her during her stint in the army.

“You have a gift,” he’d said with that calm directness of his. “You’re one of the most focused soldiers I’ve ever seen in my life. Were you a man—”

She was not a man, however, and therefore had no place in the King’s Guard. Kadir had done the next best thing—sent her abroad to study under his own friends and contemporaries to complete a grueling program, custom-made just for her. Now at the tender age of twenty-eight, she traveled to places she’d only read about as a child, protecting kings, sheikhs, princes, chiefs, oligarchs. Kadir had set her up with her first few jobs, but she now had a reputation of her own in those circles—so when he called her, she’d been surprised.

“Kadir, His Majesty is a child!” She knew as well as anyone else the tragic story of the former king, the sudden accident and his son, too young to even walk, left as sole heir. Thank God Anwu had such a trusted team of advisers; many other nations would have been thrust into chaos, into civil war.

“Yes. It’s…complicated,” Kadir had said, a little hesitation in his voice. “Would you come and talk to the prince regent, and myself?” He’d paused before delivering the bait. “The prince regent wishes to honor you with a position as one of his Royal Guard.”

She’d almost dropped her phone. “You know as well as I do that the positions only go to men—”

“This is by special dispensation.” She heard wryness creep into his voice. “Let’s just say that this is a job only a woman can do. And…well… I need you, Adama.”

It was those last few words, and not the temptation of the position, that made Adama agree to come. Kadir had never asked her for anything before, and he’d already given her so much. He’d rescued her, really, at a time when she cared little about her own life. If taking this job could help her grizzled commander somehow, she’d do it without hesitation. “Yes, sir.”

So…she was here. At the palace, and feeling more apprehensive than she had in a long time.

At the gates, her face was scanned and her name was taken down. After a thorough scrutiny of her ID and passport, she was led to yet another checkpoint, where she was divested of the curved knife she wore strapped to her thigh at all times.

“The commander will be with you shortly, ma’am,” a young soldier said, inclining his head. “Please come with me.”

Adama recognized his insignia. He was a cadet, probably recently established in the palace. Being sent on Kadir’s behalf would be an enormous honor for him.

“What is your name, Cadet?” she asked as they walked. She would be sure to mention him favorably to Kadir.

“Uzo, ma’am.”

She committed the name to memory. Just inside the gates, they walked left, down a long tiled passageway shrouded by lush greenery that would fade in upcoming weeks as cooler weather approached. As she normally did when she entered a new place, Adama took note of all exit points, weak spots, vulnerabilities. There was only one passage out that she could see, but the walls on either side were made of gray sandstone blocks, fit together loosely to mimic the old style; very, very easy to scale. She let out a breath, slowly.

She never could relax in a place until she’d worked out a way, in her head, to escape.

“The Obelisk Courtyard, ma’am,” said Uzo quietly, and Adama found herself wiping her hands on her thighs. She’d developed quite an intuition over years of training, and now her skin crawled with anticipation that she couldn’t explain. The palace was, easily, the most secure place in the kingdom. She should feel no fear.

Still, she shifted her senses to high alert.

“Thank you, Cadet.”

He allowed himself a small smile. “The commander will be with you shortly,” he said and left.

The palace courtyard seemed designed for serenity. There was a deep pool a few meters wide in which a fountain quietly drained, and the walls and grounds were thick with roses in every shade of white found in nature. Some of them were small and creamy, some large and blush-tinted, some so perfectly symmetrical they did not look quite real. Her fingers itched to touch them but she did not; she’d long ago learned to stifle her impulses. She stood, as befit a soldier of her station, legs slightly apart.

Waiting.

Then her mobile rang, shattering the courtyard’s serenity. Adama nearly yelped, dug it out of her pocket. It was sealed in the little silicone bag that prevented her from using her camera but she could still see who it was—

Mother?

Adama’s mouth went dry—when was the last time she’d spoken to her mother? There was the slightly strained check-in once a month when her mother called to thank her for the money she regularly deposited into the older woman’s account, like a girl of good Anwuan upbringing. There were the birthday calls and the once-a-year call to arrange Adama’s travels home on furlough. But random calls in the middle of the workweek? Unheard of. She hoped to God nothing was wrong—

“Mother?” It took her a moment to fumble for her tiny Bluetooth headset and pop it in. “There. I should be able to hear you now—”

“Hello, Ada.” There it was, that childhood nickname that no one else used.

“Are you all right, Mother?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Her mother’s voice was clipped. “Really, Ada.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m at work.” Adama’s mother had retired from her job as a professor years ago, and had invested her savings into building a small but cozy youth hostel at the edge of their village. Young people and large families often took advantage of the low prices to take in the orchards and hot springs that brought tourists there every year.

Adama pressed her lips together. “Mother, I’m in a meeting at the Sun Palace—”

“The what?” Her mother’s voice rose with interest. “Oh, are you practicing for Armada Day?”

“Mother, I haven’t done Armada Day in years.” Soldiers came from far and wide to take part in the annual celebration in the capital, but Adama had always been away on some job or another. “Kadir asked me to come—he has a job for me.”

“At the palace?”

“Did you want something specific, Mother?”

“Oh, all right.” Her mother was obviously still dying of curiosity, but shifted back to business with her usual matter-of-factness. “You can fill me in later, then. And ironically, I was calling to see if you could perhaps tickle your commander’s ear. We have some issues in town, and the militia isn’t here, possibly because of the celebration—we’ve filed official complaints, but—”

“What’s going on?”

“There’s been an increase in Kijamii citizens coming into town.”

Adama frowned. Their small border village had one of the best routes in from the neighboring country of Kijamii, one usually used by tourists coming in to enjoy Anwu’s lush greenery and even climate, a veritable paradise during the winter months. “There are always Kijamii citizens coming in, Mother.”

“This is different.” Her mother cleared her throat. “Town council is worried. The number of citizens doesn’t match the number of visas that have been given out at the border, which means they’re sneaking in somehow. The hostel is usually only at half capacity this time of year—but I haven’t had an empty bed for three weeks. And those are people that can pay. There’s been people sleeping on the floor of the train depot—”

“In Anwu?”

“Something’s going on in Kijamii.” Her mother made a sound deep in her throat. “Evictions, for one, according to the people pouring in, and the government is appropriating land. This is unverified, of course—”

“Of course.” Kijamii was notoriously private, close-lipped, with a leader who was called a dictator in polite company. “I haven’t heard anything about it.”

“How could you? You were away in—” Her mother paused.

“Malagda.”

“If you say so. Anyway, dear, if you could mention to Kadir that perhaps we could use some assistance here, as the local police are quite unequipped to deal with the situation…”

Well, Adama was certainly ready to believe that. The police force in that provincial town had little to do except stamp visas at the border and rescue the occasional cat from a tree. “Mother, you know that’s not how it works.”

“Yes, but he’ll know who to contact.”

She supposed that was true. “Okay, Mother—really, I have to go now. I’ll tell him.”

Finally satisfied, her mother hung up.

Adama was googling about the situation when the man dropped silently down from the
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