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THE WITCH WHO TRADES WITH DEATH

All witches must serve the cruel and immortal Emperor Yamueto. Upon discovery of her powers, Khana was ripped away from her desert home at thirteen years old and enslaved as a concubine. After years in service, her only friend in the palace is brutally murdered for supplying her forbidden birth-control, and Khana must make her escape. But not before accidentally discovering the secret of Yamueto’s power and immortality – he has been making deals with Death. And now, thanks to a twist of fate, so is she.

Armed with new magic that she doesn’t fully understand, Khana flees to a small mountain town. Although she tries to keep her identity a secret, Khana’s powers are soon discovered after rescuing a dying soldier. News of her abilities starts to spread, putting a giant target on her back. And Yamueto is not the forgiving kind.

Khana’s magic and courage are put to the ultimate test when she is finally forced to stop running and fight back. But every deal she makes with Death takes another piece of her soul, and there’s only so much that Khana can give before turning into the very monster she’s trying to destroy.
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To everyone who has lost a part of themselves. 
May you also find your happy ending.
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Author’s Note

I am a firm believer in trigger warnings, especially with stories like The Witch Who Trades with Death that handles a lot of traumatic issues that, unfortunately, are way too common in our day-to-day lives. Look up the stats for rape/sexual assault if you want to get depressed and/or pissed off.

With that cheerful thought, here’s a list of trigger warnings. I’ve noted whether they are explicit or “off-page,” the book equivalent of “off-screen” or “fade to black.”

• Sexual Assault (off-page)

• Domestic Violence (off-page)

• War and all of its bloody, gory glory (explicit)

• Violent death (explicit)

• Peaceful death (explicit)

• Racism/xenophobia (explicit, but not the focus)

• Consensual sex (explicit)

Make sure you’re taking care of your mental health. And if you want to help people like Khana and Haz escape and recover from their traumatic experiences, I whole-heartedly encourage you to volunteer and/or donate to organizations such as RAINN and the National Sexual Violence Resource Center (if you’re in the United States), or Rape Crisis English & Wales, Rape Crisis Scotland, and Rape Crisis Network Ireland (if you’re in the United Kingdom).

– C





[image: Image]





Chapter One

It wasn’t yet winter, but it was still colder than anything Khana had experienced in her twenty years. Her breath came out like smoke from a pipe, and the chill breeze cut right through her layers. She wanted to turn around and curl back into bed with all its blankets and furs, but the day waited. Perhaps she ought to have taken the time to get out of her night gown and into actual clothes, rather than simply tossing on a coat and boots and running out the front door.

“I assume someone from your master’s family is hurt?” she asked in heavily-accented Ghura to the man leading her through the darkened streets. She’d only recently gotten the hang of the local language.

“The old man’s sick again,” Sipah answered. He was bearded, gruff, and very large. Or perhaps Khana was just short. “You’re going to make him better. Permanently, this time.”

Khana sighed. She’d lost track of how many times she’d tried to explain this. “Old people are difficult.”

“Figure it out.”

She followed Sipah into the blackness, the stars and moon their main source of light. A handful of homes had candles in the windows, and she could see the glow from a few fireplaces, making the dwellings look like spirits in the black, frosty night. Almost every building in Pahuuda was made of stone – the rocks cut out of the mountain range a short walk away and stacked into homes, shops, and taverns with sharply diagonal roofs. Some were built like the tips of spears cutting into the night. Others had their rooftops slide to one side, as if the entire building was one tipsy step away from crumbling.

They walked silently for a while. There was no snow, but frost made the short, tough grass crunchy beneath their boots, like stepping on thin glass. To distract herself from the cold creeping through her flesh, Khana hummed: melodies from her homeland, half-remembered lullabies, part of a Ghuran ballad. Sipah didn’t tell her to stop, thankfully. The buildings got larger and spaced farther apart, some even creeping up the mountain, until they reached the boundary of one of the richest families’ estates. Little gargoyles and statues peered from the darkness, and they passed by a familiar stone porcupine, its detailed quills puffed up and mouth open in a snarl.

Sipah led her through the Pinnsviris’ sprawling estate. Each of the Seven Families had an animal symbol, and the Pinnsviris’ were porcupines. Statues of the large rodent, tapestries and even paintings were everywhere. One tapestry depicted the major events from the family’s last several generations, leading armies and winning battles against invaders trying to attack through the mountain pass. Khana wasn’t sure how much of it was true; every rich, important person liked to flatter themselves in history. But they were very pretty.

Sipah took her to the master bedroom. Unlike Khana’s cluster of furs and blankets on the floor of the inn, the head of the Pinnsviri family had an actual bed, complete with a mattress thicker than the length of her thigh. It dwarfed the thin, pale man under the blankets, who was barely more than a skeleton.

Khana had once had a bed like that, only a year ago. She pushed the thought from her mind. You cannot afford to panic over the past right now.

The last few times Khana had visited, the old man had been surrounded by a dozen family members who had come for a deathbed vigil. Now, there was only his son Veta and granddaughter Bhayana. Through long practice, Khana kept the distaste from her face at the sight of her.

Sipah bowed. “Sir. I brought the witch.”

“I didn’t realize frogs wore nightgowns to visit their betters,” Bhayana said. Her words were barbed, but her tone was light and friendly, as if she and Khana got along. “Is it a new fashion trend?”

If Khana were a braver soul, she’d point out how everyone else in this room – except Sipah – was also in a nightgown under a coat or robe. Even Bhayana herself, who somehow still managed to look glamorous, like a model waiting for the artist to arrive so she could strike the perfect pose.

Khana kept her eyes down. “Sorry,” she said, although she wasn’t. If she hadn’t prioritized speed over appearance, she would have been scolded for that instead.

“Your emperor. Is immortal,” Master Pabu Pinnsviri croaked from the bed, wheezing breaths between his words. Every inhale sounded like a battlefield in his skinny, shriveled lungs. “You will. Do that. For me. Now.”

“I don’t know how,” Khana lied.

“You’re lying,” Veta accused. His silvering hair receded from his forehead, and he was built like a square.

“Emperor Yamueto does not share his secrets,” Khana insisted. That part, at least, was true.

“We’ve summoned you here a dozen times in the last month, dragging my father’s life out for a few more days at a time. It’s not working.”

“It’s all I can do.” Khana put her hand on Master Pinnsviri’s frail chest. Closing her eyes, she could sense his life force, thin and sluggish. Like the light of the candle almost out of wick. “I can… delay. Again.”

“Do it,” Master Pinnsviri croaked.

“I need a death.”

“We have servants,” Bhayana pointed out. “They might be a more permanent solution.”

Khana’s hands turned to fists. “Animal death.”

Bhayana ignored her, keeping her eyes on her grandfather. They had the same sharp, calculating eyes, like they could see your whole life in a single glance and find you wanting.

Veta sighed. “If we kill anyone under our roof, the chief will have our hides.”

“They’d be giving their lives for their master. They should want to be sacrificed,” the young woman argued. “We can pay their families if they complain.”

Khana swallowed. No. She wouldn’t do that again. She would not drain the life of a human for selfish old men ever again.

“We won’t be able to keep it quiet, and the chief will punish us for it,” Veta insisted. “Sipah, take the witch to our best yak.”

Khana relaxed. She hesitated to speak, and when she did it was with a small voice. “It will not keep forever. The first witches tried this. When they got old, they needed more and more life. Every year, then every month, then every day, then…” She glanced down at Master Pabu. “It will come. Someday soon, I think.”

“Go kill a yak, death-bringer,” Veta spat.

Behind the estate was a field the family used to raise their yaks, big horned beasts that grazed the rough grass. How they could sleep in such cold, Khana didn’t know. It probably had something to do with their thick, heavy coats.

She had already killed a handful of the herd in the last couple of months, but the Pinnsviris were one of the richest families in town and had plenty more huddled in their barn, so she didn’t feel too guilty about it. After browsing the paddock, she settled on a buck in its prime. It groggily snuffled at being woken, but didn’t protest Khana’s poking and prodding. She nodded to Sipah. “Keep it still.”

Sipah held the yak’s side. Khana knelt, the frost crunching beneath her knees, and put her hands on its fur: “Death can be joyful, but it’s always a tragedy. I’m sorry.”

She reached for the animal’s âji, the magical element that kept every being’s heart pumping and brain working. Their life force. The Ghura – people of Pahuuda – called it rabala, similar to their word rabuul for “blood.” The Reguallian Empire and formerly free kingdom of Tlaphar said saviza. Without it, they were called “dead.”

She breathed in.

The yak quickly realized something was wrong and tried to shake her off, but Sipah kept it pinned down. Soon, Khana had pulled so much âji that the yak was too weak to fight, and finally, it stopped breathing.

Wisps of glowing smoke curled around Khana’s skin, a swirl of yellow and black. Little topazes and onyxes danced around her fingers. It wouldn’t be noticeable in the day, but at night she was a torch, enough to illuminate Sipah’s bearded face that barely concealed his discomfort.

Khana was not uncomfortable. She felt powerful, far more awake than she’d been a minute ago, thanks to the new life thrumming through her veins. She savored the feeling while she could.

They went back to the master’s bedroom. Khana put her hands on him again and breathed out, pushing the yak’s âji into the old man. His body resisted it, even more so than the time before, but eventually he absorbed it and the glowing wisps of multi-colored light sank into his wrinkled skin. The temporary energy leeched away from Khana, leaving her exhausted and sleep-deprived once again.

There was almost no change in his appearance, but as soon as Khana stepped back, he sat up without help and stretched. “Ah! Much better.”

Bhayana visibly relaxed. Veta hugged his father, muttering, “We really need to find a more permanent solution.”

“We will,” Master Pabu agreed. He motioned for Khana to leave. “You can go now, witch. Use the back exit.”

Sipah didn’t bother returning her to the inn, so Khana walked on her own. The eastern sky had lightened from black to gray, bleaching out the stars, and she gave up all thoughts of going back to bed with a quiet groan.

The mountains to the north loomed in a line of grumpy gods. She passed a pair of hunters heading that way with bows and arrows at their backs, and a trio of fishermen going the other, towards the tundra.

The town gradually resurrected itself. More candles and fireplaces glowed within homes as people prepared their breakfasts; families emptied their chamber pots into stone sewers that then helped farmers fertilize their otherwise near-barren fields; yaks and goats bleated and called to each other at the first signs of light, already demanding food – the music of morning in Pahuuda. Khana tried to focus on enjoying it rather than dwelling on her own fatigue.

She stumbled back into the inn. The only light was from the kitchen in the back, turning all the cushions and walls into dark specters of themselves. Heimili must have woken up. But to her surprise when she rounded the corner, it was not Heimili warming a pot of tea over the fire and readying the dough to cook. It was his son, Haz. “You’re awake!” she blurted.

“Good morning to you, too,” he yawned, scratching his chin-length hair. It looked like a bundle of black silk turned into a bird’s nest.

“Did you get any sleep?” she asked, noticing the bags under his eyes.

“Eh. Sleep is for the weak. Who broke what this time?”

“Master Pabu wanted to cheat death again.”

“Ah. That old shit.”

“The yaks won’t work for much longer,” Khana said, sitting on the rickety stool by the warm stone counter. The stool was one of the few pieces of actual furniture in the building –cushions and blankets were so much easier and cheaper. It was made of animal bone and hide, and creaked under her slight weight. “Bhayana suggested using servants.”

Haz grunted. “She loves her family. One of her few redeeming qualities – that and her lips. But she often forgets that other people also enjoy living. Tea?”

She accepted a cup. Ghuran tea was louder, more bracing than the delicate, subtle teas she had enjoyed in the distant Reguallian Empire. It had caught her off-guard the first time she’d tried it. Now, she gratefully nursed her clay cup, knowing she’d need it to stay awake and alert for the next few hours. Haz downed his like a shot of strong vodka, wincing at the taste or temperature, and poured himself a second.

“Drink that, then get the dining room ready,” he instructed. “Baba will chew us both out if customers don’t have their breakfast on time, and I’m not nearly awake enough to deal with that.”

Before Khana had a chance to sip her tea, they heard the front door slam open.

“I just put the bread in the oven!” Haz called out. “Can you be a little more patient?”

But they weren’t customers. A handful of soldiers ran into the kitchen, blocking the exit. They were armed and armored: thick layers of wool and cloth covered them head to foot, and they held animal-hide shields that probably weighed as much as Khana did.

She instinctively shrank away, flinching when they towered over her. “Come with us.”

“Rude!” Haz scolded, swatting the soldier’s arm with a bone spoon. The soldier blinked at the flour-stained man. “If you’re going to burst into my father’s inn and bully our employee, can you at least tell us why?”

“This doesn’t concern you, boy. The chief wants to speak with her.”

“Why?” Haz demanded. Khana ran through a mental list of everything she’d done in the past few days, wondering which action may have caused offence.

“We found a night creature.”

Khana’s clay cup slipped from her fingers and shattered on the floor. “What?!”

“Don’t talk back, witch,” the soldier snapped.

“Where is it?”

“You don’t ask the questions here–”

“Where is it?” she repeated, jumping from the stool, ready to wring the answer from his neck.

He jerked back at her sudden advance, his comrades tightening their grip on their weapons. “The hunters who found it brought it to the chief. She ordered us to bring you to identify–”

“Let’s go.” She shoved her cloak and boots on and sprinted outside.

The soldiers quickly caught up with her, with those damn long legs of theirs, grumbling, “We can walk there, you soul-sucking bitch.”

She ignored them and ran faster. It’s not true. It’s just a particularly large or decimated animal. It’s not true.

Despite walking by it a few times, Khana had never been inside the Pahuudan chief’s home. The Bvamso family estate was, like other Old Family homes, on the high ground, built into the mountains. And similar to the Pinnsviris’, it was covered with their own family symbol: wolves. Khana ran by two stone canine sentinels that marked the perimeter, and a couple more outside the door that finally slowed her from her sprint.

Khana’s breath came out in high-pitched wheezes, but she pushed on. The soldiers led her through a thick wooden door to an audience chamber. Chief Phramanka looked up when they entered. The older woman’s dark braid was turning gray; she had a square jaw and thick eyebrows that went up when she saw her. “And I thought you’d need to be dragged here kicking and screaming.”

Khana leaned against the stone wall, panting. Phramanka knelt on the floor, over something big covered in a wool blanket. Her son, Sava, stood behind her and gave Khana a grim little wave. Like his mother, his long, black hair was braided over the left shoulder, giving him easier access to the quiver of arrows on his back. That, paired with the wolf pelt over his shoulders and boots still on his feet, told her he had likely been part of the hunting group that found the creature.

On the other side of the room stood another man who looked like an older, wider version of Sava: silvering beard, thicker frame, soft eyes, with a massive, sheathed sword on his back. Sava’s father, Thriman.

Phramanka stood with a grunt, brushing hair from her face. “Take a look at this, girl. Tell me what you think.”

Trembling, Khana approached the blanket and knelt. Her hands shook as she reached out. It’s not true. It’s not true. It’s not –

She pulled back the material.

The creature before her had a mountain goat’s twisted horns and hooves, pale fur with black stripes, and long teeth perfect for tearing flesh. Nothing natural about it.

“Well?” Phramanka asked.

Khana’s hand fell back in her lap, limp. “It’s… it’s a night creature. Goat and tiger, by my guess.”

Thriman swore. Phramanka sighed.

“Scouts found it dead in the mountains, about halfway between here and Tlaphar,” Sava reported. “It was at the bottom of a cliff. We think it slipped and fell, maybe got spooked by something.” He turned to Khana. “What do you think?”

Khana swallowed, her eyes never leaving the body. The black stripes looked like knives. “When Emperor Yamueto takes interest in a kingdom, he sends these types of scouts. Experiments. He mixes and matches different animals to find out what the ideal soldier would be in their environment. Once he’s done that, he sends an ultimatum: surrender or…”

“But why us?” Sava asked, scratching his square jaw. “We don’t have any valuable resources he needs, no strategic position he can use against others, and we haven’t done anything to insult his honor.”

“We have a witch,” Phramanka said, pointedly looking at Khana.

Khana swallowed. “I don’t think it’s me,” she said, not entirely truthful. “I think that conquest is the only thing that truly gives him joy anymore. He’s lived for centuries. At this point, I think it’s the only reason he’s living.”

The chief grunted. “Is his entire army made of night creatures? There must be at least one human giving orders.”

Khana calmed, just a little. She’d bought the lie. “There are. It depends on the strengths and weaknesses of the defending kingdom, but no more than a fifth of the army will be night creatures. They take up too much time and âji to make a whole army out of them. Yamueto always sends at least one witch to lead them, usually a son or grandson.”

Sava knelt next to Khana and re-covered the night creature. She blinked, no longer able to stare at it.

“So. We’re at war, then?” Thriman asked cheerfully.

“Technically, no,” Phramanka said. “This night creature did not trespass within our borders and did not hurt anyone. So strictly speaking, this is not a declaration of war.”

Khana’s temper flared, meeting the chief’s eyes for the first time that morning. “So you’ll do nothing?”

“Easy,” Thriman warned.

“I said no such thing, girl,” Phramanka replied testily. Khana shrank back.

“The emperor has very poor timing,” Sava commented, his deep, soothing voice calming everyone in the room. “He can’t get an army across the mountains before the winter snows block the pass, so he’s given us ample warning. Five months, at least. That’s the earliest he can even get here, unless he’s figured out a way to make these things fly?”

He looked at Khana when he asked that. She shook her head. “He’s tried. But you can’t create something from nothing. Every night creature has at least some of the strengths and weaknesses of the creatures it was before. And there isn’t anything with big enough wings to carry a human.”

Sava nodded and looked up at his mother. “Are we calling up the militia then?”

Phramanka pointed to him. “That is exactly what we’re going to do. I’ll send a letter to the king. But first we call a meeting, let the whole town know what’s happening, and start training volunteers. By the time the snows melt, and the pass clears, we’ll be ready.”
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Chapter Two

Balasco, the capital city of the Reguallian Empire, was nothing like the mountain town of Pahuuda. Defensively built in the middle of an impenetrable, tropical jungle, even the coldest days were hot and muggy, like inhaling warm water. The heavens periodically tried to drown this part of the world, the twisted trees and rich soil greedily drinking what they gave. Khana could hear the thunder, feel it vibrate through the polished wood of the palace as if the gods knew what was happening within its walls and didn’t like it one bit. Of course, if there were any gods, they would have – or at least should have – intervened centuries ago.

Khana stood in the throne room with a hundred other people, almost invisible in her pearls and blue silk dress. Every other known witch in the Empire stood in attendance, some esteemed royals, lords, and ladies, others mere bodyguards born out of wedlock. Most of those around her outshone her in every way, trying to blind each other with their jewels, silks, and furs. They all circled around a dozen condemned men and women in chains, some old and wrinkled, the youngest barely able to toddle.

The prisoners were a sorry sight, dressed in dirty rags when just a week before they’d been in the same kind of finery Khana wore. They were now forced to kneel on the intricately woven rug with a handful of cows, who looked very wary of the tigers, which had also been brought in, albeit drugged. The big cats slept peacefully, unaware of their fate.

Khana couldn’t remember the family’s name, or their crime. After a while they all began to blend. Had they implied that the emperor would not live forever by suggesting he name an heir? Had they tried to learn the secret to his immortality? An attempted coup?

Standing a few feet in front of the throne – a hideously ornate thing elevated from the rest of the room by a few stairs – was Emperor Yamueto himself. Their immortal ruler. At over three hundred years old, he didn’t look a day over thirty. Not one gray hair or wrinkle on his skin. A ceremonial sword hung at his hip, the blood-red ruby on the hilt catching the light. His silks were black or gray, in startling contrast to the rest of his court. He had never been the cutting edge of fashion. He looked down at the condemned prisoners – ah, yes, one of them was his great-grandson – without an ounce of emotion.

“Your house has been confirmed guilty of treason against myself and the empire,” Yamueto said, his stern voice filling the massive room. “The punishment is to serve as a night creature for however long your flesh lasts.”

The head of the condemned family glared at the emperor. “Don’t you have enough of a soul for a merciful death?”

Yamueto’s face rarely shifted from a half-bored expression, no matter what he was doing, and it did not do so now. He nodded to the court.

Touching a victim made it easier to drain their âji, but witches didn’t technically need to – they just needed to be close enough to breathe.

Together, the court’s hundred witches drained the hapless prisoners and the animals of their âji, rapidly absorbing the light of their lives. Glowing with it. Yellow, black, red, blue, all swirling together. Khana hated the magical air in her lungs, the surge of strength in her veins.

They were all dead in seconds, bodies unmoving. As soon as all their life force was absorbed, the witches directed it back.

Logic would dictate that, if someone ran out of âji, then returning it would bring them back to life, but while that was technically true, they weren’t themselves anymore. Instead, they were mindless slaves to whomever resurrected them, as if death had stolen their very souls. Khana had seen full resurrections where the revived were truly themselves again, their minds and souls intact, but she didn’t know how to do that. No one did, besides the emperor.

Yamueto stalked to the center of the room, the witches on either side of him smoothly moving to ensure the circle remained unbroken. He began sculpting the bodies like clay, using the magic raging in the room in a way never seen before his reign. The animals’ corpses were molded onto the human’s and then woven together. He worked in a blur, breathing âji in and out so fast that Khana couldn’t follow his movements.

When he was finished, the living, breathing creatures standing around the emperor were nowhere near human. They retained some human features: two legs, two hands, a mostly bipedal form. But some had bull’s horns, others had tiger stripes and claws. A handful snarled, baring sharp teeth meant for grinding flesh. Two of them were almost twice as large as the original humans, bulked up with a bull’s muscle. And they all had completely white, soulless eyes.

“Excellent,” Yamueto said, again with no emotion. “See that our new soldiers find their way to the southern front. Silujo?”

No one answered.

“Where is Prince Silujo?” Yamueto asked.

“Your Excellency, Prince Silujo is dead,” someone answered quietly. “He passed away in his sleep two weeks ago.”

There’d been a funeral for the eighty-eight-year-old man. Even a feast. Yamueto hadn’t spoken one word about his dead grandson.

“Ah, yes. That’s right. In that case, is Antallo still alive?”

Prince Antallo, one of Yamueto’s sons, with graying hair and hopeful eyes, stood at attention. “Your Excellency?”

“The last time I sent you on a campaign, you failed, and almost cost us a city.”

Antallo winced. “Yes, Your Excellency.”

“Consider this your second chance. The kingdom of Tlaphar is proving stubborn. You’ll be going with these new soldiers to show them why that’s a mistake.”

The prince brightened. “I’ll break their walls down myself.”

Yamueto’s mouth twitched into the tiniest frown. “Don’t get cocky. Conquering the kingdom is more important than your pride.”

Antallo bowed. “Of course, Your Excellency. We’ll leave at once.” He hurried out of the room, ordering the new monstrosities to follow him.

Khana watched him go with pity. Yamueto had dozens of living children, and even more grandchildren, great-grandchildren, great-great-grandchildren, and beyond – the result of having hundreds of wives and concubines over three centuries. They tended to be in one of two camps: those who had accepted the fact that the emperor would never share the secret of immortality and would let them die of old age, and those who hadn’t.

Yamueto had already buried hundreds of his own family, Silujo being the latest example. Many, like today’s prisoners, had been killed by his own hand. With such apathy and cruelty on display, how could anyone continue to deny his true nature?

“Dismissed,” Yamueto said, waving his hand

Khana breathed a quiet sigh of relief and turned to go with everyone else.

“Except you, Khana.”

She froze. Some of the other wives and concubines who passed her shared looks of pity. Many looked relieved it wasn’t them.

She studied the crimson starburst pattern on the rug and put her hands behind her back, demure and obedient. The last footsteps faded away, until it was just her and the emperor.

Stay still. Don’t move, she reminded herself.

“I hardly saw you glowing,” Yamueto said. “I hardly ever see you glowing.”

Her mouth was dry. She’d been found out.

She swallowed, speaking in barely more than a whisper, “I’m sorry, Your Excellency. I’m not much of a witch.”

Or a rebel. A brave person would have stabbed Yamueto in the chest at the first opportunity, or died trying. The best Khana could do was perform tiny resistances, like only pulling a fraction of the âji she could take.

“Are you going to let me play with her?”

Khana jumped. She hadn’t realized they weren’t alone.

Kokaatl, Yamueto’s favorite wife, suddenly filled Khana’s vision. She was almost thirty, and either hadn’t yet realized her husband was never going to give her immortality or didn’t care. She was about Khana’s size, but seemed to take up so much space, her long sleeves and dress billowing behind her as she moved. She hailed from one of the newest Reguallian conquests, closer to Tlaphar and only subjugated half a generation ago.

Surprisingly, she was not a witch. Yamueto made a point to bed witches or their descendants almost exclusively in an attempt to father magical children. He also arranged for his children to marry other witches or their descendants, and on and on it went. Witches were extremely valuable to the Reguallian Empire as healers and soldiers; many believed them to be touched or descended from gods, a belief that Yamueto actively encouraged.

And yet here Kokaatl was, not one witch in her family for the last five generations. But what she lacked in magic, she made up for in sadism. For that, Yamueto seemed to treat her as… well, not really a lover. More like a pet.

She grinned with shark-like teeth, poking Khana’s face with cold fingers. “I want to see what’s under this skin. It just hangs off her, perfect for flaying! Like peeling a banana.”

Khana trembled, but didn’t move. Didn’t speak. The last person to insult Kokaatl in front of Yamueto had been given to the concubine to “play” with, before being turned into a night creature.

“I’m sure it would be, darling,” Yamueto said, sounding almost fond. “But I haven’t even gotten a child out of this one yet.”

Kokaatl pouted. “It’s been years.”

“Yes, it has.” Yamueto stepped up to Khana. She kept her eyes down, tracing the pattern of his lizard skin shoes.

He put a finger under her chin and forced her to look up. There was no emotion in those near-black eyes of his. “So let’s try again.”

An hour later, Khana stumbled out of Yamueto’s chambers. The emperor almost never struck his women, but he was rarely gentle. Her thighs already protested every movement, cords of pain getting tighter with each step. Tomorrow morning she’d have bruises the size of his hands. At least he hadn’t made her climax this time. That always made it worse, like her own body was betraying her by finding a sliver of enjoyment out of it.

The servants she passed curtsied and bowed to her. She stopped one to ask for a tub to be sent to her room, “Boiling hot,” she said. “And a tea set.” She didn’t have a permanent bath in her chambers like the more favored members of the imperial family; the servants had to carry the copper tub up and down several flights of stairs, then fill it with buckets of water that had mostly cooled before they reached her room.

She was almost to her room when she ran into one of the last people she wanted to see.

“Prince Antallo.” She greeted him with a curtsy.

The old prince was a wider, less handsome version of his father. They had the same sharp nose and near-black eyes, but on Antallo they made him look like an overfed parrot. The insultingly bright clothing didn’t help; a robe of violent green and gold over an orange undershirt.

“It’s Khana, right?” he asked. “The one from the desert.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

He grinned at her, eyes roving over her body, lingering on her disheveled dress and hair. “Enjoying your evening with the emperor?”

She started to walk past him. “Excuse me, sir. I need to wash up.”

“You are not excused.”

She stopped.

Antallo prowled up to her, a silver-haired tiger. “My father is sending me off to an important battle. Once I win and bring glory to the empire, he’ll reward me.”

“Yes, sir.”

“He might even grant me immortality,” he mused. “But if not, I might ask for one of his concubines. I’ve heard that musicians are particularly good with their hands.”

Khana balled her hands into fists to keep from shuddering. “Forgive me, sir, but I do not think that would be wise.”

He paused, narrowing his eyes dangerously. “No?”

“The emperor has bedded me for six years, and I haven’t borne him a single child. I doubt I could give you one, either.”

“I already have children,” he snorted. “Too many of them. What I want is a little fun.”

He reached out to touch her chin.

Khana jerked away from him.

Antallo’s eyes darkened. “Khana. Come here.”

Fear turned to panic, and she blurted the first thing that came to mind: “The emperor doesn’t like anyone touching his women!”

He hesitated. Khana didn’t give him the time to react, and stepped around him to get to her room.

“I’ll see you when I return, Khana,” Antallo crooned.

She locked the door behind her.

The emperor’s descendants often enjoyed taunting the concubines and anyone else they had slivers of control over, even if they couldn’t do anything without facing Yamueto’s wrath. It took a long moment of trembling against the door for Khana to remind herself of the fact.

Despite being the emperor’s concubine – and thus technically royalty – Khana’s chambers were relatively small and sparse. There were a couple of small windows, four smooth wooden walls, a bed, a wardrobe, a bookshelf, and a writing desk. Originally, she’d tried to liven the place up with plants on the windowsill and woven blankets on the walls, but it did little to alleviate the gloom.

The tub and tea would take a while to arrive. Khana tore out of her silk dress and put on a sleeping robe. She snatched her lute from the corner, a beautifully carved instrument that she’d had for years, and scratched at the strings. Her anger, her grief, her pain poured out of her in bitter, incoherent notes. But eventually, it took the form of a song, a melody of rage and sorrow. She couldn’t say “damn the emperor,” but her music could. The man deserved so much more than that.

A century ago, Yamueto had conquered her homeland, the Naatuun Desert, to secure its trade – and eventual military – route. Like most places with magic, the desert had been ruled by witches. All the males had been put to the sword during and after the conquest. The female witches had been given to Yamueto himself or his princes as trophies, to create a new generation of witches loyal to the empire. Khana’s great-great-grandfather had been one of those princes. A century later, Khana was born.

Nobody had known she was a witch. They’d all thought the gift had died with her great-grandmother. It wasn’t until she was thirteen, when she accidentally pulled the âji out of a cactus, that she’d realized what she was.

Her handmaiden at the time, Guma, had tried to help her hide it. The sweet old lady had forbidden Khana from showing anyone, even her parents. But eventually, they’d found out.

Khana’s father executed Guma and, as was imperial law, sent his witch daughter to the capital. Since she was more than eight generations removed from Yamueto, she’d been given to the emperor himself.

If she thought about the fact that the man bedding her was her great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, she’d lose her gods-damn mind.

She never considered running away. Other concubines had tried. The public punishments Yamueto had made everyone witness still gave her nightmares.

The servants had to knock twice before she heard them over her lute and called for them to enter. The tub was hauled into the corner, and a whole trail of servants poured steaming water into it. Another brought in a tray with a teapot, cup, and saucer. Someone had thought to add a little bowl of berries, but Khana wouldn’t eat. Her stomach churned on nights like this.

“Do you require help bathing, ma’am?” one of them asked.

“No, thank you. You may go.”

She waited until they left before pouring herself a cup of tea. Then she went to the spot behind her bed, the one with the loose floorboard. A bit of rummaging produced a small glass vial protected in a silk bag.

Birth control medicine was illegal in the empire. Commoners could expect a public lashing, but royal concubines were put to death. It was one of the rare crimes where the rich were more harshly punished than the poor for violating it. But there were still ways to get the medicine.

Khana poured the concoction in her teacup and slammed it back, grimacing at the bitter taste. That had been good tea, too. But the treatment already had her feeling a bit better before she slipped into her bath and tried to wash the day from her skin.





Chapter Three

The days passed on. Yamueto ordered Khana to his bed almost every night, trying to get a child in her, the iron doors closing behind her with a final boom. It was a frequency she hadn’t seen since she was first taken to the palace. She hadn’t been allowed outside the imperial grounds since, and tried to let her mind drift to wondering what the world was like now as Yamueto forced his way into her. Even when chasing his pleasure, he still looked half-bored, and did little more than grunt when he climaxed.

She drank a lot of tea and played a lot of songs.

While her nights were torture, Khana tried to fill her days with better things. While confined to the walls, it was still a palace. There were dozens of gardens to walk through, things to sew, people to mingle with.

The library was one of Khana’s favorite places. Sometimes – not often, but sometimes – she’d run into one of the other concubines or their children or even grandchildren, and they’d talk about books, or music, or history, or just gossip. Khana mostly did her best to be a ghost in the palace, but sometimes it was nice to talk to another specter.

When she found Princess Sivusita wandering the shelves of books and scrolls, she almost sprinted to her. The oldest living daughter of Yamueto had been appointed librarian, keeping this part of the palace in order, reading while her hair went gray, and wrinkles carved themselves into her face. She shuffled between the shelves in her slippered feet and indigo robe, never caring for the time of day or night. She and Khana would spend entire afternoons together without saying a word, just reading and sipping tea.

Not today, though. Khana caught up with Sita and presented her with a scroll, bowing over it. “Here, Your Highness. I promised I’d get this back to you.” She’d borrowed it a week ago. The last time she’d failed to return something within a month, the librarian had threatened to kick her out.

Sita took the scroll with a smile. “Ah, a history of the Early Kingdoms. Any good?”

“Interesting,” Khana admitted. “I was mostly intrigued by the stories of other kings being immortal.” Before her reading, she only had half-remembered legends of the first witches trying to trick or cheat death. Even the ones who got away with it had to pay a hefty price.

“Oh, history is littered with people like my father. They get immortality somehow, and then wind up killed in battle, or by envious family, or assassins,” Sita said breezily. “I believe the record is eight hundred years, but of course Urdo the Ancient spent almost all of his days hiding in his fortress until someone poisoned him.”

“Your brother Antallo seems to think that he’ll be the next immortal,” Khana mused.

The librarian laughed. “He’s an idiot. Urdo’s reign was so horrifying and bloody that his killers purged every bit of magical knowledge they could find, hoping that no one would ever become immortal again. It worked for centuries, too. Used to be that witches of a certain rank or skill were taught immortality if they proved themselves worthy through various deeds and whatnot. There was a time when we had hundreds of immortals.”

“Were they all… like the emperor?” Sadistic and cruel and uncaring about anything but conquest.

“Some,” Sita said. “Urdo was the worst of them, until my father re-discovered the secret.”

Khana hummed. She couldn’t imagine living in a world with hundreds of Yamuetos. But perhaps the presence of others meant that none could get nearly as powerful.

“What are you doing?” she asked, motioning to the shelves that Sita had emptied, placing the scrolls and books on a rickety cart.

“Antallo is an ass who thinks he’s the world’s greatest military commander, but he managed to conquer a Tlapharian city – you didn’t hear?” Sita asked. “He’s sending some of their library to us.”

Khana stared at her in surprise. She’d half-expected the prince to get shot full of arrows.

“What comes after Tlaphar?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Logic would say ‘the next kingdom,’ but that’s Divaajin, and they’re behind a mountain range.”

“Has the emperor never gone over mountains?”

“No northern army has ever gotten through those mountains. Not ever. Especially not since they posted the Ghura there. They’re impassable.”

At Khana’s tipped head, Sita explained, “Nomadic barbarians. Used to wander around as mercenaries before the kingdom of Divaajin got them under control, some six hundred years ago. Now they guard the mountains in a line of towns and outposts from coast to coast. Pahuuda is the biggest. Those brutes don’t even use paper, and send weaklings into the snow to die. No culture whatsoever.”

Khana gave a noncommittal hum. Barbarians or not, she hoped they prevailed if – when – Yamueto decided his empire needed even more expansion and tried to push through the mountains.

Sita glanced at the lute on Khana’s back, kept in place by a strap. “Would you mind playing for me while I work, dear?”

“Of course, ma’am.”

They didn’t say another word to each other for hours, Khana playing until her fingers felt fuzzy. She kept the tune quiet – as well as her voice, when she decided to sing along with it – and the songs light and classical as the librarian worked. They went up and down the shelves, organizing the books and scrolls, gently taking down the old ones to be copied onto fresh paper, taking note of anything that was missing or needed more of.

They reached the farthest back corner of the library. “That’ll do, dear,” Sita said, pulling a medicinal vial from her sleeve. “Thank you.”

Khana beamed and took the vial. Like her, Sita and many of her friends had been “barren” for a very long time.

Despite books and gardens and endless wells of gossip, Khana found the best way to pass the time was music. The one true bright spot of the Reguallian Empire was all the different instruments, dances, and types of song that had been collected and created over the last three centuries. Khana spent hours each day perfecting the lute, playing happy tunes to distract herself from her daily horrors, or sad, vengeful ones to safely express the inner torment that threatened to consume her.

The Reguallian court was not a cheerful, festive place, but it still observed the gods and holidays. The Festival of Muobra was fast approaching, a celebration of the god of death. At least, one of them. All gods were welcome in the Reguallian Empire, old and new, homegrown and foreign. But Muobra was one of the oldest and most popular – or so Khana heard. Yamueto claimed his immortality was descended from Muobra himself, which could be true for all Khana knew.

Whatever the case, this festival was particularly important for the court to observe. Everyone had to prepare, including the concubines. Minstrels were summoned around the clock to help the women learn the year’s new dances and songs. Hardly a day passed without dozens of women dancing together in one of the mess halls, slippered feet gliding over thick, colorful rugs. Khana herself volunteered to join the musicians, and the lessons took up so much of her time that she hardly saw Sita during daylight hours. Soon enough, they were rehearsing with the dancers in the ballroom.

Muobra and Vigerion were the only gods Khana had ever seen Yamueto actively pray to. While Muobra was the more popular, raven-headed god that led lost souls to their suitable afterlives, Vigerion was one of the oldest deities, ancient even before Yamueto’s reign. The old man with the lantern. He had a small temple in the south wing of the palace that demanded absolute silence from the few allowed to enter. People who broke that rule lost their tongues.

In fact, no one was allowed to pray to Muobra and Vigerion, except the emperor. “The gods of death listen not to the trifling concerns of common people,” Yamueto had said. “Only the highest rank of witches is permitted to approach them. Anyone else caught doing so will be endangering the empire, and thus sentenced to death.”

Khana shook her head to banish such thoughts and focused on a particularly difficult set of notes. The songs praising the death gods were a little bizarre with an air of optimistic melancholy. A celebration of that person’s life while still mourning its end.

She hit the last note with the rest of the musicians around her just as the dancers finished their set. All the ladies cheered – it had been the first time they’d rehearsed the full set at once.

“You’re quite good at this,” a sister-wife said during a break. Khana didn’t know her name – was she new? Was she a witch or just descended from one? It was so hard to keep track, especially since Khana preferred to keep to herself. She played the pipes, though, and quite well. “I hope you don’t mind me spying on you when I forget the next set of notes.”

Khana giggled, feeling her cheeks heat with the compliment. “Thank you. Although your pipe-playing is spectacular. I can never do a song like this on a wind instrument; I’d be gasping for breath after the first set.”

“It’s all about control.”

A young boy in dark gray silk – a courier – scurried into the room, his little body almost swallowed by the great hall. He scanned the crowd until his eyes met Khana’s, and he wove his way through the gossiping, drinking women until he was close enough to whisper, “Mistress Kokaatl demands you see her in the dungeons.”

Ice poured down Khana’s spine. The pipe-player quickly turned away, as if the summons was contagious. Khana carefully wiped the sweat from her brow to buy herself time and adjusted the lute strap on her shoulder, comforted by the instrument’s weight on her back. She followed the boy out of the room to a staircase at the end of the hall.

She can’t hurt me, she reminded herself. If the emperor had given her permission, there would be guards to keep me from escaping.

Still, her stomach clenched, and her hands trembled as they went down, down, down into the dungeons. The city’s worst criminals were kept down here, some of them slated for night creatures, others given to Kokaatl for her to “play” with.

“Do you know what this is about?” she asked.

The boy shook his head. “No, Mistress Khana. She just told me to get you.”

Khana wrapped her arms around herself, shivering as polished wooden walls turned to cold stone as they went deeper into the belly of the palace. They left the sun behind, the only light coming from torches on the walls spaced so far apart they created pools of darkness between them.

Finally, they reached the correct floor. Kokaatl waited for them in the hall, standing in a gold and black silk dress with sleeves so long they brushed against the floor. She fiddled with something in her hands.

When she looked up and grinned, shark-like, Khana stuttered to a halt. Specks of red blood dotted Kokaatl’s otherwise perfectly made-up face.

“Oh, don’t be shy. Yamueto still won’t let me play with you,” Kokaatl said with a little pout. “Boy, you can go. Khana, I want to show you something.”

The courier hastily bowed and ran off. Khana forced her numb legs to move and stepped closer. “What do you wish to show me, ma’am?”

Kokaatl opened the door behind her. “My new toy, of course.”

The stench of blood almost had Khana running back to the stairs. The coppery tang choked her as it pooled on the floor, reflecting the torchlight from the walls. Kokaatl didn’t move, waiting for her to go first with a little smile on her face. Pushed on by her fear of the other woman, Khana breathed through her mouth and went in.

There were two tables. One was covered in tools, red and grimy with fresh use. Knives, hammers, nails – everything a person could possibly need for building a house or tearing someone apart.

It took Khana a moment to recognize what lay on the other table: a corpse, tied by the wrists and ankles. The skin was flayed off, revealing muscle and organs beneath. The fingers and toes were especially bloody, some of them torn to shreds. The only part that wasn’t completely destroyed or flayed was the head.

Sita’s eyes and mouth were open; she’d died mid-scream.

Khana’s whole world collapsed.

“Most people last through the whole flaying,” Kokaatl said conversationally. “But this one’s heart gave out too soon.”

Fear gave way to cold anger. “Why?” she asked in a dead voice.

Kokaatl held up a familiar black vial. “Birth control is illegal in the empire. Especially for the emperor’s concubines. You know that, silly kitty.”

The cleaners must have found the stash hidden in Khana’s room, or maybe Yamueto had suspected something and ordered it searched, or perhaps someone heard of Sita’s dealings in the city. Whatever the case…

My fault, Khana realized. This is my fault.

“Yamueto decided to give her to me to play with this morning,” Kokaatl continued, as if she wasn’t ripping Khana’s soul to shreds with every word. “He told me to show you after I was done, and to tell you to report to his chambers after. Honestly, I’m not a messenger girl. You should be grateful that I’m even doing this much.”

Before Khana knew what she was doing, her hand shot out and grabbed Kokaatl’s throat. She breathed in.

Kokaatl, feeling her life force drain away, pushed at Khana’s skinny arm. But Khana grabbed her gold-and-black dress with her other hand and slammed her into the wall, breathing in more and more of her âji. She watched, with numbness and rage, as Kokaatl weakly struggled, then tried to scream. Finally, the life completely drained out of her wide, panicked eyes.

Khana let the body drop to the floor. She knew she should feel something about having murdered someone, but felt curiously removed. Yes, there was guilt. But not for this.

She hurried to Sita’s body and put her hands on either side of her face. There must be a way to bring you back, she thought, trying to probe the body for any clues. Witches can bring people back without turning them into night creatures. Yamueto’s done it. Other witches in history have done it. There must be a way.

Though the emperor had never shared his secret of immortality, he had, occasionally, brought back to life favored wives or commanders, and they had been themselves. Before the anti-witch purge that followed Urdu the Ancient’s reign, plenty of high-ranked witches had done the same. So it was possible. But Khana had never been taught how. Nobody had.

There must be a trick to it, she thought. Her skin glowed with Kokaatl’s âji; it was more than she had ever taken at one time, a second skin of yellow, white, purple, pale green, and red. Khana pushed it into Sita’s body, aiming specifically for the heart. It must be the heart. Without a heart, there is no humanity.

Sita’s body twitched. Her heart beat. She took a breath, lungs filling with air. Then she opened her eyes.

All of Khana’s hopes crashed. They were completely white, like all night creatures.

Sita’s exposed flesh brushed against the shackles, and she screamed. No human could’ve made that sound; it was entirely bestial, pained, and angry.

Sobbing, Khana pulled the life force back, watching Sita’s movements slow, then cease entirely. “I’m sorry,” she cried, hugging her friend’s weathered face. “I’m so, so sorry.”

She couldn’t bring Sita back. Even if she did, she didn’t have enough âji to heal her injuries. Any existence she could give her would be nothing but suffering.

How long Khana stayed there, hugging the corpse, she didn’t know. But eventually, it dawned on her that she had to move. Yamueto had specifically ordered Kokaatl to torture her friend, to show Khana, and send her to his chambers. He knew exactly where she was; as soon as Kokaatl’s body was discovered, that would be the end. Khana would be turned into a night creature, or worse.

She had to leave. And she had to leave now.

Khana stepped away from the table and wiped her tears. Concubines who had tried escaping before had failed for a variety of reasons: trying to bribe guards who instead turned them in, being spotted while climbing the wall, trusting the wrong people. Those who had managed to escape had been recognized from posters Yamueto ordered hung up all over the empire describing their faces and features, or they were captured after trying to sell distinctive jewelry and clothing, or used their necrotic abilities.

Khana needed to be clever and get as much of a head start as possible. But it took money to travel. It was a shame none of the nobles ever carried rolls of coins or other forms of money – they had no use for it in the palace.

She studied Kokaatl’s body. She was covered in silks and jewels, but they would be instantly recognized. She’d have to alter them somehow. She pocketed all the gold rings, earrings, and bracelets, even those she knew she couldn’t use. The guards would note that they were missing and specifically search for them, distracting them from her real trail.

She also took her birth control bottle back. No one would be allowed to take that from her ever again.

As she lined her pockets, it occurred to her that Yamueto probably valued Kokaatl enough to want her back. He cared for the woman, as much as he could care about anything. He might go through the effort to revive her.

Well, that wasn’t going to happen.

The torturer had stripped Sita of her clothes before working on her, piling them in the corner. Khana threw on the dead princess’s oversized dark blue dress to act as a smock and selected the biggest knife the torture table had to offer.

Minutes of sweaty, bloody work later, Kokaatl’s head was relieved of its body. Khana removed Sita’s dress, wiped her face and arms with the clean spots, and used it as a bag for the head. She would dispose of that on her escape route, and Yamueto wouldn’t be able to resurrect his most terrifying wife.

She approached the body a final time and kissed Sita’s forehead. “Thank you, dear friend. Please find peace, wherever you are.”

Khana dried her eyes and left the torture chamber.





Chapter Four

The next obstacle was Khana’s own appearance. She didn’t look that different from everyone else in the city – certainly shorter than most of her sister-wives, and maybe a little darker thanks to her Naatuun heritage, although her long black hair, almond-shaped eyes, and small nose were distinctly Reguallian – but in her silk dresses, she was clearly a concubine, and thus wouldn’t be allowed to leave the palace.

Worse, she still held a faint glow from absorbing Kokaatl’s life force; black, green, yellow, and purple flickered over her skin. Thankfully she found a cat strolling down the corridor hunting mice and scooped up the creature to pour Kokaatl’s âji into it.

The vibrant life force pooled into the cat. It yowled, leaping from Khana’s hands, and bounded down the corridor at lightning speed, literally bouncing off the wall before disappearing around the corner. Khana’s own skin was left plain and dark.

Servants’ quarters, she thought, hurrying up the stone stairs. The dress-bag with Kokaatl’s head swung by her knees. Luckily Sita had always worn dark clothing, so the blood stains weren’t obvious.

The servants’ quarters were on the first floor, not too far from the dungeons, divided between men and women. Over fifty people shared a single room – the blankets that served as their beds brushed against each other like a massive mis-matched quilt across the entire floor.

Khana poked her head inside and bit her tongue. A servant grumbled as she shuffled through her belongings. Khana hated being mean, especially to someone who didn’t deserve it, but…

She straightened her back, set the bag next to the wall, and strode into the room. “You!”

The servant jumped into a bow. “Mistress!”

“Mistress Kokaatl needs assistance.”

“Of course, ma’am. Where?”

“The library on the third floor.” It was on the other side of the palace. It would take ten minutes to walk there, less if the servant ran. The library was huge though, so it would take a while longer for the servant to wander around and realize Kokaatl was not there. By the time she’d think to return here and ask for clarification, Khana would be long gone.

The servant hesitated, probably wondering why Khana hadn’t fetched someone closer to that wing of the palace. But a stern look from Khana had the girl running.

Pushing down guilt, Khana found the shelves hidden behind the sliding paper walls that housed spare uniforms. Some were neatly folded, but most were shoved wherever there was room. She had to rummage for a bit before she found one that wouldn’t drown her. Even then, she had to roll up the white sleeves to free her hands, and wrap the cloth belt around the wide black skirt three times before tying it.

She stuffed her silk dress into the back of the shelf, then cast around for something to hide her hair and face. Some of the servants had cloaks – not meant for warmth, since that would roast them like parrots for dinner – but thin rubbery ones to protect their skin against sunlight and heavy rain. She chose the plainest one that fit her, cotton dyed a near muddy brown that covered her and the lute on her back. Then, she scooped up her head-sack and left.

The raised hood made her look a tad suspicious, but Khana had no choice. Not until she got somewhere where people didn’t know her face. She stopped by the kitchens, using the chaos of servants, cooks, and chefs prepping dinner as cover. No one noticed her grab a small kitchen knife and hide it under her cloak.

Now just walk out the back gate, she ordered herself. Nobody checks the servants’ gate. Just walk like you do it every day.

She stepped onto one of the largest courtyards of the palace. The sun was still hours away from setting. Some servants came in through the gate to help with the dinner prep, others walked out on their night off. The guards leaned against the stone walls ahead of her, bored as they watched the staff leave, checking their faces when necessary. Her heart crawled up her throat, but there was no other way. She’d just have to hope they didn’t recognize her face without makeup or finery.

She was a hundred steps away. Ninety. Eighty.

The bells atop the roof of the palace rang, echoing across the city.

Khana froze. They found the body.

The bells meant an emergency. No one in or out. No exceptions until Yamueto gave the all-clear.

The guards jumped to attention. Some servants groaned as they realized their time off had vanished and cursed whatever had caused the alarm. Others tried to ask the guards what was going on as they closed and locked the gate.

“Everyone return to your rooms,” the guards ordered over the cacophony. “We’ll let you know what’s happening as soon as we’re told.”

Everyone was supposed to go to their rooms, or other assigned spots, until they were checked and cleared. Their possessions checked and cleared. Anyone caught loitering was immediately arrested on suspicion.

I’m dead, Khana thought.

She glanced around the courtyard, looking for solutions. Servants wandered back inside the palace. She needed to move while there were still too many of them to keep track of.

The courtyard led to three different areas: the main palace directly behind her, an extensive garden to her right, and a cobblestone path to the temple of Vigerion on her left.

She’d never been particularly religious. But it was too light outside to effectively hide in the garden, so she went left, following the path around the corner.

As soon as she stepped over the temple’s threshold, she was plunged into darkness. While there were windows to help keep the building cool on hotter days, they kept the shutters closed as often as possible, allowing candles to be the only source of light. Khana’s eyes slowly adjusted.

There was only one main room beyond the entryway, and it was surprisingly austere for a temple. No grand statues or offerings of gold or anything else to show off the wealth of the building or its architect’s ego. Just a single altar at the end of the room, lit by wax candles carefully melted onto the corners. Lanterns lit the edges of the room, flickering light and shadows against the wooden walls, making the small space somehow even more intimate. There were mats and pillows along the floor for meditation, and one silent priest sat in one, dressed all in black.

Khana stood frozen and silent, not daring to breathe, waiting for him to acknowledge her. But he never turned around.

She couldn’t imagine Yamueto coming here to pray, yet he must have. This was where he went to revive those he deemed worthy. Supposedly, it was also where he’d learned the secret of immortality, and even the creation of night creatures.

Although the temple was small, Khana knew there was an underground catacomb, where the bodies of Vigerion’s priests and most devout followers were laid to rest. Perhaps she could hide there until the gates opened.

She carefully stepped forward, deeper into the room, and found a paper door. Slipping her fingers between the frame and the wall, she silently pushed it open. A storage closet, with more black priest
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