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      When Rekaan glanced up at the high defense wall protecting the titanic expanse of the emperor of the north’s winter palace, fat white flakes drifted into his eyes. The snow clung to the sable fur of his heavy cloak and to the braids of his long black hair. Muscles twitched the length of his mountain pony’s torso, and the animal shook its pale mane, a warning of its nervousness. The long-limbed warrior patted the beast’s neck and leaned forward to whisper reassurances into its short ears.

      The beast neighed and dug its right front hoof into the deep pack, calmed for the moment.

      Satisfied, Rekaan exhaled a burst of steaming breath toward the guards atop the wall. “Open the gate!” Ill-advised impatience added an unwanted rasp to his voice, feeding the malevolent nature of the emperor’s soldiers.

      One of the guards stretched out from between crenellations, the icy breeze bending the ostrich feather mounted to the crest of his dark-gray-steel-and-bright-brass-segmented helmet. “Servants and deliveries enter ’round the back.”

      Amplified by the snow-covered steppes, the chuckles of the guardsman’s comrades reached Rekaan’s ears.

      Let them have their laughs. I hold no ill will toward them. Not yet.

      Rekaan twisted in his saddle to glance back at his modest entourage: the big, broad-shouldered, brutish cousins Namrid and Zothar, each dwarfing his squat pony; the narrow-chested scholar Bori hunched over and wrapped in thick furs against the chill; Grundak and his three szatav brothers, each sitting as still as ice statues astride their beasts, golden animal-hide robes ice rimed and stiff.

      It was a paltry retinue for one of his station, but the emperor’s invitation to his new prince had included very clear rules, and Rekaan desired no further attention than already fated by who he was.

      And so he assumed the affectation of an offended nobleman and returned his attention to the mocking guard. “You see no servant before you, so I shall be departing with my retinue. Please advise the emperor that it was you who turned away Prince Rekaan, sovereign of Thayron, and the thousand crowns excise I’ve brought.”

      “Wait!” The loudmouthed guard almost tipped over the parapet. Extended as he was, his bright-gold tunic puffed out from beneath his black cloak. “You are late, Prince Rekaan. No one expected you. The last of your fellow sovereigns arrived two days past.”

      “A landslide outside Feygaol forced a detour.”

      The guard barked out an order, and the groan and clatter of gears announced the slow descent of the drawbridge that must stretch the length of the moat separating the prince from the palace. In the afternoon gloom, the lowering bridge’s thick planks were nearly as black as the heavy chains anchored to the top corners.

      Behind the prince, Zothar, the larger of the barbarian cousins, spat into the snow. “His blood should stain the snow soon enough.”

      Only the prince’s slightest shrug answered the big man.

      Once the bridge lay flat, Rekaan prodded his pony forward, keeping it centered while studying the moat separating the massive defense works from the snowy steppe. Black iron spikes rose from the thin mist and the white powder blanketing the depths. Skulls rested atop the tips of a few of the spikes, leathery flesh frozen over the bones.

      Past the raised outer portcullis, Rekaan noted the murder holes on both sides of the gate barbican walls. Icy mud would have made the passage treacherous on foot, but the sure-footed ponies handled it well enough.

      At the inner portcullis, the prince’s annoyance flared again. Rusted iron still blocked his entry into the muck of the bailey beyond.

      Worse still, so many things were different than what his spies had conveyed.

      Zothar prodded his mount forward and banged the back of a gloved fist against the gate. He seemed ready to spit again. “Such taunting. You think they treat the other princes this way?”

      “They don’t.” Rekaan’s amber eyes went to the larger man. “Let it be.”

      “If Namrid wore the crown⁠—”

      “Soon enough.”

      “Soon enough? Two years ago, you promised Namrid he would be seated upon the garnet throne⁠—”

      “Lower your voice.” Rekaan inclined his head to indicate one of the arrow slits, behind which guards would be stationed.

      The burly man growled and dragged his fingers through the thick, pale-red beard he’d grown since they’d left Vazabahn behind. He drove a knuckle into one broad nostril, twisted his head around, and emptied a spray of snot onto the portcullis’s latticework mere seconds before the clank of chains and grind of pulleys bounced around inside the arched tunnel.

      Rekaan didn’t wait for the gate to rise completely but rode underneath, ducked low, until his pony came to a stop in the center of the slushy bailey. He dismounted into trampled snow and leaned his cheek against the animal’s bulging jaw, thanking it for its stamina and determination. As he did so, his sharp eyes took in the many buildings visible through the faint haze of snow, each as robust as the outer works, each of stone that would not burn or easily crumble.

      At the creak of the gatehouse door opening, he spun around, relaxing when only one guardsman came out. Although tall, the soldier was little more than a boy, perhaps fifteen years old, with round cheeks and the faint beginnings of a mustache diminished by his white-gold hair.

      With his face mask raised, the gentle slant of the youth’s dark eyes became his most prominent feature. “You’ll be in Castle Vikaro, Your Highness.”

      Following the young man’s extended arm, Rekaan could only just make out the indicated structure at least half a mile to the west. “And my mount?”

      The young man’s flat features twisted in confusion. “You would keep them?”

      “What else would I do?”

      “Such ponies are often gifted to the villagers, Your Highness. The meat is tough but tasty.”

      “Have we stables in that castle?”

      “There are.”

      Rekaan waved to the animals burdened with his taxes. “The emperor’s due.”

      Once the guard had wrestled down the hefty lockboxes and called for comrades to assist him with the gold, Rekaan guided his mount after him, regretting already having dismounted. The snow came up to his knees and quickly melted into the inside of his boots. No matter his experience in colder climes, he still shivered and grumbled the entire way around the western half of the emperor’s gargantuan castle. Crafted from the same pale-gray stone as the curtain wall, the structure climbed sixty feet or more, with the west wing at least two hundred feet in width, each story sporting several shuttered windows and balconies with glass doors untouched by snow or ice.

      Although smaller than the west wing of the main castle, the castle assigned to the Prince of Thayron proved adequate. Its stables alone impressed, already hosting two dozen sturdy beasts in black-painted stalls. The chimney of a heavy stone furnace climbed the western wall at the center of the structure, warming much of the interior.

      Stable hands took the ponies from Rekaan and his comrades, escorting the animals into stalls that had already been mucked. The smells of urine and feces were faint considering the number of animals.

      After gifting a coin to each of the thickset youths and thanking them for their care, Rekaan followed the narrow path dug through the snow from stable to castle to reach the eastern entry.

      Zothar stayed close behind, lacing his grumbles with kicks against the piled snow, swearing repeatedly at every aspect of the imperial efforts on display. By the time they’d reached the towering bronze-banded doors, the barbarian had turned his foul mood to a new target. “What of the ugly rock used to construct everything? Could they find nothing else?”

      When the door opened before anyone could knock, revealing a pair of young, slender women dressed in bright-red robes, and an elderly, white-haired man in black coat and pants, the barbarian fell silent. Tall as they were, the women’s brows were just below the big barbarian’s chin.

      It was the old man who broke the awkward silence. “If you will leave your boots just inside, Limka and Mirzha will tend to cleaning them.” He stepped aside and waved everyone in.

      Once the guests were free of their footwear, the old man bowed and directed each to a steaming brass bowl, where he washed their feet. Afterward, he provided each with white slippers of a soft deer hide.

      The fit could not have been better if a master craftsman had measured Rekaan’s foot for the design.

      Oil lamp held high, the old man guided the eight guests past a hall with stairs rising to the second floor then through long corridors adorned with elegant tapestries depicting wars and heroic deeds and heavy rugs of deep red and gold that softly crunched beneath their stride. Centuries of occupation had left an impression on the place—of woodsmoke and tallow, incense and perfume, sweat and blood.

      At the southern end of one hallway, the lamp revealed four doors, two to a side, which the old man opened with a key. He passed two twins of the metal object along to Rekaan before guiding the prince through the last entry on the right.

      Here, another door on the left opened onto a large bedchamber, while an even larger common room offered plush chairs set before a fireplace already piled with split wood that was almost as white as the snow.

      With a bow, the old man waved Rekaan toward the fireplace, which abutted the bedchamber wall. “Whenever the prince wishes, I may light the fire. As well, a bath can be brought to wash away the stain of your travels.”

      “Thank you. And my comrades?”

      “The same.”

      Rekaan signaled for the old man to show the other rooms and followed after his people. As personal bodyguards, Grundak and his szatav brothers took the room adjacent to the prince’s, while Namrid and Zothar shared the room directly across from the four Kelevalani warriors, leaving the smallest room to Bori.

      The little man chuckled. “A bed, a bath, a light, and a desk beside the fireplace. What man has a right to ask for anything more?”

      Returned to his own quarters, Rekaan started the fire himself but allowed the old man to light candles anchored in nooks and atop tables.

      As the kindling took, the prince glanced over at the white-haired man. “I didn’t catch your name, my friend.”

      “Totuk, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you for your kindness, Totuk. My comrades and I are weary after our travels.”

      “Thayron is many leagues, the distance made greater by the cold.”

      “And the other princes? Do any others reside in Castle Vikaro?”

      “Prince Odruun is in the north wing, and Prince Kuruz is in the west wing. Prince Iyinar occupies the floor above you, and Prince Jakayn the floor above Odruun.”

      Four other princes then. The emperor wasn’t exiling his unwelcome guest.

      When the glow of the fire and candles revealed a hook on the wall near the door, Rekaan shrugged off his fur cloak and hung it. He was about to ask the white-haired servant for any news of the other sovereigns when the door opened, and six more of the tall, red-robed young women shuffled in, a long, wooden tub banded by brass strips suspended from two poles balanced on their shoulders. Four more followed after, each carrying a steaming bucket of water. With the tub set before the fireplace, the women emptied the water inside, and one of the women set a brush afloat while two others pulled shiny black pouches from pockets inside their garments and emptied a bright-scented powder into the hot water, quickly filling the air with a pleasant aroma not unlike spring blossoms.

      One of the women hung back, towel in hand, head bowed, as Totuk escorted the others from the room.

      Rekaan waited until the door closed before smiling at the young woman. “I can bathe myself.”

      “And for after?” She undid his braids, releasing his jet-black hair.

      He considered her—almost his same height, narrow-bodied, with pale hair and bright, slanted eyes. What had been a homely look on the young guardsman improved some with the woman. There was even an allure to the soft features of her round face. But there was no look of desire or contentment on her features, no sense of acceptance in her stiff posture. This wasn’t someone raised as a courtesan, not someone rewarded for the task given her.

      As lonely as Rekaan felt after so long afield, he would not share his bed with such an unfortunate. Instead, he slipped her a coin after taking the towel. “I am tired, I fear. Good night.”

      When she had gone, he disrobed and sank into the scented water.

      The brush was of a pale, chiseled wood, wide enough to fill his hand and long enough to stretch beyond. Silky bristles proved relaxing and just firm enough to work through gaps between his toes and other hollows. After cleaning himself, Rekaan relaxed for a bit, breathing in the perfume, stretching his long limbs, and flexing his aching muscles.

      Knocking woke him. He stood, shivering in the tepid water, and wrapped himself in the towel set out for him. “Come.”

      Grundak pushed the door in, eyes jumping from the prince to the corners of the room. “It is unwise to leave the door unlocked.”

      “It is even less wise to fall asleep in the bath, yet I did.”

      A grunt of annoyance was the bodyguard’s only response as he followed the prince into his bedchamber. Grundak forced his way past the taller prince and searched beneath the bed and inside the standing closet before returning to the doorway. “Usurpers must always expect assassins.”

      “Not once I’m under the emperor’s protection.” Rekaan snorted at the thought. He would have to prove himself to be acknowledged as the rightful ruler of Thayron, and that meant solving the days ahead. “I’ll do better.”

      “The barbarians⁠—”

      “I’ll talk to Namrid. Zothar’s patience was never his strong suit, and now so close to the throne, he wants this done with and his cousin wearing the crown.”

      The szatav bodyguard scowled before turning away. “This is no easily breached stronghold.”

      “I know.” Rekaan tried to distract himself from the bitter truth by unfolding the silk undergarments laid out in the top drawer of his armoire. “It’s not just those stones, either. Dragging the makings of siege engines from the forest will be task enough, assuming the snow ever melts at this damned altitude. I worry there may be no stone sufficient to do more than shatter against the defenses.”

      “You saw the barracks?”

      “And the giant storehouses. And the towers inside the walls.”

      “With rock beneath what little topsoil there is, tunneling beneath the walls⁠—”

      “A siege would take years, and I would have any loyal princes at my back in months, ready to cut me down as they seek favor with their master.” Rekaan pulled on a heavy cotton gown of ivory, smiling at its comfort. It smelled like lilac and rose petals. “To unseat the emperor requires striking him down while a guest within the walls of this place.”

      “My szatav brothers, they and I would die for you, evanyi, but none would want to see your blood spilled with no point, no hope of success.”

      Rekaan crossed to the smaller man, the dangerous swordsman who had sworn his life and those of his deadly sword-brothers to the one they called “evanyi,” the mysterious warrior who had struck down the previous prince, ending his years-long assault on the lands of Kelevala in the process. “I swear to you, Grundak, that I have no interest in throwing myself upon a pike.”

      “Then you will abandon this hopeless endeavor?”

      A study of the shadows revealed no unexpected shapes, no unnatural movement that might tell of spying creatures crafted from sorcery. Still, Rekaan leaned in close to his comrade. “Trust me when I say that no fortress is impregnable and no threat insurmountable.”

      “‘A rock may be shattered, but the value is unknown until the ruin is done.’”

      “One of your tribal sayings?”

      “The words of Zeruq the Wise, our great leader of old.”

      “I remember him. And I listen, Grundak.”

      “Legend, it says the emperor cannot be killed, that he consorts with things drawn from nightmare and slaughter.”

      “That is for me to see.”

      “And if it proves true?”

      At that moment, Rekaan wished for a goblet of wine to wash away the bitter taste of defeat already pressing upon him. “If it proves true, I will find some other way. I always do.”
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      With morning came breakfast, trays of smoked meats and fresh-baked breads and bowls of fluffy eggs spread on one of three long tables in the broad banquet hall. Rekaan slathered butter on the steaming heel of a dark bread with a strong, earthy flavor then piled on eggs and strips of the salty smoked meat. He ate with gusto, devouring the hearty meal before washing it down with hot tea sweetened with honey.

      As Rekaan’s retinue finished their food, Totuk entered and cleared his throat. “Prince Odruun of Rygini.”

      A short, skinny man with light-brown hair strutted into the hall, decked out in gold-trimmed, shiny green garments that whispered with each movement. His comrades were similarly attired, each as pale-skinned as their prince.

      Upon seeing Rekaan, Odruun rushed to his table, arms thrown high, laughter bubbling up. “And you must be the crazy man who arrived in the night?”

      Rekaan rose, unintentionally looming over the smaller man. “Rekaan.”

      “The usurper!” Odruun mock-gasped. “I hope you’re satisfied with your holdings, you bloodthirsty killer?”

      “Can anyone ever truly be satisfied?” Rekaan bowed slightly.

      The little prince released a tittering laugh and seized Rekaan’s hand to shake before plopping into the seat at the larger man’s side, one leg thrown over an armrest. “Tell me, is it true you cut off old Gastivon’s head with a single stroke?”

      “We met on the field of battle, and only I came away from the engagement.”

      “Oh, listen to you! You hardly sound like a savage.” Odruun scooped figs and nuts onto a plate and dug in, waving one of the tall serving women over to fill a goblet for him. “And, what, you have no wine to drink on such a dreadful morning?”

      To his surprise, Rekaan recognized the young woman as the servant who had offered to bathe him the night before. He returned her grin. “This is my first trip to the winter court.”

      “Well—” Odruun downed his drink in a loud gulp. “Are you one to heed wisdom?”

      “It is my desire to always acquire knowledge in life.”

      The little prince waggled his empty cup, admiring the tall servant as she poured again. “Then here’s my advice—offered at no cost, of course.”

      “Of course.” Rekaan plucked a grape from a bowl.

      “We’re all here not as guests but as pawns moved about to satisfy the emperor’s dark delights. Learn to play the games well enough, and you survive to be invited back again next year.” The little prince tore a fig apart before tossing the sticky meat into his mouth.

      Rekaan thanked the younger man then excused himself, waiting for his men to trail out of their adjoining room before leading them out of the banquet hall and back to their quarters. He barely noticed Bori hurrying along at his side. As with Odruun’s people, the little scholar’s outfit had the same coloring and design as Rekaan’s, although it lacked the ostentatious detailing.

      Voice raised just enough to be heard over the tread of their soft slippers, Bori craned his neck toward his prince. “He’s Prince of Rygini?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “I had thought it a principality of some significance.”

      “Why would it not be?”

      Bori glanced back the way they’d come. “You don’t think him…peculiar?”

      “Don’t legends speak of the Empire of the North as a land of madness?”

      “One supposes coming to these frozen lands willingly can’t signal a particularly strong grip on sanity.”

      “Ready yourselves for dinner. We’ll see how many of my peers are lunatics and how many are merely ambitious and loyal.”

      To pass the morning, Rekaan unpacked his belongings, unsheathing his sword and testing its grip. Despite years of travel carrying him across the face of Krimarn, the blade maintained its terrible edge. Devils, ghouls, and atrocities that should never have known existence had met their end with this weapon, and he yet held out hope it would see him through his current endeavor.

      He removed the jacket he had taken from his larger closet and laid the garment on one of the chairs before rolling his shoulders and twisting his hips, stretching out the stiffness that lingered from old wounds. Once that was done, he ran through several exercises with his sword, testing his balance and speed, thrusting at an imaginary throat and slashing across an equally imaginary chest. His maneuvers carried him back and forth in the tight spaces of the outer room until he’d crafted an imaginary enemy from memory. Now, absorbing himself in the fantastical struggle, he weaved his way through the obstacles, sometimes climbing atop the chairs, other times leaping over them.

      Soon enough, his breath came in deep gulps, and a fine sheen of sweat covered his long muscles. The biting chill that had lingered even beneath the blankets the night before was now gone.

      Just as he sheathed the weapon, a knock announced Grundak’s arrival at the door. Rekaan let the bodyguard in. “Was I too noisy?”

      The swordsman scanned the chamber before going to the outer wall across from the door to stare into the depths of the bay of the window. “You are vulnerable in this room alone, evanyi.”

      “Anywhere I go, I’ll be vulnerable.”

      “I would move into this outer room.”

      Rekaan wiped sweat from his face with the towel he’d used the night before. “That projects weakness.”

      “Wisdom is projected. It is you who said you seek this.”

      “Let me think on it.”

      “Once the banquet is behind us, and then you make a decision?”

      “We’ll see.”

      Grundak knelt before the fireplace, raking the embers with a poker. The flames rose, reflecting off the olive-toned flesh of his shaved scalp. He stood, lips screwed up, surveyed the room once more, then exited.

      Not accepting his advice might test the warrior’s patience, but it would never weaken his loyalty. Years of persecution and bloody guerrilla warfare by Prince Gastivon of Thayron had cost the Kelevalani military and especially the elite szatav mightily. They saw Rekaan as their savior and swore their lives to him.

      Before the banquet, Rekaan bathed again, dressing afterward in the garments laid out for him—a jupon of the familiar ivory color and pantaloons of black, both stitched with silver detailing. Soft black boots were on offer as well, as well as heavy, loose-fitting black robes that would protect the clothing from the weather.

      After dressing, he pulled on his cleaned boots, carrying the dress footwear to switch to it once inside the emperor’s great castle.

      In the great foyer, Rekaan’s retinue joined a parade of princes and retainers swathed in black outer robes. No greetings were made before the doors were opened. Immediately, they were buffeted by icy winds that scraped loose light flakes from the deep-piled white and hurled them into the darkening air. Laughter and song started up among the assembled host, only to die halfway to the giant castle’s west wall, quieted by the biting chill.

      Once inside the towering castle, they came across other princely retinues already standing around while servants took the newly arrived visitors’ shoes, setting them by bronze braziers glowing with the heat of ash-topped embers. From the sweetened scent in the air, that ash was all that remained of rich incense.

      The bright sparkle of a youthful female laugh brought Rekaan out of his gloomy thoughts about the lack of vulnerability in the palace’s defenses. He glanced around the brightly dressed revelers for the source of the tantalizing sound of mirth⁠—

      —and froze.

      Leaning against a wall, wrestling with an ill-fitting boot of gold, a long, lean woman—and only barely that—with cinnamon hair and faintly bronze skin tilted back her high-browed head and groaned. “Tokmet, my love, what torturer designed these boots?”

      Delicate features presented a pretty enough face—an upturned and narrow nose, soft cheeks, a not-too-wide but fully lipped mouth—but it was the eyes that entranced the Prince of Thayron, the distinctive almond shape of them and the coloring. The faintly brown outer ring of the iris drifted to an amber nearly as clear as Rekaan’s own midway to the pupil, the effect mirroring the gold of her low-cut gown.

      And that laugh combined with the annoyed shake of her head…?

      Rekaan could barely swallow the name of Leshani, his dead love.

      Bori squeezed his prince’s arm. “What is it?”

      “Nothing.” But Rekaan could no more hide his pain than fly.

      Instead, he squared his shoulders and led his people out of the main hall, stopping only at the signal from the emperor’s servants to wait for the other princes. And if the lithesome young woman had stared at Rekaan, if her jaw had dropped and a gasp had escaped her most wondrous mouth, there was no reason to imagine it had been recognition she felt.

      Gathered together, the princes and their people strode through the candlelit halls, their voices echoing from light-gray stone, their perfumes collecting into a riotous mixture neither pleasant nor dire. Clumped close together, their heat overcame the lingering chill from outside.

      Their pleasant familiarity ended when they took a final turn that sent them marching straight into the madness of the main hall.

      Instantly, the aroma of sizzling meats and spicy gravies overwhelmed all other scents. The sound of a small group of musicians strained against the chortles and gasps of false outrage from courtiers and princes all dressed as brilliantly as those who had accompanied Rekaan from Castle Vikaro. Candles blazed, their flames reflected and refracted by chandeliers suspended high overhead from polished silver chains. A heat far greater than mere bodies gathered in this space could generate washed over the new entrants as they stepped across the threshold into the magical chamber.

      Red and green, bright and dark blue, deep gold and sunny yellow, silver and black, brown and gray, and finally a vibrant purple—all the princes now gathered throughout the vast expanse of the main hall turned to consider their latest peer.

      It was the tall youth in rippling violet who finally separated from the others, chin held high, fiery-gold curls bouncing against an inhumanly handsome but cruel face, skin almost porcelain in its paleness. “Prince Rekaan of Thayron.”

      Rekaan bowed. “And you must be Emperor Othiko’s son, Prince Sethmin.”

      “You’ve studied well, barbarian, perhaps with help from spies.”

      A twisted malice showed in the tall heir’s boyish gaze, a crazed gleam in his red-rimmed eyes. Combined with the barely perceptible animalistic musk emanating from him, the man gave off a dangerous, unwholesome aura.

      Before Rekaan could respond, a soft rasp of fabric caught his ear, and he turned to see the silver-haired sovereign who’d been standing beside the reborn Leshani. While handsome, the older man’s visage was one of a pampered and supercilious buffoon, the face lacking even the slightest scarring, all exposed flesh not so much flabby as untested.

      The pale-skinned prince offered a scowl for Rekaan, sniffling indignantly, then fixed his gray gaze on Sethmin. “What of this barbarian, Sethmin?”

      “What of him indeed?” A sneer played across the curly-headed prince’s pretty face.

      “We can’t be expected to sit at the banquet with him, can we?”

      “Direct your concerns to my father, Prince Tokmet.”

      Rekaan waited for the purple-garbed prince to stride away before shrugging. “What of me, indeed.”

      He left the pampered older man gaping and returned to Bori’s side, never glancing back lest the red on his face betray his fury. “Tell me, friend Bori, what do these peers of mine do with my back to them?”

      Hiding his mouth behind a goblet of wine, the scholar scanned the room. “The one whose wife enchanted you in the vestibule⁠—”

      “I said nothing of enchantment.”

      “So you didn’t. How strange. Yet her husband⁠—”

      “You’re sure they’re married?”

      “Betrothed, more like. And he has huddled with three of your contemporaries, while another has followed the one who insulted you.”

      “The pretty boy?”

      “He is.”

      “The crown prince, Bori. Keep your ambitions realistic.”

      The scholar pursed his lips in a pout. “Meanwhile, the one who is smitten with you⁠—”

      “Odruun? He’s harmless.”

      “—has the attention of several other princes. The little man continues to admire your derriere over the rim of his goblet.”

      “Who’s the jealous one, now?”

      “Ah, but my cousin did warn me that you were beyond my reach.”

      “Rolinda’s wisdom cannot be overestimated, as with many poets.”

      Bori lowered his cup, and his eyes dropped to the floor. “The gold-robed woman you were not in the least smitten by?”

      “What of her?”

      “She has wandered off alone.”

      That brought Rekaan around, although he did his best to avoid returning the attention of the other princes. “Where?”

      The scholar pointed with his goblet, and Rekaan did his best to stroll casually in the general direction indicated, stopping at one of the long tables with food stacked high upon them. He helped himself to a yellow flatbread and slivers of spicy meat, over which he lay slices of cheese. Heart racing, he pretended to be drawn in by the modest fare, distractedly wandering the edges of the impressive chamber.

      His eyes locked onto the woman’s narrow-waisted figure, the gold robes sparkling beneath the dim glow of lamps in a sparsely furnished room. She stood at a towering glass door, staring into the snowy yard beyond.

      Rekaan set down the last of his food, wiped clean his hands with a damp cloth napkin taken from one of the smaller tables, and sneaked into the room.

      Even before he reached the woman’s side, she spun around, eyes wide. “What⁠—”

      “Forgive me.” He drew in a long breath, stunned by her eyes in that light. “I had no intent to frighten you.”

      “Who said I was frightened?” Her gaze went to the banquet hall door.

      “I can leave⁠—”

      “I can leave as well.” Her long legs stretched beneath the robes as she hurried to the exit.

      “You’re not bored by their talk and the strange manner of our hosts?”

      The woman wheeled around. “Do you ask if I’m a barbarian like you?”

      “More like an outsider with dreams that extend far beyond the mundane.”

      She stiffened. “What do you know of dreams?”

      The long-limbed prince moved to the glass door, amazed at the way it held out the cold. “I knew a woman once—about your age. She said her dreams were of a time and places far from here, of worlds beyond the stars that sparkle in the sky, and of the two of us.”

      “You lie!” The woman trembled. “Who…? What was…?”

      “Her name was Leshani, although she had been reborn in a new body.”

      “Leshani…” With barely a sigh, the young woman slumped.

      Only Rekaan’s inhuman speed allowed him to catch her before she struck the marble floor. He pulled her to him, whispering her name and stroking her hair. Breathing her in awakened pain-flecked memories he desperately embraced.

      As quickly as she had swooned, her eyes opened, and she pushed free of him. “Unhand me!”

      He backed away. “I only wanted to stop you from falling.”

      Her throat worked, and she studied the room as if she had never set eyes on it before. “What you said, that girl…that’s not my name, although it’s beautiful.”

      “It is the person who makes the name, whether beautiful or base.”

      “My name is—” The young woman turned her head. “I’m Ishna, betrothed of Prince Tokmet. He is the one who challenged your presence.”

      “And who abandoned you to wander in here alone.”

      “He knows that my mind is a fragile thing, that I need my time alone when…when thoughts threaten to overwhelm me.”

      “Is this what you would have—time alone? Or would you prefer someone to hold you while you shake in terror at what you can’t possibly know?”

      “That is why you came in here—to offer to hold me in your arms?”

      “Something afflicts you, it reaches you through dreams. Do you wish to deny this?”

      She snorted. “As attempts to bed me go, this lacks rigorous effort.”

      “Then I will leave you to your dreams.”

      As he tried to return to the banquet, though, the young woman’s hand shot out, seizing his upper arm. “When I tell him of my nightmares, he says that I should hush, that I look upon the dawn of another day, nothing more. He demands I put a smile on my face for everyone to see, but those dreams, those terrors…” Her grip tightened. “I’m so lonely there, freezing in the dark. There’s blood and slaughter, and the death is my own handiwork.”

      Rekaan brought his arm up to his lips to kiss the back of her hand. “You will never be alone so long as I live.”

      In the darkest place between lamp glow and the arc of light coming through the banquet room door, the woman known as Ishna seemed ready to swoon again, ready to tear herself free, but she instead leaned into him, abruptly pressing her lips into his with a bruising force. Her tongue slipped against his tender lips, and when he opened his mouth, she plunged the probing muscular organ in the way someone who had long known him would. He ran his hands down her back, crushing her against his chest and muttering promises made centuries before. His words were drowned out by her throaty acceptance.

      But a loud growl interrupted their passionate embrace, and when they turned, it was to see the purple-robed Prince Sethmin skewering them with a furious glare. “What are you doing in here?” He shook out his golden curls and fixed his attention on the young woman. “Does Tokmet know you’re in the company of this savage brute?”

      More than mere madness glowed in the tall prince’s red-rimmed eyes. Rekaan understood the longing he saw on the other man’s features.

      After releasing his embrace of Ishna, Rekaan bowed to the crown prince. “We were sharing memories from a time when our ancestors knew each other, Your Highness. Our families were close.”

      From the pulse racing through her wrist, Rekaan knew that their shared heartbeats were a singular rhythm. The right thing to do would be to step away from the young woman, but Rekaan couldn’t let go of the woman he’d loved for longer than the winter palace had stood.

      Sethmin’s head shook ever so slightly. “You think I have no idea who you are and what you intend, barbarian? I can assure you, you’re wrong.” The purple-robed prince backed out of the room. “Tread carefully, Lady Ishna, lest you lose your future. And stay clear of this man.”

      And with that threat, the heir to the garnet throne stormed away.
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      Bells chimed, shattering the stillness of the moment in the vast banquet hall. Time allowed only a confused glance between the prince and the young woman who was the reincarnation of his soulmate, then Ishna raced out to the larger space and the gaily dressed revelers gathered there, a mere second before her fiancé called out her name.

      All around Rekaan, the room shifted, its features unreal and distant.

      Leshani. Reborn again. After so long taken away that he’d lost all hope.

      He staggered into the banquet hall and nearly bumped into Grundak’s onrushing form. Heat flushed the bodyguard’s olive complexion. “Assassins abound, evanyi. If you are to entangle yourself in romantic intrigues⁠—”

      It was too much for Rekaan, who with a hard jerk of his head silenced the smaller man. “That is enough for now.”

      With some effort, Rekaan saw where the other princes had hurried off to, taking seats around a long table at the northernmost end of the decorated chamber. He forced himself forward, barely noting that the table with the princes was meant only for them and their brides, if accompanied, not their retainers. Those comrades—advisors and bodyguards—were crowded around smaller tables in adjoining rooms that allowed them to see their princes. Mounds of food, luxuriantly prepared and presented, released aromatic steam. Gems glittered in the polished metal of goblets and decanters, and rich wine reflected flickering candlelight from crystal bowls.

      Did the emperor’s servants partake of such fare, or were they seriously desperate enough to sate themselves on tough pony meat as the young guardsman had said?

      The question only worsened Rekaan’s mood.

      Coming to the winter palace and playing the ridiculous games of the emperor’s court had been necessary, but now Rekaan felt sick with despair. His sumptuous clothes, the warmth filling the vast spaces of the gargantuan castle, the clatter of cutlery and thud of goblets against the main table, the rich spices of the food still being placed upon the ornately carved, pale wooden surface…

      Such excess and decadence—have these people no shame?

      Roasts and whole carcasses, stews and glistening tartar, peeled eggs and glazed vegetable medleys—it all became too much for him.

      Blood and violence were called for, not a feast. The emperor must die.

      At the very least, Rekaan had to accomplish the other part of his reason for coming to the icy vastness of the emperor’s mountain hold.

      Except his plan had never accounted for Leshani’s return, for this Ishna…

      He took a proffered goblet from a servant girl and after a drink snatched a roll from a plate, tearing free a buttery, tender bite of the bread.

      In short order, he regained his self-control and identified the other princes from the tales of spies.

      Odruun, the laughing little man with darting eyes and a taste for morning wine.

      Tokmet, the silver-haired fool who thought himself destined to wed Ishna.

      Kuruz, as gray as his garb and wrinkled, of high brow and narrow visage, shoulders stooped from a hard life that had left scars and taken an ear.

      Iyinar, as tall and powerfully built as Rekaan’s barbarian cousins, with brown hair and intelligent, light-brown eyes.

      Jakayn, with round features and roving gaze, front teeth scraping across a thin bottom lip. A tic twitched the left side of his sallow face. His crooked nose had fastened to its left nostril a fine ring of silver.

      Jojan, the portly and fastidious academic with more chins than offspring.

      Nuyik, the scrawny shell of a man with thinning hair, outsized nose, and painted nails.

      Oz-guthun, the well-muscled and bearded usurper who’d seized his princedom in the domain across the sea via bloody axe, enduring the role of outcast until displacement by Rekaan’s arrival.

      Cylamar, the slouching, ringed miser with unhealthy sores beneath thick, greasy black hair. The Silver Prince somehow continued to accumulate wealth despite each year seeing new mines close.

      Tholko, a thick-browed, squat brute with the reputation of a torturer.

      And Sethmin, the emperor’s strange son with fiery golden curls and an inhuman beauty.

      Despite obvious shortcomings, each prince ruled a realm of the empire with an iron hand, extracting onerous taxes from peasants, craftsmen, and merchants to satisfy the annual thousand-crown excise placed upon them by Emperor Othiko. Rekaan had spent a small fortune to hire an army of spies who might return with whispers of not just the emperor and his winter palace but with tales of his fellow potentates, and only a few of those spies had lived to share their findings.

      Yet it had been enough.

      Only the emperor himself remained a complete mystery, shrouded in dread-filled legends and tall tales that made planning his assassination even harder. Books spoke of the first emperor, seated shortly after the cataclysm that had transformed the world known now as Krimarn into its macabre existence, but the records in libraries as far south as Evsatapha and as far east as Lakath remained consistent in their discussions about the bloody-handed conqueror.

      Now, seeing the old emperor’s descendant seated to the right of the two empty chairs set at table head, Rekaan could only wonder about how much truth there had been in the stories of a giant man with skin like snow and hair to match.

      Pushing the thoughts aside, Rekaan scooped a heap of creamy potatoes onto his plate. A slick of thick, dark gravy followed, grease sparkling on its surface. The steam coming off of it opened the prince’s sinuses and left a moderate burning behind.

      While he gnawed on a tasty drumstick of some gray meat, Rekaan listened to the princes bickering and lobbing jabs back and forth. As Bori had observed, there were obvious cliques, some derived of shared animosities, some apparently rooted in regional allegiances, and others crafted from economic or military prudence. No matter the tensions between the various factions and individuals, only Odruun had so far presented the least civility, and as Bori had observed, that may have been rooted in the dainty prince’s insatiable appetite for scandalous trysts.

      Without engaging in the banter, Rekaan studied the other peers’ interactions.

      Of those who remained remote from their comrades, it was Tholko who seemed the most bellicose. Twice, he rose from his seat at the slightest hint of challenge, hand dropping to the jeweled dagger he, like his fellow sovereigns, had brought to the banquet. “Speak in such a way again, Jojan, and I’ll test your throat with this blade!”

      It fell to Jakayn, the prince with the nose ring and sallow face, to intervene. “Please, Tholko. The emperor becomes upset by violence.”

      Others calmed the squat-bodied prince, with the slouching Cylamar whispering into his comrade’s ear, greasy black hair never moving despite his animated chatter.

      Scrawny Nuyik tapped a long, spidery finger against his hook nose while reciting a ribald poem that drew a sour look from his corpulent wife.

      Even Odruun came to the thick-browed Tholko’s aid, rushing to him a fresh decanter of wine and pressing one of the servant women into the squat brute’s lap, all with a tittering laugh and wink. “Delight must always surpass fury, my dear prince.”

      At such antics, Oz-guthun’s thick muscles bunched, and he scratched his bearded chin, growling. His attention shot to Kuruz and Iyinar, both of whom shared his disgust without being so obvious.

      The silver-haired Tokmet took a moment to look from that trio to Prince Sethmin, his handsome, soft face quivering. “Prince Sethmin, where is your father?”

      “Would you challenge the emperor?”

      Tokmet sputtered, pale eyes gone wide. “I meant only that⁠—”

      “My father sets his own schedule. He will not have his subordinates questioning his decision any more than he would have them suggesting how he might prepare his food.” Sethmin’s inhuman gaze settled on Rekaan. “Nor will he have assassins run the halls of Castle Gazrin, indulging in bloodletting and butchery.”

      Irritation spoiled Rekaan’s appetite, and he pushed aside his half-eaten meal. The boisterous challenges and curses of his peers combined with the uncomfortable provocations of the perplexing crown prince to sorely test his patience.

      When Rekaan had seen enough, he rose. “The night has grown too long⁠—”

      The young crown prince vaulted from his seat. “Sit!”

      “I have sat. I have indulged in food and drink. That is as required by the rules of the court sent to me by your father. Now I excuse myself.”

      The tall prince shoved back his chair and marched over to stare down at Rekaan. “The winter court requires more than mere attendance for a moment and consumption of food and wine. When the emperor summons his princes, it is to meet them and test their wit and wiles so that he might know the true standing of his realm.”

      “Then tell him for me that the Prince of Thayron has no stomach for insinuation and insult.”

      A door boomed open somewhere beyond the northernmost hall, and boots tromped on the white marble floor. Armor rattled and fabric rustled before a procession of twenty armed and armored soldiers adorned in the royal blue of the emperor’s bodyguards appeared. These were not the slighter men standing watch on the walls but well-muscled and upright. Their flesh was ruddy from exertion, their cheeks shaved and scarred. Each held a polished halberd and had a longsword hanging from a high hip scabbard.

      Standing in the center of the formation was Emperor Othiko and his consort, Empress Maztra. Descriptions conveyed by spies fell far short of the reality of the pair in the flesh.

      Maztra’s beauty captured the eye immediately, more inhumanly perfect than even her son’s. High cheekbones, full lips, gentle of brow and chin, not even age had left a flaw in her appearance. A hint of copper gave warmth to her flesh, accentuated by the deep mahogany of her hair. Unbent by the years, she cut both a luxuriant hourglass of a figure and a regal posture.

      In the person of the emperor, Rekaan saw where Sethmin had acquired his height, for Othiko was a giant who towered even over the Vanmiiri cousins Namrid and Zothar. No doddering ancient, this emperor, his hair still thick and wavy, like fine threads of white gold. His neck was that of a bull, with no hint of fat or wattle or even wrinkles. Although brutish of visage, there were no specific faults to his heavy features, which could be described as healthy if not handsome, matching the impressive “V” of his wide shoulders and narrow waist.

      And his brow⁠—

      An unfamiliar anxiety constricted Rekaan’s innards, for he saw in this Othiko what should not—could not—exist. Below the heavy brow and thick eyebrows were almost incandescent gold eyes that could only belong to a child of the old gods, whether Xyon or Azurog was unclear. But no doubt could exist this was a half-breed sired by one of those who had once ruled this world as certainly as they had ruled the stars.

      Othiko took his wife’s hand and strode to the head of the table, seating her to his left before glancing at the gathered princes.

      Only then did Rekaan realize his peers had risen and that they now bowed.

      He joined them in this salute, hand clenching as if it might clutch the hilt of the sword still sheathed in his chambers.

      The emperor assumed his seat and signaled with a wave for his guests to do the same. “What is this shouting I heard, Sethmin?”

      “It is the usurper.” The young prince inclined his head toward Rekaan.

      “Ah ha!” Othiko brushed thick fingers across the blue fabric of his jupon, drawing sparks from the gold filigree. “I had thought at first you referred to our fine Lord Admiral Oz-guthun, but his loutish inclinations have been brought under control, have they not, Prince of Loruum?”

      Rekaan’s predecessor usurper studied the meat piled on his fine plate. “My loyalties remain as ever to the cause of the empire, Your Majesty.”

      The giant’s laughter thundered. “And so clever despite your simple upbringing.”

      A servant came to Rekaan’s side and collected his plate, bowing at his whispered gratitude. Any hope of simply leaving the festivities had evaporated with the revelation of the emperor’s true nature. Hopelessness and panic hovered at the back of Rekaan’s thoughts as he considered the implications of this new discovery. Slow revelation dawned on him at the trap he had fallen into, mistaking the convoluted rules of the winter court as a sign of an enfeebled emperor infatuated with silly games.

      But the emperor had yet to finish with the matter. As a servant poured his wine, Othiko leaned back in his massive chair, stroking his heavy chin in mock confusion. “Prince Rekaan…this is your first court, is it not?”

      “It is, Your Majesty.” As he spoke, Rekaan kept his gaze on the goblet before him.

      “Pray share your thoughts of my hospitality.”

      With a quick glance into the adjoining chamber, Rekaan confirmed that his people had heard the start of the conversation. Bori anxiously wiped a napkin across his stiff face, while Namrid and Zothar shared what could only be a look of anticipation, as if the fools thought they might not merely best the imperial bodyguards arrayed in the chamber but strike down a descendant of the gods through strength of arms.

      Only Grundak seemed to fully comprehend the threat facing his charge. Sweat started on the crown of his shaved scalp, and his fellow Kelevalani warriors mirrored the tension gnawing at the prince they were sworn to protect.

      Delicacy had never been Rekaan’s strength, but he sought it now. “The food and drink on offer are without match.”

      “And yet you would have departed before my arrival, if my ears serve me still.”

      “Sometimes, I succumb to dark moods, Your Majesty. Seeing the sorry condition of the peasants of the realm on my trip to the palace burdened me with guilt made worse by the weariness brought on by travel itself.”

      Othiko howled with laughter. “More likely, you fret over the delivery of your taxes, same as your comrades. Worry no more. Your coins have been counted and moved to the vaults, have they not, Prince Jakayn?”

      The tic that afflicted the left side of the homely prince’s pallid face caused Jakayn to wink. His protruding front teeth dug into his bottom lip, drawing blood as he nodded. “It is so, Your Majesty.”

      “Then there is no worry or guilt to afflict you, Rekaan.”

      “I cannot sufficiently convey my appreciation.”

      After gulping down his drink, though, the emperor patted his wife’s hand and leaned forward. “Tell me, Rekaan. Have we not met before?”

      “Not likely, Your Majesty, as this is my first time venturing so far north.”

      “And yet I know your bearing and mannerisms.” A sigh rumbled in the emperor’s chest, and he looked to his wife. “Did you not tell me that he exhibited the battle prowess of an ezrhin and that his eyes were of the same honey-gold that marked those traitor warriors?”

      An unpleasant grin split the empress’s full lips, which were red as blood. “My spies have never failed me, my love, although he might not have made your acquaintance before now.”

      “An ezrhin.” The giant near spat out the word.

      Beside the silver-haired Tokmet, Ishna’s mouth dropped open before she looked away with a shudder.

      The reaction drew Maztra’s attention. “How strange to see the unique mark on Prince Tokmet’s betrothed as well. Is it a sign of conspiracy, my love, or have the stars aligned to bring about events unprecedented in our lifetimes?”

      Sethmin’s right hand convulsed into a fist. “What is this secret, Mother?”

      “No secret, sweet Sethmin. It is only now confirmed, seeing as we have the presence of both guests for the first time.” Maztra feigned worry, barely hiding her true thrill at the moment. “Ezrhin is merely an ancient term become legend, its true meaning lost to the common folk of our world. These warriors once acted as the vanguard for those we worship, cutting down rebel and traitor to ensure enforcement of the will of our gods. That is, until they abandoned their oaths to their patrons, surrendering the immortality gifted to them in the process.”

      Color flashed through the youthful crown prince’s handsome features. “This is true? It is no old wives’ tale? And we have one of the scoundrels here, a bloody-handed usurper?”

      Finally, Rekaan met first the young heir’s furious gaze then that of his demigod father. “As the empress said, the ezrhin were legend long before I was born. Although I’ve wandered the world, I’ve never heard it said that they yet walked these lands. It seems as preposterous an idea as having a child of the Xyon or Azurog concerning himself with the mundane nature of ruling over mere mortals.”

      At this, the prince snapped around to consider the furrowed brow of his father, who bent the metal stem of his goblet as easily as if it were a blade of grass. Not a sound came from princes or servants, not scraping fork or drawn breath.

      Something like the strange odor of the space between the stars fouled the air for just a moment, and a cold greater than the driven snow seized Rekaan’s heart.

      Then Othiko threw back his head and roared with laughter yet again.

      The other princes joined in, quashing the quiet.

      But despite engaging in the reaction, Empress Maztra examined Rekaan hungrily over the delicate lines of her right hand. It was a countenance of not merely shrewd assessment but devious scheming.

      And it was a message meant only for Rekaan.
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      Dinner stretched on and on, the meal and dessert quickly becoming an embarrassing display of rapaciousness. Trays, bowls, and plates were carted away with hardly a serving dished up, a bite taken, a glance given, or a sniff indulged. Rekaan’s armies had gone days in the field with nothing but hard roots and rotting grist salvaged from fields and granaries, and there had been days with less.

      But Emperor Othiko must exhibit his prosperity lest his princes forget their place.

      Rekaan contented himself with wine, trying his best not to succumb to the gloom nesting in his heart. Years before, upon his discovery that Leshani had died at the hands of the Priest in Carmine, Rekaan had fallen into a hard state, releasing his pain and fury with bloodletting and adventure until finally slipping into black despair that could only be silenced with drink and concoctions that promised oblivion. It was a cycle repeated when, years later, she returned in the body of a noblewoman named Duprina only to slip away again.

      Now, with the scheming of years so close to fruition, Leshani had defied the odds and been reborn yet again, and the emperor that must be overthrown for Rekaan to realize his greatest dream had proven to be not some maniacal, doddering despot but a demigod in full vigor.

      So caught up in emptying another goblet was the bitter swordsman that he nearly missed the announcement of the banquet’s end and the beginning of the night’s entertainment.

      He got to his feet with some effort, swaying until he’d found his place in the larger banquet hall once more, where his comrades set him onto perfumed pillows of ivory and silver piled atop the white marble tiles.

      It was Namrid who wrapped an arm around his prince, breath heavy with wine, anxiety a sharp odor leaking through the barbarian’s clothing. “This emperor is no mortal, Rekaan. Is that not so?”

      “Even demigods may die.”

      “This throne will never be mine.”

      “An oath given is an oath kept. You may need to develop patience, my friend.”

      The barbarian made a fist of his powerful hand. “I have no fear of him.”

      “You should. Your strength is as nothing compared to the god-spawn. Even I can’t hope to match him, not in an exchange of sword strokes. Only the most certain blow could hope to fell such a person, and he will be protected by magic and by guards aside from his own considerable physical advantages.”

      Namrid made an irritated noise deep in his chest. “Better I had secured the Vazabahn throne.”

      “I’ve told you already: You’ll have your crown. Patience.”

      Arrayed in a semicircle before an open space backed by a blank wall, the princes and their retinues had, same as Rekaan, fallen into subdued chatter. Tokmet’s wrinkled hand had settled on the gentle curve of Ishna’s slender thigh, a signal for all to see, especially Rekaan.

      But the Prince of Thayron’s focus traveled elsewhere, starting with the towering Othiko, who only now had settled on a mound of royal-blue pillows at the top of the semicircle, his wife to his left, his handsome son to his right. The emperor sprawled not twelve feet from Rekaan, his immense frame radiating a poisonous heat and arrogance.

      As if sensing that he’d been the object of Rekaan’s attention, the giant leaned on his left elbow and craned his neck toward the barbarian prince. “Tell us, brave prince, of some of your exploits.”

      Red misted Rekaan’s vision. He imagined sinking his fingers into the larger man’s throat. “I have no doubt they would bore everyone, Your Majesty.”

      “But surely, you’ve seen the stars beyond our own.”

      “An ezrhin might have, but they were slain by the gods, cut down as you said.”

      Othiko’s rumble of a laugh silenced the princes and brought to a stop the preparations of the band and the women draped in silk who accompanied them. Drummers, horn players, and lutists gazed toward the emperor while the black-haired women bowed their heads, the glow of braziers lining the wall behind them leaking through the veils to reveal the sumptuous and well-turned shapes of rangori dancers.

      The emperor waved for the entertainers to get on with their setup. “Perhaps the Prince of Thayron could at least explain how he secured the throne of his principality? Gastivon had proven a competent enough field commander to hold the title of Imperial Marshal, and his skill with the broadsword struck fear into the hearts of enemy and ally alike. Did you perhaps rely upon assassins to cut him down?”

      A soft hand settled on Rekaan’s forearm, and he knew before Bori spoke that the scholar would speak wisely. “My prince, the emperor attempts to draw you out.” The small man’s voice was a concerned whisper.

      What Bori said was true, and Rekaan knew that truth before the warning. Still, his blood was up. “It is possible, I suppose, that Gastivon’s skill might have been overestimated. Could this be consistent with all things of the realm, Your Majesty?”

      The first tuning plucks of instruments and what remained of the chatter among those gathered went silent.

      Bori’s gasp only reached Rekaan’s ear, but the scholar seemed to give voice for all in the banquet hall.

      Prince Sethmin shot to his feet, eyes a fiery red. “Do you challenge our emperor, barbarian?”

      After considering the dancers now frozen in place, Rekaan cast a casual glance over his shoulder. Blood pounded in his ears, and the dullness of drink left him. It was the clarity that came before drawing swords that settled over the usurper. “Challenge in what way?”

      “You insult your superior. You show the arrogance of the unsophisticated.”

      “I gave no insult, Sethmin. I answered a question posed with a question of my own.”

      “How else should that question be taken if not an insult?”

      Rekaan shrugged. “I am only a bloody-handed barbarian, as you continue to point out. Should I be expected to provide knowledge in matters where those of greater education and worldly experience are available as an alternative?”

      “Do not play games and hide behind cowardly words. Take back your insult.”

      “What insult should I rescind?” Rekaan looked from the emperor’s heir to the giant himself. “How is it, Your Majesty, that one who is base and crass as the savage might also manage to render an insult to his better? All I have done is propose a potential explanation for the fate of Prince Gastivon. If the idea seems preposterous, let us speak frankly and say so rather than feign insult as your son does.”

      The emperor’s eyes took on an unnatural gleam, and he clapped his powerful hands. “Sit, Sethmin. The barbarian only shows his cowardice and ignorance.”

      “I would represent you in a duel, Father. I would sever his head.”

      Rekaan considered the entertainers. “Gastivon said the same thing.”

      Even Zothar rested a hand on Rekaan’s back at that point, the big man’s sour breath hot and heavy. “That is enough. You’ll have us all cut down.”

      Ishna extended a delicate hand toward the entertainers. “Your Majesty, the dancers seem ready, and the night grows late.”

      Seconds stretched out, the chamber gone silent once more. Aromatic smoke rose from the glowing braziers, and the coals whispered as they settled deeper in their containers as Othiko gazed upon the slender young woman.

      A humorless laugh boomed, and the emperor snapped his fingers. “Dance!”

      With that, the tension eased, and the musicians began a complicated series of polyrhythms supplemented by occasional chants. One by one, the dancers began slow, graceful spins, their gyrations instantly assuming an impeccable synchronicity that produced dark rainbows as their diaphanous veils lifted up and out from their forms. With dips and bows, thrusts and squats, they flowed around the inside of the semicircle, shedding layer after layer until only gossamer skirts and vests remained, revealing shapely arms and legs adorned with fine bracelets and cuffs connected by airy chains of gold. Gems sparkled from silver circlets that pinned back their lustrous ebony hair, and small diamond studs pierced through their nostrils caught the glow of embers. Complex dances turned into captivating spells that drew in even the most distracted observer.

      Rising strokes against the varied drumheads combined with more and more intricate runs from the lutes, until finally, the sweat-glistening dancers finished, splitting their legs forward and back and stretching their arms to touch the ringed toes of their forward-thrust feet.

      Applause rose from all those gathered, and Emperor Othiko ordered a gold coin be given to each dancer for their amazing performance.

      Smiling widely, chests heaving from the exertion, the women gathered their veils and bowed at each compliment given.

      Clapping vigorously, Prince Tokmet left behind his young betrothed to take the hand of the comeliest of the dancers, a dusky beauty with large eyes and a brilliant smile. “My dear, your performance was exquisite.”

      The dancer let out a breathy laugh and bowed, thanking the silver-haired man while casting an uncertain glance past him at Ishna.

      Tokmet paid no heed. “Even among such perfection, you stand out, my dear.”

      “Your words are too kind, sir.”

      “It is no kindness. Despite the emperor’s promise of entertainment beyond compare, I had not been ready for such a display of skill and beauty.” The prince turned then toward Rekaan. “Perhaps you would join our newest prince, who has obviously suffered distraction in your presence.”

      Although Rekaan had expected something from the old man, the move was the mark of an experienced politician. No easy counter to the maneuver presented itself, so that when the cautious young woman cast her eye toward him, Rekaan could only pat the pillows at his side.

      She bowed and crossed to where he sat, plopping down beside him and bunching her silks on her opposite side. “I am honored, Your Highness.”

      Her heat, her form, the scent of her perfume—Rekaan could only pull her tight to him. “I am the one honored.”

      Smiling hopefully, Bori leaned forward. “A wise course to take.” His excited voice never rose higher than a whisper.

      Namrid and Zothar praised the woman as worthy of being a princess while slapping Rekaan on the back.

      The eyes of the other princes, like the chuckles their cupped hands couldn’t conceal, showed appreciation for the nuanced maneuver of the crafty elder prince, protecting his fiancée from the attention of the hot-blooded barbarian usurper and checking his advances by attaching to him a woman of remarkable beauty. Should Rekaan turn away the dancer, then it would be clear his interest in Ishna went beyond attraction.

      But the foolish games of the court failed to consider the depths of what Rekaan felt for the young betrothed woman. What his heart and mind had for Leshani and now Ishna extended so far beyond physical beauty.

      Still, when singers replaced the dance troupe, and when the emperor’s musicians returned to play music for the princes to dance with those who caught their eye, Rekaan rested his hand on the silken back of the alluring dancer and drew her out onto the white marble tiles.

      Her kohl-lined eyes came up to his as they moved to the music, and her lips parted as she pressed herself against him. “Does the prince find me acceptable?”

      “The prince is named Rekaan, and you are amazing to behold.”

      Somehow, the young woman managed to draw even closer, her soft flesh a fiery heat against his chest. “You are kind.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Yralli.”

      “That is as beautiful as you.” With clumsy steps that only reinforced his brutish nature, he maneuvered her away from the other dancers, then he lowered his lips to her ear. “Would you take offense if I told you I am already⁠—”
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