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CHAPTER ONE



The Honorable Vinel Haldar, daughter of High Consuul Haldar, kept tripping on the train of her wedding dress.

This was likely because she was moving around too much. She couldn’t seem to stay still as she waited in the outer chamber of the church. She walked to the window and looked out at the chilly landscape of the wintry afternoon. She crossed to the other side of the room and touched a gilded frame of a painting of Hana and Zien. They were depicted with the sun rising behind them, glowing rays behind their heads as they stood with their hands clasped. 

It was only because they were here in Wollachen that such things were allowed. In her home country of Nashiir, all traces of Baktism had been removed from every space. Wollachen was officially an Asahi country now too, but their vidul did not demand that all remnants of the old religion must be destroyed. It was even all right for many of the people to continue to worship the gods here, unlike the bloody executions of Nashiir that Vinel had been forced to attend as a child.

She remembered hiding her face in her mother’s skirts and she felt a shiver going up her spine.

So, she moved again, to dislodge the memory, and she tripped on the train of the dress again.

Her father caught her by the elbow. “Stay still, little one,” he said fondly, but she could see that there was sadness behind his eyes.

She gave him a smile to reassure him. “I’m sorry, Papa, it is only that I am…”

“Nervous,” he supplied.

“Excited,” she said, but she didn’t think that she sounded convincing. She fell silent, looking down at her dress.

It was red, the traditional color of wedding dresses, covered in beautiful sequins and jewels. The sleeves were capped in elaborate brocade, just as the train was. The fabric was silky and sleek against her skin. It was a beautiful dress, and she had always dreamed of being a bride in a dress like this. 

And this marriage, it was a good one. She had always known her marriage would be arranged. And with the situation the Haldar family now found itself in, she was lucky to be getting married at all. She had spent three years now running from one hiding place to the other, and this marriage would mean that she could stop running.

Vidul Kresh Amin, her husband-to-be, would protect her from the reach of Shaanti Jhaa and his warrior monks. She would be his vidula, and she would rule the land here in Wollachen at his side. Furthermore, she could find no fault with the vidul. He was young and handsome and he seemed kind. She had only spent a brief time in his presence, however. She didn’t really know him.

Once this was done, she would be here, in this country, far away from everyone and everything she had ever known. Her future was unknown. 

She licked her lips, trying to keep her smile for her father.

Tears glittered in his eyes. “Oh, my little one.” He pulled her into a crushing embrace. “Would that I had been strong enough to—”

“Papa,” she protested. “You’ll muss my hair.”

He let go of her, laughing a bit. “Oh, my apologies.”

She gave him a sad smile. “If you start that, we’ll both cry.”

And then, they were quiet.

She did not move again. She did not tread on her train or trip again.

And soon enough—too soon—the wedding was beginning.

She clutched her father’s arm and they entered the sanctuary. The room was not full of wedding guests. This wedding was a hurried affair, cobbled together for political purposes. Kresh wanted her because she was so sought after, because she was something he could hold against the Vidul of Nashiir. And she needed Kresh’s protection. When they had arrived two days before, her father and his ahicheras had gone into negotiations with Kresh and his ministers, and they had haggled out the deal.

There was no thought to invitations.

She only had this dress because it had been her mother’s wedding dress, and it had been hastily altered so that she could wear it today.

So there were only Kresh’s ministers and several of his ahicheras, the highest ranking military officials. And on her side, it was much the same, except that her mother was there, and also her friend Pruvana. But Pru was her bodyguard as well.

She was always surrounded by swords these days.

Now, that would change.

She looked up at Kresh, waiting for her as she approached on her father’s arm.

He was resplendent in his finery, the vidul of an entire country. When his gaze caught hers, he smiled at her, a smile that was kind and reassuring. When he smiled, he had a dimple on one of his cheeks, one that she could see because he kept his beard trimmed very close. 

He was attractive.

She could be happy with him, couldn’t she?

Anything would be better than the last three years, the constant terror and pursuit.

Her father stopped walking, but she had been too caught up in staring at Kresh, and she stumbled, nearly tripping again.

From the seats, Pru snorted.

Vinel had the urge to turn and glare at her, but she couldn’t do such a thing during her own wedding. Instead, she ignored it, and her father’s strong arms kept her upright.

The priest conducting the ceremony was a rhike, the second-highest ranking clergy in Asahism. He bowed to them.

The vidul bowed to the rhike.

She inclined her head, as was custom for women.

The rhike began to speak. “We are gathered here today to bring together a man and a woman in a vow between themselves. As Asahi taught us, it is better and nobler for a man to concentrate only on his betterment, but if the base lusts of humanity are too deep a distraction for him to conquer, let him marry, and let him devote himself only to one woman.”

Vinel worked hard not to react to this. It was awful enough that it had to be an Asahi ceremony at all, but to have the entire idea of marriage denigrated as part of the ceremony was too much. Certainly, in a Bakti ceremony, no one suggested that it was better that no one marry at all, or that marriage was only necessary if one failed to keep from surrendering to lust.

It was foolish anyway.

Everyone except the clergy married.

She kept her expression blank, however, as the rhike continued.

“Has the bride the blessing of her father?”

“She does,” said her father.

“In Asahism, we all belong to ourselves,” said the rhike, “so we ask only as a courtesy.” 

Her father stiffened, offended by the ceremony as well. Why must all the Asahi ceremonies be so overtly aggressive toward Bakti traditions?

The rhike turned to her. “And is this your wish, Vinel Haldar? Do you come to this man Kresh Amin of your own free will?”

“I do,” said Vinel, but her voice was soft.

The rhike nodded and dismissed her father.

Now Vinel walked slowly toward Kresh, frightened she would trip on her dress again. 

Kresh offered her his arm.

She clutched it gratefully. He was firm and warm beneath his clothes. She flushed.

They turned together to face the rhike, who went on now for some time about how lust was yearning and that yearning led to misery, and that this marriage between them would be a stumbling block to their struggle for transcendence.

Vinel flushed harder. Every part of her body felt hot. Was everyone in the sanctuary thinking about her and Kresh together in that way now? It seemed quite improper to continue talking about it.

But finally, the rhike got to the part where they affirmed their vows to cling to the other and to leave behind all others.

Kresh looked deeply into her eyes when he spoke them. His voice was soft and deep and intimate, and it worked through her in strange ways that weren’t entirely unpleasant.

When she spoke them, her voice shook, and Kresh squeezed her hands where he held them, seeming to wish to reassure her. 

When the time came for the kiss, Kresh stopped the rhike, who nodded in approval. 

The rhike said, “Asahi himself would say that the publicness of affection has no place in the search for transcendence.”

Kresh’s voice was quiet, so that only she could hear. “I’m sorry about all of this. We needn’t make it harder for you than it already must be.”

She swallowed, shaking her head. “No, it’s all right,” she murmured. Didn’t he want to kiss her?

He hesitated, glancing at the rhike, and then looking back at her, his eyes full of questions he sought the answers to in her own eyes.

Her lips parted. She looked at his lips, at his trimmed beard and his cheek where the dimple popped out.

Abruptly, he closed the distance between them, his hand moving from holding her hand to sliding over her waist and around to her back. 

His mouth was on hers for one second. His lips were warm and pliable.

He pulled away, and then he looked embarrassed. He seized her hand again and turned to those gathered to watch. He was smiling again, then, looking triumphant and regal, and they made their way through the aisle and out of the church.

* * *

Pruvana Deol hadn’t been trained as a warrior maiden to unbutton buttons on a wedding dress, but she didn’t mind helping out where she could. After all, she served as Vinel’s bodyguard, but she also considered the other woman her best friend.  Her fingers moved deftly over Vinel’s buttons. “Almost done.”

Vinel was drinking her third glass of wine, and she was a little giddy, laughing too much. She looked over her shoulder at Pruvana. “Well?”

“Well,” repeated Pru, grinning at her. She was worried about Vinel. Of course, she was always worried about Vinel.  Everything was for Vinel. They had to protect her, and that was why her father had thought to seek this alliance with Wollachen. But Pru thought that Vinel was lucky. 

Vidul Kresh was young and easy on the eyes, and he seemed to be a good man. He would make her a good husband. 

“You said you would tell me things,” said Vinel.

“I have already told you things,” said Pru, laughing. “It is not as if you will be going into all this with no knowledge.” Pru was a warrior maiden, but she didn’t know any warrior maiden who really took the maiden part seriously. She was able to mingle freely amongst men when she wished, and there were no restrictions on her activity, so she’d taken advantage of such things.

She hadn’t had a great many lovers. Only three in as many years. And there was no one currently warming her bed. It wasn’t quite possible when they were always on the run. In the party they traveled with, most of the men were far too old. 

“You said lots of confusing things,” said Vinel. “And you assume that I will be more courageous than I actually am.”

“Listen,” said Pru, “you don’t need to be courageous. He seems the type to make some sort of concession towards your pleasure, so help him along with his attempt.”

Vinel wriggled out of the shoulders of her dress. It pooled down around her waist as Pru worked at the last few buttons. “I can’t do that. It would be like telling him he was doing something wrong. Besides, how does one explain such things? Does one give instructions, like ‘to the left a bit’?” She hugged herself, arms over her breasts.

Pru laughed. 

Vinel stepped out of the dress as the last buttons gave way. She moved toward the bed, where her nightdress was laid out for her. “Would it be my left or his left? We’ll be facing each other. This is a nightmare.” She dove into her nightdress.

Pru gathered up the wedding dress and walked across the room toward the wardrobe. “Well, it can be awkward to find words. I suggest you simply show him.”

“Show him?” Vinel was horrified. “What? With my own hand?”

“Oh, he’d probably like that,” said Pru, hanging up the dress. She winked at Vinel over her shoulder.

Vinel was smoothing out her nightdress, aghast. “I could never do anything like that.”

“Just move his hand,” said Pru. “Pick up his hand and put it where you want it. He will do what you show him to do, I guarantee it.”

“Oh, I don’t see why it matters.” Vinel sat down on the bed in the room, sucking in a breath. “It’s only the first time. Certainly we might simply—”

“It matters because you must set the tone,” said Pru. “Besides, if he brings you pleasure, it will bring you both closer, and you will need to be close to this man. He must protect you, and you must have some influence over him if you are to be effective as his vidula. And besides, if you want there to be a second time and a third time, you should make the first time as enticing as possible.”

“I don’t see why it matters. He will enjoy himself regardless, isn’t that the way of it?” Vinel raised her eyebrows.

“Who told you that? Your mother?”

“I have heard things,” said Vinel. “Women talk when they are together, in the sewing circles in the castles back in the capital. I know what they say of men.”

“He does not seem that way to me,” said Pru. “He seems… kind.”

“Yes,” said Vinel.

“He already cares about you,” said Pru. “He didn’t want to kiss you during the wedding, not if he thought you didn’t welcome it. He won’t be able to take pleasure if he thinks he is causing you discomfort, and he will want to please you. So, as I am saying, you must help him.”

“Maybe he’ll already know how.” Vinel flopped backwards on the bed, gazing at the ceiling.

“Very unlikely,” said Pru. “Men are incredibly stupid about women’s bodies. Even ones with purportedly large amounts of experience.”

Vinel turned over, burying her face in the bed. Her words were muffled. “I just wish it was already over with. Shouldn’t he have come for me by now?”

Pru closed the wardrobe. “Do you want me to go and see if I can figure out where he is?”

Vinel rolled over and sat up, nodding vigorously. “Please?”

Pru smiled at her. “It’s going to be all right, Vinel. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything to you about it at all. It’s only that… well, some good should come from the travesty that was the loss of my virginity, don’t you think?” Pru’s first lover had been wretchedly unskilled, but she had made it her business to teach him to be better, and by the end of it all between them, their lovemaking had been quite… She sighed, feeling wistful about that.

He was dead.

A stray arrow when they were fleeing from Rhike Dhathron. She had seen it go into his throat. One minute, they were laughing together, the next…

Well, that was the way of things when one was a warrior maiden, and it had been years ago now. It was best not to let her thoughts linger.

“I’m glad,” Vinel was saying, misinterpreting her friend’s silence. “You’re actually very helpful, I’m just…”

“Nervous,” said Pru.

Vinel swallowed. “Yes,” she said softly. “I seem to be nothing but nerves today.”

“I’ll go and report back immediately. Maybe he’s nervous too.” 

“I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

Pru laughed and went for the door. “Take deep breaths. Think about something else.”

“Shut up,” said Vinel, glaring at her.

* * *

Vinel stayed on the bed for a long time, clutching handfuls of the bed covers and then letting them go, but no one appeared, not Pru with news of her husband, nor her husband himself.

Finally, she climbed out of the bed and went to the door. She opened it up and looked out into the hallway. What if he didn’t come at all?

Maybe that bit about the kiss had meant what she’d originally thought, that he didn’t want to kiss her. And if he didn’t want to kiss her, she was sure that would mean that he didn’t want to bed her. She grimaced. Maybe he wouldn’t come to her, and then she wouldn’t be secure with him here.

Oh, he had to do it, didn’t he see that?

She needed him to bed her. She needed him to empty his seed into her. Because then, he had a reason to protect her. She was his, and there was the possibility of her bearing his child. 

Then whenever the envoys came from the Vidul of Nashiir, which they would, she could be sure he wouldn’t give her up to get something else he wanted from Nashiir. 

Kresh seemed kind, and maybe he wouldn’t do such a thing regardless. He seemed like an honorable man.

But she would feel much better if he would just come to her bedchamber and they could get this over with.

There was no one in the hallway. 

She shut the door.

She was in her nightdress, and she didn’t think she could go looking for anyone, not even Pru. What was keeping Pru? She must be having a hard time finding Kresh. Maybe Kresh was hiding.

She wrung out her hands. What could it be that made him not want to bed her? She wasn’t as beautiful as some, and she sometimes wished for her body to be shaped differently, more perfectly, but she knew that she was not unattractive. Perhaps her hips could have been a bit narrower or her breasts a bit larger, anything to make her more balanced, but the proportions weren’t dreadful when it came to that, and she did have a small waist, and a long, elegant neck, and—

Maybe Kresh was one of those men who didn’t like women at all. She had heard about such men from Pru, who was her source for all things that the daughter of a high consuul should not know. Vinel had to admit that the idea of it intrigued her. When she pictured two men kissing each other or touching each other, a strange thrill went through her.

Of course, if that were the case for Kresh, he would be doubly frustrated by the Asahi religion. Sex was yearning and yearned led to misery, but sex between a man and a woman did produce children and therefore was tolerated. Between two men, though, Asahi himself would say that it was nothing but a recipe for misery.

Vinel did not like the Asahi religion, although she had to admit that the Bakti religion could not be necessarily termed permissive either. Still, there was no emphasis on drowning out yearning. She could not cease to yearn, no matter what she did, anyway. Desire was human. It was natural. 

Certainly, perhaps there was no misery without yearning, but there could be no joy either. Asahism was a colorless, punishing religion, and she despised it.

There was a crash.

She jumped, turning in the direction the sound had come from.

The window across the room had been shattered, and there was a dark figure hurtling face first through it.

She screamed at the top of her lungs.













CHAPTER TWO



The figure was wearing a dark cloak with a hood. Somehow, he executed a perfect somersault in the bulky fabric and pushed himself elegantly to his feet. 

His hood fell back from his face, revealing sharp features and dark hair pulled into a neat ponytail at the nape of his neck.

She had seen him before, and she recognized him immediately. 

Rhike Cyid Dhathron, second-in-command only to Shaanti Jhaa himself. He held the rank of rhike, but Dhathron never spent any time on the inside of a church. He did whatever Jhaa asked of him, roaming the land of Nashiir and fulfilling the shaanti’s every whim, no matter how violent or bloody.

Of course, Asahi himself had been opposed to violence. The only reason to perform violence, after all, was in service of some yearning or other. High-ranking priests like shaantis shouldn’t yearn at all. They should have transcended such things.

But in Nashiir, the Asahi church ruled everything, and Jhaa had the ear of the vidul, and his every yearning was fulfilled.

Dhathron had been pursuing Vinel and her family for two years. He’d been dispatched when the vidul’s armies and guards had all failed. Around six months ago, he’d nearly gotten her. She still remembered being on the opposite side of that room, which was burning, watching the hooded man walk through the flames, his hands out as he pushed the flames back with his magic. 

She had nightmares about his coming for her.

She screamed again.

The door opened.

Dhathron raised a hand and the door shut, but not before four men had come through it.

“Behind us, Your Worship!” cried one, his sword brandished as he ran for Dhathron.

The rhike clenched his hand and the man who’d spoken lifted off the ground into midair. 

Dhathron thrust out his other hand and held back another man, fixing his feet against the ground. Vinel had heard that Dhathron had more power than the average magical monk. Most who were gifted with the power could only manipulate an object equal to their own size, but Dhathron could take on twice his. He and Jhaa had meddled in sacrifices—to gods they didn’t believe in—and this was the result.

Dhathron snapped one hand up.

The floating man was slammed into the ceiling hard.

Dhathron dropped him.

The man hit the ground.

Meanwhile, the other two guards were coming for Dhathron.

But he yanked his sword from his scabbard and swung it in a wide arc and cut both of their throats.

Vinel wanted to scream again at the sight of the blood, but she realized there was no reason for her to stay here and watch this. These men were giving their lives for her. She must make sure it was worth it. She sprinted for the door. She seized the handle and tugged on it hard, half-expecting Dhathron’s magic to still be holding it shut.

But he had turned his attentions elsewhere, and it opened for her.

She dove out into the hallway.

Only to be stopped. An unseen force gripped her arms and legs. She was stuck. It was Dhathron’s magic. She screamed, this time in frustration.

She could see that more men were coming down the hallway and that Pru was with them. Kresh was there too, behind the others. They were all running.

Her feet skidded against the ground as she was tugged back into the room. She struggled, but she was no match for Dhathron’s magic.

All of the men who’d come to protect her were lying motionless on the floor.

She flew through the air and Dhathron caught her about the waist with one arm.

His other arm held his sword. He pulled her against his body, and she could feel the warmth of his skin through his robe, smell the scent of him, which was strange and wild. Her heart was beating furiously at her neck and her wrists. 

She clawed at his face.

He let go of her waist and snatched at her hands. “Stop that.” His voice was very, very deep. Cold too. Almost as if it was echoing down a long, icy corridor.

The door burst open, and men were coming for them.

Dhathron’s arm was around her again, pulling her tightly against him. He leaped into the air, aided by his magic, and together, they sailed through the air towards the window.

She shrieked, seeing the jagged edges of the shattered glass.

But the shards didn’t so much as snag her clothes as they went backwards out of the window.

Then, horrifyingly, they were in a free fall, his robes fluttering backwards over their heads. He let go of her.

She screamed.

He leaned backward, arm reaching out, craning his neck back to look down at the ground.

They slowed. He was using his magic to stop them from falling.

They landed softly on the ground.

She was shaking all over and her heart was going far too fast, but she forced herself to get to her feet. She ran.

He stopped her with his magic.

She moaned.

He pulled her through the air again and she landed on the back of a horse, but flopped over, face against one flank, legs on the other. She let out a cry of rage.

He was climbing onto the horse too, rearranging her with his magic.

In seconds, he was behind her, and they were both straddling the horse. He banded his arm around her waist, pinning her to his body. His black hooded cloak flowed around them both.

He kicked the horse, and it took off at a gallop.

The winter air stung her skin.

* * *

Pru stood at the window, watching the horse run off into the darkness.

She wanted to scream.

Warrior maidens didn’t scream. Maybe they let out cries of rage, battle yips, or maybe growls if they could manage it, but they didn’t scream. 

Why hadn’t she been here? 

I am her bodyguard. I am meant to be with her always. And I wasn’t here.

Vidul Kresh was at her back, pushing her out of the way to look out the window. “Dhathron? It was him, wasn’t it?”

Pru sucked in a breath, and it sounded like a sob. She turned around and now she could see that Kresh was dressed for bed. This was obviously why she couldn’t find him. He’d been in his rooms, preparing to go to his bride. His nightshirt was open at the chest, unlaced, and she could see too much of his chest and too much of his dark chest hair and—

Oh, how could she be noticing this?

For one thing, Kresh was her best friend’s husband. For another thing, her best friend had just been kidnapped by a man who intended to kill her.

She took a lurching step toward the door. The room was full of armed men.

Kresh caught her by the arm. “Was it Dhathron?” he said again.

“Yes,” she said, trying to shake him off.

He held tight. “You’re her bodyguard, yes? They told me that she didn’t have a lady’s maid, but you instead. You, her constant companion. But you weren’t here.”

“I was looking for you,” she said, wrenching her arm out of his grasp. “She was… nervous and worried. I…” She let out another horrible sobbing sound. “I’m so sorry. I failed her.” She started for the door again.

This time, Kresh didn’t stop her.

She pushed through the guards in the room, most of them Kresh’s men, but some who had traveled with the Haldar family here to Wollachen. She managed to get herself into the hallway.

High Consuul and High Consuela Haldar were there, hastily dressed, their faces drawn.

The high consuul came to her straightaway. “What happened?”

“It’s my fault. I wasn’t there,” said Pru. “I’m going after her now. We’ll get her back, don’t worry.”

“You’re not going alone,” said another voice.

Pru was already moving past the high consuul and his wife, but she slowed a bit and cast a glance over her shoulder to see who had spoken.

It was Kresh. “He killed four men in moments. On your own, what chance do you stand against him?”

“I fought him off once before,” said Pru. She had thrown a knife at him from behind. He hadn’t seen it coming. It hadn’t been honorable, but she had to use whatever advantage she had against a monster like him.

Kresh’s chin lifted in surprise and something else. Respect? “Even so, you’ll need assistance.”

“We don’t have time to assemble a group of men,” said Pru. “I’m going now. She needs me. Every moment counts.”

“Perhaps yes, but we at least need to coordinate,” said Kresh.

She started walking again. “Nothing to coordinate. I will bring her back or die trying.” The shame of it, the horror of it, it hadn’t even sunk in yet. How had she failed so spectacularly?

Behind her, she could hear the high consuul speaking to Kresh. “Can you tell us what’s happened, Your Worship?”

“She’s been taken,” said Kresh. “My wife has been taken from my own castle by that devil.”

“No,” came the wail of Vinel’s mother.

Pru began to run. She had to get to the stables as quickly as possible. The conversation behind her faded out and then she couldn’t hear anything anymore as she hurried down the stairs.

She had her sword. She always had a sword on her somewhere, even if it was only a short one. She had that and several daggers. One at each ankle. One at each wrist. One at her waist. She was armed. She could do this.

Everyone else in the castle was rushing up the stairs to Vinel’s room, so no one stopped her.

She ran out of the front door and to the stables. It was cold outside. She wished she’d stopped for something warmer to wear, a heavy cloak of some kind, perhaps. But there was no time. Even now, she couldn’t be sure how far Dhathron had gotten.

She sprinted into the light and heat of the stables, and the stable hand there looked up, surprised to see her.

“You haven’t heard,” she said, seeing it all over him.

“Heard what?”

She strode past him down the stalls, looking for her horse. “Rhike Dhathron was here. He captured the vidula.”

“Truly?” said the stable hand, looking horrified.

“I’m going after them.”

“You’re her bodyguard,” said the stable hand in understanding. He looked her over. “You can’t go out in the cold like that.” He hurried over to take a cloak from a hook where it hung. “Take my cloak. I imagine more men will be out here soon enough, wanting more horses?”

“I imagine,” she agreed, gratefully accepting the cloak. “Thank you.”

The stable hand only nodded at her. “She is our vidula now. The quicker you get her back, the better.”

“Yes,” said Pru. “Yes, I have to get her back.”







CHAPTER THREE


Vinel was cold. She was freezing. She was only wearing a nightdress, and the air was quite cold outside. It was winter, and it was like a thousand tiny needles going into her skin. So much of her flesh was bare. Her feet. Her hands. Her shins. Her face. Her neck. And her nightdress itself was not very warm. It was almost sheer, meant to be enticing to her husband. 

There was only one thing in her favor, and that was that she was wearing a bride’s barrier under her nightdress. Usually, women didn’t wear anything between their legs, as it was considered immodest, but the bride’s barrier was a playful garment, almost like a pair of men’s breeches, only shorter, coming to the knee. Supposedly, husbands found the idea of uncovering their brides exciting. She was glad of it because it provided a barrier between her skin and the saddle of the horse, which would have been unbearable otherwise. But the garment didn’t do much for her in the way of warmth, and she was still frightfully cold.

Her teeth were chattering.

Rhike Dhathron’s voice was at her ear. “I suppose you’re cold.”

She shied away from his deep voice. They were racing through the frigid night, heading directly for the forest.

He tightened his grip on her. “I can’t let go of the reins or of you. Pull my cloak up and tuck it in around your legs and feet.”

She didn’t respond to him. She probably wouldn’t have been able to form words anyway, because her teeth were chattering so much. She wasn’t going to take any attempt at kindness from him. He had kidnapped her to kill her. He wanted her blood.

Once, long ago, the Haldar family had been led by the fierce Synn, the falcon god of their bloodline. His blood had filtered through the family line, and now she was the last of the line, heir to his power until she had her own child and passed it along.

There was a prophecy that was known to the Haldar family about summoning the full power of Synn. If her blood was mingled with the blood of another and the blood was tossed as a burnt offering into the Rifts of Agni, it would convey the power of the Falcon onto whoever made the burnt offering. He would   become more powerful than any other on earth.

Shaanti Jhaa had learned of the prophecy, and he intended to exploit it.

The Haldar family had always kept it hidden, not wanting their power stolen by others. Besides, Vinel wasn’t sure she even believed it was true. No one in the Haldar family had shown signs of magic in generations. She certainly didn’t have any. How could her blood be magic?

Suddenly, Dhathron yanked on the reins and the horse stopped.

The rhike tugged off his cloak and draped it around her shoulders.

She hissed at him. His cloak was warm from his body heat with fur on the inside, but she wasn’t going to take anything from this man. She shrugged it off.

The cloak fell to the ground.

Dhathron let out a sigh. He jumped down from the horse to retrieve the cloak.

She dismounted too, clumsily. The ground was cold. Her bare feet were numb, though, so it hardly mattered.

“Ravon won’t like it if you come back with your limbs rotted off from frostbite,” said Dhathron.

Ravon was Shaanti Jhaa’s first name. Why should the shaanti care? She’d still bleed just as easily without her toes.

“He’s particular about women not being deformed,” said Dhathron, and his deep voice sounded vaguely amused and disdainful.

She took a step backwards, glancing at her surroundings. The forest was close, only fifty feet away. They were in a field, and the grass was bent down from recent snows which had melted away. 

And then she spied a rock on the ground.

She bent down and snatched it up.

“What are you—”

She launched herself at him, raising the rock above her head with both hands. She brought it crashing down on his skull.

His eyes widened and then he crumpled to the ground.

Oh! Gods, she’d done it. She took off at a run, back the way that they’d come. 

Wait. Shouldn’t she be able to see the castle in the distance?

She turned in a circle, looking for something—anything—familiar.

Dhathron stirred, groaning.

Gods! She sucked in a breath and then ran into the forest. She could hide herself there, at the very least.

* * *

Pru’s horse was already out of breath. She had galloped as fast as she could in the direction she’d seen Dhathron go off in, and she was coming up on the forest. 

Had they gone into the forest? Could they be in there?

She pulled the horse to a halt, even though she couldn’t afford the time it took to halt, and she dismounted, looking around for signs of hoofmarks. The ground was covered in grass here, but it was soft because of snow melt. 

What she saw instead was a rock, blood on it.

Oh, gods, he hadn’t killed her already, had he? She thought he wanted her blood. Dhathron would take her to Jhaa, and they would drain her blood and mingle it with Jhaa’s blood, and then—

She picked up the rock.

Definitely blood.

Maybe Vinel had fought back. But if so, she hadn’t been successful. Dhathron had been wounded, but he still had her. 

Or maybe… could it be that Vinel was hiding?

Pru took the reins of her horse and led it towards the forest, stroking its neck as it gratefully caught its breath. She could move more stealthily without the horse, so she tied it to one of the trees and slipped into the forest.

She moved between the dark trunks.

It was night, but it was winter. The trees didn’t have any leaves on their branches, except for a few stray fir trees here and there, dotting the landscape. She could see well enough in the light of the moon, and there was nowhere to hide. 

She wanted to whisper Vinel’s name, but she didn’t want to give away her position if Dhathron was looking for her too.

What if I’m misreading it all? she thought. What if they’ve galloped far into the forest by now, and I’m losing time?

As if summoned by her thoughts, there was movement behind her, through the trees. She whirled and could see that someone was beyond the trees. It was too dark to make it out, but it was a rider on horseback.

So, Vinel had hidden, and Dhathron had circled back, looking for her.

Well, the thing to do was to take care of Dhathron and then Pru could call for Vinel to come out of her hiding place, because everything would be all right. Pru unsheathed a dagger from her wrist and began to move stealthily back through the trees toward the horse and rider.

The horse had slowed, she could see.

She flattened herself to a tree trunk, peering around it. Could she throw the dagger from here?

No, there was another trunk in the way.

Crouching down, she moved out from behind the tree and scurried, low to the ground, over to the next tree trunk. She put her back to it, drawing in as silent a breath as she could manage.

Then she peered around that tree trunk, just in time to see the rider dismount from his horse.

It wasn’t Dhathron after all.

It was Vidul Kresh, all alone, and he was bending down to pick up the same bloody rock that Pru had found.

* * *

Vinel had climbed a fir tree. It was something that she used to do as a small girl. She liked how the tree branches were low to the ground and close together and how, when one climbed up inside, one was encased in a cone of evergreen branches. She’d found one and scrambled up inside it, clinging to the trunk.

She had sap all over her hands and arms and even in her hair. This tree seemed to be extruding a lot of sap. She endured it, however, and she was rewarded when Dhathron walked right by her. He was leading his horse through the forest, blood trickling down his face from the wound she’d given him with the rock. He hadn’t even bothered to wipe it away.

Once she was sure he was gone, she climbed down out of the fir tree and crawled out from beneath its fronds. Then she started moving in the opposite direction that Dhathron had gone, back toward the castle.

Well, she thought it was back toward the castle, at any rate.

But as she walked, she began to worry, because she didn’t think that she was that far from the edge of the woods, and she never came to the edge of the woods. It was only more trees, and more trees, and it was cold, and she was shivering and there was sticky sap on her skin and in her hair, and she was terrified.

She had to admit she’d never been particularly good with direction. She got disoriented easily, even as a child. It came easy to Pru, and she would make fun of Vinel, who would not remember which way the sun rose when encased in a room with no windows. Pru would giggle and say, “Stop pointing over there, it’s there.”

So, Vinel supposed it wasn’t surprising that she’d managed to get herself lost immediately upon escaping from Dhathron, but it was devastating, anyway. One would think that when her survival depended upon it, she would pay attention to direction.

She thought she had.

Maybe she’d turned around in the tree somehow, or maybe she hadn’t walked in as straight a line as she thought she had when she left it.

She stepped into a clearing, the grasses tall and cold, gleaming in the moonlight. There were no trees overhead here, and she knew she probably oughtn’t stay here, because  it would be easy for anyone to see her. 

Still, she lingered, pausing and hugging herself through her thin nightgown.

Immediately, her teeth began chattering again. She clenched them, stopping their movement.

All right, what was she going to do? She needed to stay moving so that Dhathron couldn’t find her, but she’d also been taught that when one was lost and there was hope of help coming, one was better off to stay put. And she was sure that Pru was coming after her and a host of her father’s men. Her husband’s too, she supposed.

It felt strange to think of having a husband. She didn’t know what to make of that. Was he really her husband if they hadn’t consummated their union? 

A noise.

She stiffened. There are probably animals in the woods.

Yes, deer or rabbits or other harmless things, right?

She bit down on her lip, thinking of stories of other creatures that lived in the woods and she was shot through with a jolt of fear.

The fear should have made her move, but it seemed to have the opposite affect. It made her muscles lock up, and she couldn’t move. She was tense and still, eyes wide, listening.

Ahead of her. There.

The grass was moving.

It wasn’t the breeze, because there was no breeze, and it was only in one spot—

No, two spots. It was moving over there too.

And there.

There were things in the grass, and they were coming for her.

Move, she urged herself. Oh, why hadn’t she taken a weapon from Rhike Dhathron when he was down on the ground, felled by the rock she’d hit him with? She could have taken his sword. But no, she’d simply run. Idiot, she snarled inwardly.

The insult seemed to galvanize her, and suddenly, her legs worked again.

She backed up, moving back into the trees.

There were more than three things in the grass now, and they were coming more quickly.

She stumbled from walking backwards, and she turned around to pump her legs and run back into the woods. She shot one glance over her shoulder and she saw a creature leap up out of the grass.

A kamnaad.

She’d never seen one in real life. 

It was a rodent of some kind, but it was huge, the size of a wild pig, and with three heads, each with wide mouths full of razor sharp teeth. Its long, ropelike tail whipped through the air and it let out a high-pitched hissing noise as it came for her.

She screamed.

The minute she did it she hated herself. Why wasn’t she the least bit like Pru, who never screamed, who was never afraid, who always had a sword?

Drawing in a furious breath, Vinel looked around for something she could use as a weapon against the kamnaad.

There. A thick branch on the ground. She picked it up. 

It was attached to a network of branches and dead leaves and they all got
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