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Yiloch sat upon his newly won throne, patient and wary, watching the black-skinned man approach up the length of the magnificent room. Guards, adepts, and creators stood alert along both sides. Even the eyes of the men and women in the subtle etchings along the blue marble walls seemed more attentive than usual. Two lines of three warriors flanked the man, each carrying an ornate glaive topped with a slender, curved blade. Elaborate markings down the length of the shafts made them appear more ceremonial than functional, but he knew better than to doubt the effectiveness of those weapons or that of the men bearing them. Kudaness warriors were skilled fighters. In their hands, those delicate-looking blades could practically decapitate a horse with a single strike. Allowing armed visitors into the room at all was a declaration of his confidence in the many ascard users present.

The thin, sand-colored straps of a few satchels he carried were all that covered the leader’s chest, exposing a broad, muscular build. A warrior at first glance, but prior experience with the Kudaness, coupled with years of political education, gave Yiloch the knowledge to translate a few of the messages written on the man’s skin. An elaborate tattoo on his right cheek marked him as part of the Ithik Ani, the Kudaness priesthood. The black swirling tattoos over his arms, shoulders, and legs announced his role as a suac, a high priest. Another tattoo with three black lines running parallel to the line of his jaw on his left cheek and two black dots beside his left eye informed others he belonged to the Murak tribe. Long black hair, braided back into countless strands, several woven through with patterns of beads, swung heavily down to his lower back. He wore intimidation in place of armor, and his copper eyes, discolored by the potion the Ithik Ani used to initiate a connection with their gods, gleamed with feral intensity.

Only a month into his reign and Yiloch was hosting a most unusual visitor. The presence of a suac in his halls could be a gesture of respect or a warning. Perhaps both.

“Emperor Yiloch.” The Lyran usher, his light skin stark white beside the dark Kudaness, offered a deep bow to his emperor, then inclined his head toward the visitors. “I am honored to present Suac Chozai Galal un Murak un Ani.”

The usher’s introduction confirmed everything he had read from the tattoos. This man was very important among his people. Kudaness high priests held more power than their tribal chieftains did. Even among other tribes, this man’s rank made him second only to their suac.

Before the throne, the high priest lowered his chin in the slightest intimation of a bow, his odd, metallic-eyed gaze never leaving Yiloch’s.

This is a man whose power is never challenged.

Yiloch would proceed with caution, especially given the unexpected nature of the visit. Whatever the reason for his unannounced arrival, the suac had the political advantage for the moment.

Yiloch nodded to him, offering reserved respect. “Suac Chozai, your visit honors us.”

The suac’s answering expression curled his upper lip into a predatory snarl, and his eyes sparkled as if he found something amusing.

The irrepressible twitch of a muscle in Yiloch’s jaw was the only thing that might expose his annoyance, but only a careful observer was likely to notice. A heightened sense of vigilance rose in him in reaction to the thinly veiled animosity lurking behind those eerie eyes, but he kept his expression neutral. Kudaness priests had a notorious lack of respect for rank outside of their own culture and, at least in his limited dealings, they treated most everyone with some amount of disdain. It made them challenging to work with, but the Kudaness were a powerful people and the border they shared with Lyra boasted a long trade history beneficial to both countries. His father’s madness nearly destroyed that trade, and Yiloch wouldn’t risk its revitalization over such a small measure of insult.

“The Murak have seen that Lyra’s new Emperor respects the trade relationship with Kudan,” the priest began, his accent thick enough that Yiloch had to listen closely to understand him. It might have been easier if the man spoke in his native tongue, but using the Lyran trade dialect was appropriate here, showing some deference to Yiloch’s rank in this setting. “The Murak, the greatest tribe in Kudan, wishes to express our gratitude for your efforts.”

He resisted a smirk. How many of the tribes would lay claim to that status? “It has long been a beneficial arrangement. Emperor Rylan mocked all of us by disrespecting that relationship. That will not happen under my rule. However, while I appreciate your gratitude, I do not believe you traveled all this way to express a simple thank you. Why have you come here?”

Tension rippled out from the high priest. His copper eyes glinted in the sunlight shining down through the faceted crystal ceiling as he returned Yiloch’s measuring regard, perhaps trying to determine whether he intended some insult with his abrupt manner.

Yiloch could have been more tactful, wasting time on niceties, but the mere rarity of a visit from a Kudaness suac was enough to inspire interest and unease. He itched to know the reason.

“I am suac to the Murak tribe, chosen by the gods to bear the burden of their gifts for the benefit of my people.” Suac Chozai’s somber expression and weighted tone communicated the significance of his status. “One of those gifts is the ability to foresee possible futures. The gods have shown me that our lands and people will soon face a significant threat. Not only the people of Kudan, but all our people”—he swept a hand out to suggest a wider area—“are under threat from a tribe not of Kudan. This tribe is mighty. They come in great numbers and use ascard in ways none here have seen before. They ride on the backs of sturdy horses and will decimate all in their path if not dealt with through quick and decisive action. We require the aid of the Blood Prince to defeat this threat.”

Yiloch narrowed his eyes, making little effort to hide his disapproval of the old, hated title. His hand itched to move closer to his sword. Whether Chozai’s use of the title was a mere slip from long habit or an intentional insult, the suac tried his patience. A careless approach, considering he was requesting military aid.

He waited a moment to see if the suac would apologize. When he didn’t, Yiloch spoke, biting off his words with the effort of keeping them civil. “I would be a fool to extend my resources so soon after taking the throne. My empire is recovering from substantial upheaval. Many of my soldiers and adepts are out hunting for my father’s adept Myac. What benefit is there to Lyra in sending aid to the Murak against an enemy who is still mostly unknown even to you?”

The suac’s smile broadened, providing a glimpse of incisors filed to a subtle point. It enhanced the predatory appearance, but he couldn’t intimidate Yiloch with tribal gimmicks. The confidence in his smile, however, was a trifle unsettling.

“You need us, Blood Prince,” Chozai stated, making it apparent that the use of the title hadn’t been a slip.

Yiloch scowled, losing the struggle to hide his irritation. Kudan and Lyra held an uneasy peace balanced on the benefits they could offer one another and a shaky mutual respect for the extreme differences in their cultures. That balance felt even more precarious at the moment.

This one man is not worth the destruction of that peace.

“You insult me in my palace, then expect me to accept on your word that I should extend you aid at a time when I have need of my soldiers here. You had best be able to offer more concrete proof of how this will benefit Lyra.” He infused his tone with an edge of warning. He would not continue to suffer disrespect in his own palace.

Like a man struck dead, the suac’s face lost all expression. His eyes clouded over, a translucent white masking the brilliant copper, and his voice took on a deep, rhythmic cadence. “The emperor of Lyra will be thrice betrayed; by ally, by family, and by love. To escape the dark consequences of those betrayals, he must send forth his army to the aid of those favored by the gods. In return, salvation will come from beyond his borders to mend the rifts created by those betrayals. If such aid is not given, salvation will not come and his empire will fall in a storm of fire and blood to a savage power from beyond the Rhuakine.”

Yiloch glanced at Ian, the youngest and strongest creator in his army. The young man shook his head. If the suac was using ascard to change his eyes and voice, Ian couldn’t detect it.

A chill moved through Yiloch. His cousin, Lord Terral, shifted his feet uncomfortably near the bottom of the dais. Was that from the same unease the suac’s dark foretelling caused all of them, or could it be more insidious?

Betrayed by ally, by family, and by love.

The Rhuakine was a canyon-scarred desert to the east of Kudan, implying that the savage force the suac spoke of was the same one that threatened the Murak. If so, his people would fall before this new power first if Lyra didn’t send soldiers to their aid. Under those circumstances, he would have expected a more respectful approach from the man. Was the disdain for foreigners so ingrained that he couldn’t overcome it even for the sake of diplomacy?

Yiloch stood. With his sword riding comfortably at his hip, he descended the steps and walked up to stop a few feet from the high priest. Suac Chozai was a big man, several inches taller, but his eyes, which had regained their usual abnormal color, took on a hint of wariness. The Murak warriors tightened their grips on their weapons, and some of Yiloch’s guards took hold of their swords. His bold approach had extracted some reluctant respect from the arrogant high priest and his guards. 

He met those deep copper eyes with a steady gaze. “You have intrigued me, Suac Chozai. I give little credit to fortunetelling as a rule, but if I discounted all such things completely out of hand, I would not be where I am now. Perhaps we could discuss this in a more casual setting.”

Chozai nodded, and two of his warriors moved up closer behind him. Adran, one of Yiloch’s captains and a lifelong friend, and Ian came forward from either side of the dais to flank him. It was given that they would attend him, just as the two lead warriors of Chozai’s retinue accompanied him. The suac stepped aside to let Yiloch walk ahead of him, more out of a lack of trust, he suspected, than any show of deference to his rank within the realm. Among the Kudaness, the suacs were exempt from the laws of men. Knowing that, Chozai’s manner wasn’t surprising, but it still chafed him.

Yiloch led them to a set of doors on one side of the main room. The usher hurried ahead, opening the doors into the map chamber. Maps hung on the walls and covered the surfaces of every table. Old maps, new maps, maps of places he knew as well as he knew his own bedroom, and maps of places he wasn’t certain even existed. A few chairs sat along the walls to provide the option of comfort if desired, but the room served primarily as a place to peruse maps and plan strategies.

Adran and Ian flanked him as he walked to the back of a table with a map of Kudan stretched across it, then they moved off to the sides where they could keep watch over him and his visitors and still be close enough to react to an attack.

The map they stood by was a rare, beautifully detailed piece. Yiloch’s father, the late Emperor Rylan, purchased it from a Kudaness sea captain before he ascended to the throne. The tribal borders within Kudan had changed since its creation, as they often did, but it still gave a reasonable approximation of reality, and he appreciated the artistry of it.

Suac Chozai approached the opposite side of the table while the usher shut them into the room. His dispassionate gaze fell upon the map.

Yiloch considered the situation for a moment. Lord Terral’s unease when the suac mentioned betrayal might have merely been discomfort caused by the suac’s strange display, but Terral was one of very few left in his empire who could claim to be family. If there were any truth to the suac’s prophecy, Terral would be a leading suspect, a possibility that prompted the relocation to a more private setting. If guilt caused Terral’s unease, then perhaps the desire to find out what occurred behind these doors would drive him to carelessness.

“From your words, Suac Chozai, I gather you believe the Murak will fall to this savage foe if I refuse to send aid.” Yiloch kept his eyes upon the map to avoid showing too much interest in the answer. The suac expected no more courtesy than he gave when dealing with unbelievers from outside his lands. It was tempting to meet his expectations.

“You understand correctly. If our fates were not intertwined, I would not be here.”

Yiloch pinned the Murak priest with his gaze. “Then tell me, who will betray me?”

Chozai reached a tattooed arm across the table. One finger, tipped with a thick, cracked nail, came to rest upon the ring that lay hidden under Yiloch’s shirt, pressing it against his skin. “Your greatest undoing shall come from here,” he stated with conviction.

Defensive rage, wild and unreasoning, blazed to life in Yiloch. He wanted to tear the man’s hand off. To leap across the table and strike him down. Chozai drew back from him in response to the change in his bearing. The ring, Indigo’s ring, burned against his skin for a few seconds, blazing with the intensity of the emotions tied to that delicate band. Every second he had spent with her, all the sacrifices she had made and risks she had taken for him, rushed to the forefront of his mind. His ascard ability flared, rising with his emotions so he had to wrestle back control.

Ian, highly sensitive to ascard use in others, tensed, his eyes growing wide.

“All this talk of foresight,” Yiloch snarled, fury driving the words past his lips. “I saw that display out there. I thought the Kudaness believed it sacrilege to use ascard.”

He attacked their religion, seeking to repay some of the inner turmoil the suac’s accusation caused him, and it worked. Chozai’s copper eyes flashed, and his warriors shifted into wider stances, moving their weapons out of ceremonial position to something far more threatening. Adran’s hand dropped to his sword hilt, and he also moved into a combat-ready posture.

Calm swept over and through Yiloch then. He glanced at Ian, whose pale eyes had taken on a familiar inward-facing intensity. The manipulation was unsolicited and unwanted, but not unwise.

Chozai followed his gaze, reading something different into the glance. He signaled his warriors, who assumed their previous stance. The suac wasn’t fool enough to pit his men against the power of a creator, and Ian had become renowned for his exceptional ascard strength since helping Yiloch take the city from his father. Ironically, several of the acts that earned the youth the respect he now held were Indigo’s accomplishments, but allowing Ian to take credit for them increased his influence and allowed her to keep her power hidden. It also made the creator an effective political asset.

“I do not manipulate the power of the gods for my visions. The gods grant them to me.” He turned a sneer on Ian, not so wary of his power that he wasn’t willing to express his disdain. “Not stolen.”

Tension in his tone told Yiloch he had gotten under the man’s skin, but if the suac, as representative of the Murak un Ani, had no more respect to offer him, the tenuous relationship between their people was not apt to change anytime soon, certainly not for the better.

“Suac Chozai, I require more to establish a military alliance on than prophecy and brash accusations. I have an empire to fortify, one the former emperor made a fair attempt at destroying the foundations of, and a dangerous criminal to bring to justice. I need my army at hand until I have brought all my lords to heel, preferably with as little bloodshed as possible. There is much to be done to secure my rule. If you can offer me no greater proof of your need, or of my own, if you cannot even respect my rank, then we have nothing more to discuss. You are welcome to return and present your case again if these things change. For now, all I can offer is refreshment and rest before you depart.”

Suac Chozai’s expression darkened, becoming more hostile with every word. Disregarding the man’s foretellings and his faith in their accuracy made Yiloch uneasy, but as Emperor, he couldn’t allow the man to disrespect him. Risking resources on mere prophecy might also make his subjects question whether he shared the same madness his father suffered from in the end.

Chozai’s lip lifted in an animalistic snarl, exposing a sharpened canine. “You will destroy yourself and your empire with your arrogance.”

“Just as your arrogance will destroy your people if your visions come true,” Yiloch countered. “You have not offered me enough sound information to work with. As I said, come to me with more, and I will reconsider my position.”

The suac narrowed his eyes and gave a curt nod. “So it shall be.”

Chozai turned from Yiloch, and his warriors fell in behind him. Yiloch made no move to follow as they strode from the room. The suac hadn’t stood upon ceremony, nor had he behaved in a manner respectful of Lyran customs. As such, it seemed appropriate to let him show himself out of the map chamber. The usher would see to him from there.

Yiloch turned to Ian when the door shut behind them. “The foretelling he did, where did he draw his power from?”

Ian stared at the door, his lips pressed in a troubled line. After a few seconds, he looked at Yiloch and shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t sense him connecting to his inner aspect or drawing on ascard around him, and he wasn’t masking anything that I could tell.”

Yiloch stared at the closed door. Silence filled the room. Several minutes passed before Adran coughed and Yiloch met his worried amber eyes. His slightly darker skin and dusty blond hair betrayed impure blood, but he was a lifelong friend and advisor. Lineage carried little weight before the trust that existed between them.

“The suac didn’t look pleased.” Adran’s tone carried a trace of displeasure with the way the situation had gone.

Yiloch nodded once, dismissing the underlying message. “I have been thinking, Adran.” He walked to another map. This one depicted the allied kingdom of Caithin across the Gilded Strait. “We need healers in our army. Not borrowed healers, but our own formally trained healers.”

Adran walked to the other side of the table and rested his hands on it. His fingers tapped the surface a few times, the only expression of his annoyance at the change of subject. “We could ask King Jerrin for an instructor, though it might be more beneficial to send some of our adepts to train at their academy.”

Yiloch touched the city of Demin with one finger, trying to ignore the ache in his chest at the thought of Indigo there. “Discuss it with Ferin and see what he thinks of sending adepts to Caithin for training. Ask him how many he would send and who, then prepare a missive to King Jerrin and bring it to me.”

“My lord.” Adran inclined his head, the concern in his eyes taking on a more personal nature.

Yiloch looked away. They had been friends far too long for him to expect Adran to miss the distress that hid behind his carefully controlled regard, but he had no wish to discuss it until his head was clearer. Besides, there were more urgent matters to worry about. “Any news of Myac?”

“Still nothing.”

He nodded, suppressing the chill of dread that always came with thoughts of the dangerous adept who had nearly killed Indigo. “You may both go.”

The two men left him, Adran lingering in the doorway a few seconds before moving on. When the door clicked shut, Yiloch reached down the collar of his shirt and brought out the ring that hung there. Two clear stones nestled in a delicate band to either side of a larger gem the color of her eyes—the color of her name.

“Indigo.” He let her name roll off his lips like a caress.

Holding the ring, he closed his eyes and played back every conversation they had shared, every kiss and intimate moment, in his mind. Extraordinary power filled her, hidden beneath a gentle beauty and charming vulnerability. She had helped him take the throne from his father, using her uncommonly strong ascard connection to assist him to the point that she had almost lost her life more than once. She gave everything for him because she loved him, and though his motives for using her power had been selfish at the start, he couldn’t help reciprocating that love by the end. Still, she was Caithin, and the exalted pure blood of Lyran royalty was part of its power. He could not ask her to be his bride, not without losing the approval of his people, and she had her own battles to fight in Caithin. Now he had only her ring and a deep ache in his chest.

No, betrayal couldn’t come from Indigo. She would never turn against him after all they had gone through together. His trust in her made him suspicious of everything the suac said after implicating her. And yet, as he twisted the ring about in his fingers, a deep disquiet took root in his heart that hadn’t been there before.
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Indigo rubbed the thumb of her left hand over the barren spot on her ring finger while she gazed out the window of her new residence at people passing in the street below. There was comfort in knowing that they couldn’t see her. Comfort but also sorrow that she felt it necessary to work ascard into the glass so her windows would always appear empty from the outside. Jayce would never see her standing there, though she had spotted him a few times. Even Andrea didn’t know where she was living now, and Indigo intended to keep it that way. As much as she missed her friend, Andrea’s relationship with Jayce made her nervous about spending time together outside of their classes. For all that she appreciated her new sanctuary, watching people going about their lives through those windows left her feeling more isolated than ever.

The light of dawn spilled over Demin. Across the Gilded Strait, the sun would already be shining over Yiroth, its light dancing through the magnificent, created crystal ceiling of the palace throne room. Was Yiloch there, sitting upon his throne? Did he think about her, or did his new role as emperor demand so much of him that she no longer crossed his mind?

Her gaze lifted to the brightening sky. Who else was watching that sunrise? Was Myac somewhere, his wounds healed, observing the arrival of a new day while plotting his revenge?

No, she refused to think of him right now.

She let out a long exhale and closed her eyes, remembering the feel of Yiloch’s fingers on her skin and the taste of his lips, letting those memories chase Myac away. If only...

“Are you sure you cannot sort out your differences?”

Drawn from her reverie, she glanced around at her uncle, Lord Theron, where he relaxed in a plush chair, sipping from a goblet of wine. This was his first visit to the city since her return from Lyra. Recently trimmed dark hair hung neatly arranged around his stately features. His dark eyes peered at her with a casual impatience that somehow conveyed displeasure with the situation without disrupting his tranquil composure. Propriety was everything to him, she knew, but he wouldn’t force her hand, even though he had the right to as her guardian. The deaths of her disgraced parents left her in his care, but he claimed to enjoy the responsibility, despite her often-unconventional choices and conduct. This decision, the dissolution of her engagement, had to concern him, but he never let inner turmoil show on his cultivated features. Such admirable self-control.

“I am sorry, Uncle, but this was the only way. Lord Jayce was becoming dangerously violent. Lord Caplin told you what he was like the day I left with the healers bound for Lyra. I tremble to imagine what he might have done if Caplin and his men hadn’t been there to help me move out of the residence upon my return.”

She faced him fully now, catching the briefest flicker of disappointment in his expression as she went to sit across from him.

The chairs were a soft ivory in color, the embroidery done in silver and blue. Colors better suited to Lyran décor. Much of the room shared a similar palette. She had spent several lonely evenings using ascard to transform traditional Caithin rich golds and reds into colors reminiscent of the Imperial palace in Yiroth. It was during her brief stay there, in fact, that she had studied the created-crystal ceilings and windows to learn how to bind off a working so she could make the changes permanent.

Once, such frivolous use of ascard for anything other than healing would have gotten her arrested by the Ascard Watchmen, adepts specially trained adepts to patrol Caithin for illegal use of ascard. She could mask her workings well enough now that they never knew. Theoretically, she was exempt from those regulations as a member of the King’s Order, a secret organization of adepts and creators trained to do more than heal with ascard. Until she spoke with Serivar, however, she wasn’t willing to assume her immunity still stood. She had, after all, blackmailed and threatened the headmaster to make him let her go to Lyra.

“If Lord Caplin felt the situation required his intervention, I imagine it did. I appreciate the effort he made in finding this place and helping you nullify your engagement. You know you have my support. I would, however, like to discuss that little adventure of yours,” he remarked, latching on to her passing mention of her trip to Lyra, a subject she had put some effort into drawing him away from earlier. “I must insist that you at least consult with me before running off again. Until I find a suitable husband for you, you remain my ward. I cannot ensure your safety if you don’t allow me to be involved in such significant decisions.”

Until he finds me a suitable husband? Can I wed now that my heart belongs to a man I will never have?

She took several long sips of wine before responding. “I should have let you know, but nothing you said would have changed my mind about going.”

Theron rolled his gaze to the ceiling as though some great wisdom waited there that might help him manage his headstrong niece. “I am painfully aware of that, Indigo. I have never been under the illusion that I could expect obedience from you. For a woman, you have proven to be rather”— he picked at an imaginary bit of dust on one sleeve—“independent. You are your father’s child. No one could stop him from doing anything he felt strongly about either.”

That dark gaze considered her, reminding her of her father’s eyes. On rare occasions, the family resemblance showed. Those flickers of physical similarity were the only likenesses between Theron and his late brother. Where her father had possessed a passionate temper, she had never heard Theron so much as raise his voice. Theron dedicated his life to the service of the king, most often acting as a royal emissary to handle delicate political situations. Her father had been executed for trying to destroy the king’s slave trade with Lyra. They were so very different it was hard to believe they had grown up together.

Theron heaved a sigh and gazed into his wine, ending the mutual silence. “Sometimes I wish you were my son.”

A feeling of warmth infused her at his words, and she smiled to show her appreciation for the sentiment. From him, there probably was no greater compliment. He had three sons, all of whom had followed whatever path in life proved easiest, seeking recognition through their father’s name rather than their own accomplishments. His remark exposed a reluctant admiration for her determination, despite his frequent attempts to convince her to act in a manner more befitting a lady.

“Thank you, Uncle.”

He shrugged off her gratitude. “You will return to your schooling soon.”

It was a statement, not a question, and she knew he would press her on that. It was one thing to endanger her already precarious social standing with the dissolution of her engagement. He wouldn’t fight that, knowing Jayce had hurt her before and might do worse given a chance. Theron would never tolerate her falling behind in her training as a healer, however, especially given how skilled she had proven to be. Becoming an accomplished healer could earn her a stable place in society even without marrying a man of rank, though she didn’t doubt he was already searching out new prospects for her.

Apprehension sparked in her chest when she glanced at the scroll on the table beside her. It was a request from Headmaster Serivar for her to attend him at her earliest convenience in his offices at the Caithin Healers Academy. The missive had arrived nearly three weeks ago. So far, it had not suited her to attend him. She convinced Master Healer Siddael, who led the healers in the campaign to help Yiloch overthrow his father, to allow a temporary leave of absence from her schooling after their return from Lyra. It was easy to do. He was so impressed with her healing skills during their time in Lyra that he allowed her the same recovery period more senior healers from the campaign received.

“You have more experience than many of your peers already,” Siddael had said. “If we hold you back a little, they may feel less threatened by you.”

There would be much catching up to do, but the idea of Headmaster Serivar waiting on her convenience brought a faint smile to her lips. “Yes. I’m going to speak with the headmaster this afternoon.”

“I am glad to hear it.” He set his empty goblet on the table and rose from the chair. “You have had your adventure. It is time now for you to turn your attention back to your future. If I can be of assistance...”

She detected gentle discouragement behind the offer. He would provide her with anything she needed, but he respected her more because she asked for almost nothing. He made the offer so that he could appreciate her refusal.

She rose to walk him out. “Thank you, Uncle, but I am fine.”

The satisfaction in his smile reinforced the correctness of her answer. “So you always are, dearest Indigo. You know how to reach me should that change.”

“I do.”

He kissed her on the cheek before striding regally from the room, satisfied he had done his duty as her guardian.

He should have been royalty.

She gave a small shake of her head as he descended the stairs with a swift elegance that reminded her of Yiloch, though even her uncle would pale in the Lyran emperor’s commanding presence.

Leaning her head against the door, she gazed down the now empty stairwell for several quiet minutes. Memories haunted her of people she had killed and helped kill with her power. Of spattered blood and staring eyes devoid of life. She pushed those away, drawing upon pleasurable memories of the times she and Yiloch had made love, of sneaking moments to be together without the knowledge of her countrymen, of sitting on the steps beneath the throne in the imperial palace with his arms around her, gazing up through the created crystal ceiling at a starlit sky.

Shaking herself from her reverie, she went to retrieve a brightly colored shawl that matched her colorful summer dress. The outfit contrasted her mood, but donning a pretense of good cheer might set the headmaster off his guard.

Members of the King’s Order were supposed to be a clandestine group acting on behalf of the king in defense of the kingdom. Not long before her departure to Lyra, she discovered that no one else knew of her training. The time had come to find out why Serivar was keeping her training secret from everyone, even the king she supposedly served. She had used that information to blackmail the headmaster, offering to keep his secret and continue working with him only if he let her join the force of soldiers and healers going to Lyra. When he resisted, she used ascard to intimidate him into going along with her. Whatever plans he had for her, she needed him to understand that she wouldn’t be his docile pawn. The training was important to her, though, so she hoped her fear of some sinister intent behind his actions proved unfounded.

She connected to her inner aspect and drew on ascard as she descended the stairs with a forced lightness of step. If she acted cheerful, perhaps she could persuade herself to feel that way. Extending her ability, she swept the area for anyone she might want to avoid, searching for the unique signature of the inner aspect within those individuals. She primarily wanted to avoid Jayce, but also Andrea and some other shared acquaintances. Discovering Serivar’s intentions had to be her primary focus today. She needed no distractions.

With ongoing practice, she had increased the range of her reach and could now pinpoint Serivar’s location within the academy administration building well ahead of her arrival. Interestingly, he was in the hidden training room behind his office where she had done most of her Order training, and he wasn’t alone. She didn’t recognize the inner aspect signature of the individual with him. Perhaps he was training another adept for the Order, like herself.

The prospect kindled curiosity. When she agreed to become an adept of the King’s Order, Serivar told her she would probably never meet the others. It was tempting to dig deeper into the stranger’s skills and learn more about them.

After a moment of vacillating on the edge of morality, she withdrew her ability, respecting the stranger’s privacy, and waited until she was almost at the headmaster’s office. Then she reached out once more and touched Serivar, using ascard to notify him of her arrival, earning a pleasing startle from him. She had never done such a thing with him before. The skill was one she had worked out on her own in Lyra. Tracking his movement with ascard, she waited outside the office door until she sensed him within. Whoever was with him had also come out to the office.

After giving him a moment to compose himself, she knocked.

“Come in.”

She entered the familiar room, easing the door shut behind her before he could ask her to, and seated herself across from him without awaiting the offer. Her gaze skimmed over the narrow, youthful features of the headmaster before coming to rest upon the room’s other occupant.

The individual, standing beside a bookshelf feigning interest in a large volume, was a young, bronze-skinned Caithin man with a well-defined jaw and balanced features. His unkempt, mid-length hair was a dark, dingy brown that detracted a little from an otherwise pleasant visage. His dark eyes, when he glanced her way, held a keen alertness that belied his casual posture.

She drew on ascard, masking her ability as she probed deeper into the stranger. He had a stronger than average ascard connection, but nothing extraordinary. Still, something seemed familiar about him when his gaze flickered over to her again. For now, she gave up her uninvited exploration and faced the headmaster.

“You wished to see me, Lord Serivar,” she stated, communicating with her sharp tone that she remained upset with him. Time had done nothing to dilute the distress caused by his lies, and she refused to let its passage soften this encounter.

A flash of irritation lit Serivar’s eyes as he considered her, lips pressed together in a tight line. His obvious frustration pleased her. “Your time away seems to have dulled your sense of propriety. I suppose it must be the Lyran influence.”

She said nothing, beating down the burning desire to rise to the defense of Lyra to avoid rousing his curiosity on that subject. She breathed in the familiar aromas of the office: books, ink, and the ever-present decanter of wine. Strange how much she had missed that distinctive blend.

When she offered him no response, he continued, “Indigo, this is Edan Lindis. He is another adept in the King’s Order.”

She gave a respectful nod but didn’t rise to curtsy as he might expect in other settings. She was not in the mood to play the role of a proper noble lady today. If this man was one of Caithin’s secretive force of adepts and creators, then he was an equal of sorts, and she would treat him thus.

Edan faced her, amusement sparkling behind his eyes when they met hers, and she again had that unsettling sense that she knew him from somewhere.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Edan.” Though Serivar had given the man no title, she added it based on his rich attire and the hint of refinement in his bearing.

He inclined his head politely. “Likewise, my lady.”

She considered him a moment longer, trying once more to place him before giving up and turning back to Serivar. “I didn’t think we were allowed to meet others of the Order.”

“Edan is part of something more exclusive than our normal membership. Like you,” he added pointedly.

She raised her eyebrows, but held her silence, curious to see where this was leading and unwilling to offer him anything until she had some answers. This was the first she had heard of any more exclusive group.

“Before we move on to business, why don’t you have some wine and tell me of your experiences in Lyra?” Serivar gestured to the three goblets waiting on his desk.

Edan walked over to sit in the chair next to her, angling it so he could face her and the headmaster. He took one goblet and reclined in the seat, swirling the wine before taking a sip. Serivar took another goblet, and she claimed the third, inspecting it with ascard on a whim.

Should she mistrust Serivar enough to be wary of poison? Had he earned that level of suspicion, or was she being paranoid?

To be fair to herself, the headmaster had not yet explained his actions, and she was still on edge after her time in Lyra. Myac haunted her thoughts often enough to perpetuate a sense of dreadful anticipation in her. He was in her nightmares, always standing in the street below her residence and staring up at the window, somehow seeing through her workings to where she waited within.

When she was confident that the wine was only wine, she took a sip and swallowed it along with the sense of dread that accompanied thoughts of Myac.

“There are many things about that experience that I am not ready to discuss yet,” she answered. “As I recall, you had some things to explain to me, and I would have those explanations now if possible. I want to continue my training with the Order, but I will not work with you behind a veil of lies and deception.”

Serivar smiled and raised his cup to her, the sudden fondness in his expression disconcerting. “It is refreshing to have you back, Indigo. I missed your fiery temper and lack of respect more than I would have thought possible.”

The comment was disarming, forcing her to cling to her anger. “I find that rather surprising.” She offered a tepid smile, noting with interest that Edan’s expression had soured in response to Serivar’s words. Was that the mere jealousy of a rival adept or something more?

“The king’s life is always under threat of some kind, but Edan has been investigating information we got our hands on that someone is preparing to make an attempt on King Jerrin’s life. What we need in the face of such a threat is people working outside of the king’s knowledge, Indigo. People within the order who he could not betray if someone were to take him hostage. People who could protect his heir. That is why I kept your training secret, but I could not risk telling you until I was confident of your dedication to our cause.”

A chill swept through her. His explanation made more sense than her fear that he was hatching some plot against the king himself. He was working to protect the kingdom in the event they could not protect the king, and she had been too new yet for him to trust with that information. She almost regretted her harsh treatment of him.

“Why me?”

“Because I have no one stronger than you.” Serivar leaned in, the fire in his eyes backing his earnest tone, and she noted again a souring in Edan’s expression. “I know you do not want to be a weapon, but I need you to be one. We need the strength of your ability and your aptitude for picking up new skills. You could be our ultimate weapon against such a threat. Simply put, I need you, Indigo.”

The sincerity in his expression and the way he leaned close, his eyes seeing only her, finally disarmed her, breaking her shield of anger, leaving her uncomfortable and a little afraid. She didn’t want him to need her in this way, not him or her kingdom. Yiloch had needed her this way, and she had given him everything, nearly losing her life. Could she give so much again? It was exhausting and scarring. Without the precious reward of Yiloch’s affection, she wasn’t sure she could have given him as much as she had. Loving him as she did, she couldn’t have turned him away. Could she turn away from this? If what Serivar said was true, could she deny her own kingdom the same effort she had given to Lyra out of love for its emperor?

“That’s all there is to it?” She arched a brow, holding on to a mask of cynicism to hide her inner turmoil. “No greater plan than that?”

Serivar appeared convincingly mystified. “Is that not enough?”

“All this secrecy. You should have told me before I left. You could have spared so much worry, so much stress, simply by telling me the truth.” Knots of that stress released in her mind and gut now that she hadn’t even known were there, and it infuriated her to realize what his evasiveness had been doing to her.

Serivar’s features softened, a hint of sympathy in his regard. “You were so set against being made a weapon, and I wasn’t sure at the time how legitimate the threat was. I had no way of knowing if some of those you would be fighting and traveling with might be part of that threat. In retrospect, I realize I should have handled things differently. I am sorry, Indigo. I should have been upfront with you and saved you the entire ordeal of going to Lyra. That was my mistake.”

“Knowing the truth wouldn’t have altered my decision to go to Lyra,” she countered, a touch of guilt warming her cheeks at having toyed with his emotions. “But I might have done so without a mountain of worry weighing on my shoulders.”

“I cannot say that surprises me. You have proven to be a willful creature. Now that you are back, however, there is much to do. If you are ready and willing to defend your own people...” he trailed off, letting the challenge hang in the air, and leaned back in his chair behind the large wooden desk, taking a sip of wine.

Indigo returned his scrutiny. She wanted to continue learning. Knowledge was power. Power was freedom. Her thoughts wandered back to encounter with Myac again. As far as she could tell, his ascard ability could be as strong or stronger than hers. The battle with him almost killed her. Myac was still out there somewhere, and knowing that turned her blood to ice. Even if she didn’t want to be more prepared in case she ever met up with him again, she didn’t think her conscience would let her turn away from her king, the leader of her country and a man who had always treated her kindly, if he truly was in danger.

“If you believe I must become a weapon for the good of our kingdom, then I will learn what you have to teach me.”

Serivar sat up, looking pleased and more than a little surprised by her response. Not as surprised as she was to discover how important her training was to her. She had gained enormous confidence from what he had taught her so far. Learning more could only be to her benefit.

She took a sip of her wine, holding the headmaster’s gaze as she did so.

“When will you be ready to resume training?”

“Tomorrow?”

A slow smile curved his lips, and he raised his cup to her. “Tomorrow, then.”
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She yearns for more power. More control.

Myac observed the exchange between Serivar and Indigo with considerable interest from behind the safety of his feigned identity. He had known a mere surface illusion of the Caithin man called Edan would never be enough to fool the woman he fought in Lyra, and seeing her now made him appreciate the effort he had put into his disguise. Two of Serivar’s most powerful creators helped him build up complex layers of masking and illusion to bury the ascard signature that would betray his identity. That masking also concealed the strength of his ascard connection.

Even so, those first moments in the room with Indigo were nerve-racking. He knew from prior experience that her ascard connection was extraordinary and feared she would find a flaw in the illusion, but after a brief investigation, she accepted him for who Serivar said he was, and her initial suspicion eased into curiosity.

Now that he could observe her in a casual environment, he marveled at how disarmingly delicate the fierce woman he had faced in Lyra could appear. She wasn’t as tall as his memory had made her. Average of height and elegant in bearing, her slender build made her appear almost fragile. The determined gleam in her brilliant blue eyes brought life to fine features, warmed by soft bronze skin tone and thick locks of dark brown hair that cascaded around her face with a hint of wildness. A playful, brightly colored dress clung to her figure, defiant of her distrustful manner.

She was as striking in appearance as she was strong in ascard connection. Could Yiloch have chosen her for something other than her ascard ability? What an interesting possibility. If Yiloch had discovered her power first, that alone would have motivated him to draw her into his circle. But how could he have uncovered the one thing she worked so hard to hide? It made more sense that the arrogant prince might have sought the pleasure of her flesh and stumbled upon the magnificent adept within purely by accident. A fortuitous accident for him, if so.

He probed further with ascard, taking extreme care not to alert her to his actions. She kept her ability almost completely masked. In her own home city, he would have expected her to be less vigilant. When he encountered her in Lyra, she masked her ability with such incredible skill that he hadn’t learned of her presence until he faced her in person. That element of surprise almost cost him his life. When he fled to Caithin after Emperor Rylan’s fall, he had done so hoping she hadn’t survived. Now her survival filled him with morbid pleasure. As Edan, a fellow member of this very exclusive subset of the King’s Order, he had an opportunity to influence her, so long as he could ignore the irritating fondness his old healing mentor, Serivar, had for her.

That affection flowed off the headmaster even now, subdued only by a thick layer of frustration.

They were both an open book to the ascard skill he had developed for sensing emotions, though she kept hers suppressed, a hint of anger edged with the sour tang of distrust. Such emotions seemed out-of-place coming from a student facing her teacher. Digging for more, he ran up against a thick core of sorrow, the foundation beneath all her emotions. Even without knowing the source of that sorrow, it inspired an unaccustomed twist of sympathy in him. It tasted to his ascard sense much like the sorrow he felt after his mother was murdered and his father turned him away.

He pushed those thoughts aside, leaving darker things to dwell in the shadowed places where they belonged.

What he most wanted to understand was why she risked so much for Prince Yiloch. Was it merely a sense of duty to help her kingdom fulfill the alliance they had forged with the Lyran prince? Could she have been guilty of the same error he had made? Believing there was little risk because she had never come upon another adept as strong as herself? With her strength, as with his, it would have been a reasonable assumption to make.

Strange as it was, there was something glorious about being wrong. Having someone else around who rivaled him in power made everything more interesting. Until he knew more, however, he couldn’t risk her finding out who he really was, which also meant he couldn’t let her know of the power they shared.

He drew on more ascard, preparing to search deeper still. There was so much to learn about her, and he wanted to know it all.

“I would like you to work with Edan,” Serivar said. “He has an advanced skill in sensing emotion that I think would be useful for you going forward.”

As Serivar spoke the words, the emotions Myac was digging through vanished, and his ability ran up against an icy wall of apparent indifference. She met his eyes, offering a tight, challenging smile. If Serivar had given him any warning, he might have countered the block, though he would never have expected her to put up such a barrier so fast. The speed with which she adapted an existing skill to this new use was remarkable.

“Impressive.” He acknowledged the abrupt shutdown with grudging admiration.

“Thank you, Lord Edan.” She offered a curt nod. “No offense, but I like my privacy.”

“None taken.” He made his voice light despite the surge of irritation with Serivar for alerting her and with how easily she slapped away his power, like someone swatting a fly. He had minimal strength invested in the exploration, but being so effortlessly cast off still stung. How novel.

Masking was never one of his greatest strengths. He would have to learn to mask his own emotions better before he taught her too much about detecting them. He also needed to make Serivar understand that any further revelation of his skills in her presence could undermine their efforts. They might have learned more about what motivated her before making her aware so she could shut him out. Every skill she developed gave her additional advantages, and she already had a plethora of defenses that were going to force him to find ways outside of ascard to understand her.

Serivar glanced at each of them, and Myac dared to narrow his eyes in a brief warning. The headmaster’s slight shoulders rose in a shrug, and Myac bit back on the petty punishments he yearned to deal out. The headmaster refused to acknowledge how dangerous his precious little prodigy could be if they didn’t keep her under control. Then again, Serivar had never shown enough sense to withhold anything from him either. Expecting him to have the foresight to filter what he taught this woman, whose very presence demanded an influx of knowledge, was perhaps asking too much. The best Myac could hope for was to win her trust as Edan, which promised to be an entertaining endeavor if he went about it correctly.

“About Lyra...” Serivar began.

Myac returned his full attention to Indigo, still hoping to learn something, though it would have been easier before she blocked him out. Now he had to rely on body language and tone to read between her words.

She straightened in her chair, shoulders pulling back, defiance hardening her features. “Many things happened in Lyra, and I used skills I should perhaps not have used. I have no regrets, however, and no one in Caithin can prove I did anything more than heal with my abilities.”

So many careful words used to convey absolutely no useful information. Well done.

Serivar’s eyes narrowed, as unsatisfied with her report as Myac was, though for different reasons. “No one in Caithin?”

Myac smiled to himself. No one in Caithin that she knew of could prove she had done more than heal, but he had been on the receiving end of her power. Since he arrived here, he and Serivar had many lengthy and often heated discussions about the skills she used against him, so there were at least two people in Caithin who knew some of what she had done. To her credit, she had no reason to believe she wasn’t telling the truth.

“I used abilities other than healing to aid Emperor Yiloch directly on at least one occasion, so obviously he was aware, as were a few of his closest companions.”

Serivar shook his head. His icy tone, when he spoke, could have frozen a river in flood. A fine show, since none of this was actually news to him. “Why would you risk exposing everything? We had an agreement. You were to go as a healer, like the others. Nothing more. Certainly not as a personal adept to the prince.”

Her regard matched the ice in his tone, and she lifted her chin, refusing to accept his chastisement. “My reasons are my own.”

“Not when they put everything we have done here at risk,” Serivar shouted, his sudden burst of rage striking Myac’s extended ability with enough power to make him jerk back. Even Indigo flinched. “Not when you vowed yourself to secrecy. I would be within my rights to have you stripped of these memories and turned back into a simple healer.”

Her eyes widened a fraction, hands tightening on her skirt below Serivar’s line of sight. Myac didn’t need his ability to see how much she feared what the headmaster threatened.

Serivar was quiet for a few seconds, folding his hands on his desk and reclaiming his composure. When he continued, his calmer voice held a lingering edge of warning. “While that may be the punishment you deserve, you are far too valuable, and you at least made some effort to hold to our bargain in a challenging situation. Be warned, however, I cannot afford to let such behavior go unpunished a second time.”

Her shoulders rose and fell as she took a deep breath to refresh her courage. The movement of her collarbones drew Myac’s eyes to the soft hollow at the base of her throat. Delicate, vulnerable flesh.

“I understand your position, Headmaster Serivar. I have no intention of putting you in this situation a second time.”

He marveled at her exemplary composure as she sipped from her wine, the draping fabric of her sleeve sliding back to reveal one slender wrist. Her hands were steady, but a light touch of ascard told him how her pulse raced. She set the goblet back on the desk, the dancing of delicate bones and muscles required for that simple action setting off a rush of unexpected yearning. She rose from her chair, her bright dress clinging to her hips and falling in loose layers over her legs.

“Until tomorrow, then,” she nodded to Serivar before turning to Myac, who composed himself to hide the startling hunger she had sparked in him. “Lord Edan.” She offered him a nod as well.

Before he could question his own inclinations, he was on his feet, offering her a slight bow. “Lady Indigo.”

The glimmer of appreciation in her eyes rewarded his effort, and she strode from the room with a walk that conveyed both pride and femininity. When she pulled the door shut behind her, he sank into his seat again, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. It was no longer hard to understand why Serivar coveted her the way he did and let her get away with so much.

“Charming and exasperating, isn’t she?” Serivar gazed at her empty chair with more of that annoying fondness softening his features.

“When not trying to kill me, yes, she can be rather enchanting,” Myac mused.

Serivar’s attention snapped to him, a sharp warning in his narrowed eyes.

Don’t want me playing with your toy?

Myac took a sip of wine to hide his amusement. The temptation to try seducing her appealed to him in so many ways. He wasn’t about to let the Caithin headmaster set the rules in this game. “She is willful. That makes her dangerous, more so than I think you realize, but I believe we can bring her to hand. We just have to do it delicately.”

Serivar nodded, the warning fading. “Do you think you can manipulate her?”

Myac shook his head. “Not with ascard. She has protections and maskings wrapped around her like an iron cocoon. She wisely distrusts you.” The comment earned him a scowl. “I will have to win her trust the slow way if we want her to believe it’s her decision to do what we need her to do.”

Serivar stared at the door, his scowl deepening. “That’s unfortunate, but I can’t say I’m surprised. Which brings me to the next order of business...” Myac felt the headmaster engage his ability and spend a few minutes reinforcing barriers that already surrounded the room to prevent eavesdropping of the traditional kind and from someone using ascard. “King Jerrin received a missive from Emperor Yiloch’s adept advisor yesterday. The emperor has requested to send three of his Lyran adepts here to the academy to train in the healing arts. He wants to build up his own organized force of healers. I approved the request, of course.”

Myac smiled. It was almost too good to be true. “Three Lyran adepts in the city, gives us three perfect victims. We can frame the trio for the king’s assassination, and there will be little doubt of the new emperor’s involvement since he sent them here. We won’t even need to use Indigo for that part, but Yiloch trusted her in that throne room, which will make her extremely useful when the time comes to make him pay for his crimes. When will the adepts arrive?”

“It could be anytime. You must begin working on Indigo right away, but I expect you to keep things professional,” he emphasized the last word, pinning Myac with a stern gaze.

Myac considered his old instructor. After seeing his mother cut down by Yiloch’s blade and barely escaping their burning home with his life, he fled to his noble father, Lord Terral, only to be turned away. He found sanctuary in an unlikely place. Serivar, not yet headmaster, had been traveling in Lyra a few years before the growing slave trade made such travel inadvisable. He took pity on a burn-scarred youth and brought him back to Caithin, where he taught him healing while picking his mind about other uses of ascard. With Serivar’s help, Myac learned how to heal his burn scars and expanded his knowledge enough that he gained Emperor Rylan’s notice when he returned to Lyra.

How much courtesy was all of that worth now?

Myac smirked. “And if I don
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