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Leigh Morgan was having a nightmare about the horse-headed man when someone shook her awake. Her eyelids shot open, and every muscle in her body tensed. Where was she? Where was the closest weapon?

Awareness followed a second after consciousness. Kitchens. Dozed off. No danger. Well, no serious danger anyway. Mistress Yibba’s plump face filled her vision, the disapproving line of her mouth like a cut in a lump of dough. She slapped Leigh for nodding off, which Leigh took without comment. Thank God Mistress Yibba had woken her up first. If she’d slapped Leigh while she’d been sleeping, Leigh might have struck back before she could stop herself, and that would have been a disaster.

“Lady Kalivildra rang for tea,” Mistress Yibba said. “Bring it to her room. Quickly.”

Her tone would have been threatening if Mistress Yibba were… well, threatening. But she was just bluster and sloppy slaps. Pretending to be contrite, Leigh took the tea tray from Mistress Yibba’s hands, bowed, and left the drowse-inducing heat of the kitchens for the cool palace halls.

It was late at night—early morning really—but the evening’s revelries were still winding down. Music drifted through the corridors, an enchanting nocturne that enticed the listener to search for its source. An open door to one of the gardens revealed a woman in a luminous ball gown, dancing with several naked, green-skinned men. Moans came from a secluded corner where two half-dressed, inhuman bodies were entwined. A drunken man stumbled to bed, the feathers of his wings ruffled and his ornamental mask askew. Leigh walked past it all, more bored than anything.

Until someone grabbed her arm and pulled her into a shadowed alcove.

“Don’t make a sound.”

Leigh wouldn’t need to make a sound to drive her knee into her assailant’s gut. Then she saw who’d grabbed her.

Oh hell. It’s the prince.

The second prince. Dredarion Rath. She’d never seen him up close before but would have to be clueless not to recognize him. He stood over a head taller than her, and Leigh wasn’t a short woman. His broad shoulders tapered down to a narrow waist, and he was clothed exclusively in black. Leigh’s face was level with his chest, giving her a view of swirling, interlocking designs on what seemed to be lightweight leather armor. (So kneeing him in the gut might not have worked out so well.) And it was hard to tell if his long, shrouding cape was made of cloth or woven from shadows.

In contrast, his skin was as pale as the moon. (Earth’s moon. Not the blue ones here on Otherworld.) If he were human, she would have thought he was Eurasian, but he was an Other, not truly human at all. His ears were long and thin, narrowing to a fine point at each tip, and a crown of black crystal topped his head. He had elegant, arched eyebrows, a mouth that twisted cruelly, and cheekbones so sharp they should qualify as weapons. His hair was as black as his clothing, and so were his eyes—so dark that she couldn’t discern his pupils from his irises. They were frightfully intelligent eyes that assessed her quickly and coldly.

Leigh remembered belatedly that servants were supposed to keep their gazes downcast and looked at the tea tray. Most people probably glanced quickly away rather than make eye contact with that forceful gaze, and it annoyed her that she had to do the same. But recently she’d gotten a lot of practice at backing down from challenges.

“Hold it still,” he commanded.

Leigh didn’t know what he meant until he lifted the lid of the teapot with a black-gloved hand. Steam wafted up along with a rich, fruity scent. Dredarion produced a small glass vial from the depths of his cloak, opened it, and poured its clear liquid into the tea.

“Stay until you’ve seen Lady Kalivildra drink it.” He replaced the lid on the teapot. “Give her no indication anything is amiss, and don’t dare try to warn her. Fail me, and the next thing you drink will be filled with shards of glass. And I’ll make sure you finish every last drop of it.”

Damn it. Damn the creepy bastard and his spooky-ass cape. Leigh had no idea what kind of political plot he’d just pulled her into, but she didn’t want to touch it with a ten-foot pole. She took a deep breath and reacted the same way she did to everything in this place. First, she suppressed her immediate instinct, which was to throw hot tea in his face and then bash him over the head with the teapot. (Which was no good anyway. The teapot was too delicate to do much damage.) Next, she thought of what an average servant would do in her place. They’d probably try to obey but ruin it by panicking. Finally, she moved to what she should have done first: evaluate how this would affect her mission. But she didn’t have enough information to make that judgment yet.

“What did you put in it?” She directed her gaze to the region of his nose and mouth, not risking eye contact.

“That’s none of your concern.”

“If Lady Kalivildra drops dead after drinking something I brought her, I’m going to end up with a sword in my gut, so I think it is my concern actually.”

She realized too late how insolent her voice sounded, and she quickly dropped her gaze. Her heart pounded, filling the silence after her statement. She’d been too bold, hadn’t she? She was drawing attention to herself, standing out from the crowd, and that was the exact opposite of what she needed to be doing. This could screw up everything.

“It’s slow acting,” Dredarion said. “It won’t take effect for hours. Don’t fear retribution from Kalivildra’s people. Fear me.”

Right. There were no other options then. Leigh bowed much lower than she had to Mistress Yibba—she was being bossed around by royalty now, after all. Dredarion, apparently satisfied, checked that the hallway was clear and waved for her to depart. Leigh obeyed, carrying her poisoned teapot.

Lady Kalivildra’s guest rooms were close, giving Leigh only a few moments to curse her rotten luck. No use whining about it though. You played the hand you were dealt, and sometimes that hand sucked balls.

She reached out to knock on Kalivildra’s doors, but they flew open before she touched them. Leigh pulled back, nearly dropping the tray as she avoided a collision with the man exiting the room. Oh hell no. Was that…? Yes, it was. Rabsumorai Rath, better known as Prince Rab, Dredarion’s older brother and heir to the throne.

The brothers had a similar facial structure but otherwise couldn’t have looked more different. Where Dredarion was pale, Rab’s skin was the kind of golden brown that tanning salons advertised to white people. He was more golden than brown though and seemed to shimmer ethereally in a way no tanning bed could ever manage. The chestnut color of his hair was somehow more vibrant than any human’s, and its messy state was a dead giveaway he and Kalivildra had been banging. Rich reds and greens embroidered with gold made up his wrinkled clothing, and his mandarin collar was undone, ignored as he straightened his ornamental sash. Kalivildra followed him to the door, wearing nothing.

Rab bowed with a flourish and kissed her hand. “I hope you enjoyed that as much as I did.”

“More so, I think,” she replied with a fanged smile.

“Then until next time. Sleep well.”

Rab left without even noticing Leigh. (Good. One less witness to her being an accomplice to murder.) Kalivildra’s smile fell from her face the moment the prince’s back was turned. It made Leigh feel a sudden, strong connection to the woman. Leigh hated smiling for people too.

“Hurry up and get in,” Kalivildra snapped at her. “If that tea has gotten cold, I’ll sate my thirst with your hot blood.”

And Leigh’s sympathy evaporated. She walked past Kalivildra into her rooms, finding cushions strewn about the floor and the smell of sex in the air. Kalivildra and Rab hadn’t made it to the bed. Leigh knelt in front of a low table and began to pour the tea. Kalivildra called for one of her maids and went into another room, presumably to dress.

Leigh reviewed what she knew about Kalivildra. She wasn’t from this kingdom. As much as Leigh wanted to label all the creatures from Otherworld as “Others,” apparently they divided themselves. The people in this kingdom were called the Dwencanti. Kalivildra was a Rashrang. The Rashrang were mysterious and fearsome even by Otherworld standards, and Kalivildra was someone important among them. Leigh hadn’t known she and Rab were lovers, but Rab had a reputation for sleeping around, so she wasn’t surprised.

Dredarion’s jealousy of Rab was a well-known secret. Was that what this was about? A younger brother, breaking his older sibling’s toys because he couldn’t play with them?

Kalivildra reentered the room, now wearing a robe, her gray-haired maid stooped behind her. The lady was dark-haired and voluptuous with an olive complexion and clusters of animal-like spots on her back and shoulders. Polished horns sprouted from her head, pearl-colored at the base and black at the tips. She settled herself elegantly at the table and reached for the teacup.

Her maid slapped her hand away.

“Did you trade your brain for the prince’s cock?” the crone asked. “Poison is the Dwencanti’s favorite weapon.”

Leigh didn’t twitch. She kept her gaze downcast and her expression carefully blank.

Kalivildra’s eyes were narrowed—not with suspicion but with sleepiness. “You’re paranoid, Nocanthe, and I’m thirsty.”

“Then drink,” said Nocanthe. She turned her wrinkled face in Leigh’s direction. “But make her drink first.”
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Shit, Leigh thought.

She shouldn’t have been surprised. Poisoning was apparently common enough here that dinner etiquette had been built around preventing it. She’d seen it at the palace feasts. Everyone served themselves from communal platters and didn’t start eating until they’d seen the host take a bite. Ostensibly it was out of politeness, but practically it prevented someone from poisoning a specific person’s dish.

Leigh looked questioningly at Kalivildra. Maybe she’d be careless and ignore her maid’s warning.

“You heard her,” Kalivildra said. “Drink it.”

So much for luck. Leigh’s thoughts came in rapid fire. She had two choices: drink or refuse. Pretending to sip but keeping her mouth closed wouldn’t fool that sharp-eyed crone. If she refused, she’d be accused of an assassination attempt and the women would call the guards if not attack her personally. Leigh would either escape, get arrested, or get killed. Every case risked an investigation into her activities and acquaintances, which could potentially reveal her mission—not Dredarion’s petty whatever this was, but the reason Leigh had come to Otherworld, a purpose more important than her life.

On the other hand, if she drank and Dredarion had been lying about the poison being slow acting, she’d be dead and there would still be an investigation. But if he’d been telling the truth, there was a chance she could salvage the situation. It was the only chance she had, so she took it.

The teacup was small, silver, and had no handle. Its decorative pattern of scales matched the teapot, which rested on clawed feet and had a spout like a dragon’s gaping maw. Leigh picked up the cup with both hands, feeling its warmth against her palms. She was a coffee drinker by nature, so she couldn’t say if the same tea existed back home, but it smelled like berries. She gazed down at the red surface of the liquid and saw her own frowning reflection.

She wanted to die fighting, not drinking tea. She wanted to avenge her sister.

She raised the cup to her lips and drank.

It tasted nothing like it smelled. The scent was sweet and fruity, but it was bitter on her tongue. Was that the poison? Or was it supposed to taste like that without sugar? She drained half the cup and set it back on the table.

Kalivildra and her maid watched her carefully. Leigh waited for a stabbing pain in her abdomen, for her throat to tighten or her vision to go black. She felt queasy, but that was probably nerves rather than poison. She forced her breaths to stay deep and steady and resisted the desire to run screaming from the room.

“I told you that you were being paranoid,” Kalivildra said.

Nocanthe patted her hand affectionately. “It never hurts to be cautious.”

Leigh poured Kalivildra a fresh cup since she wouldn’t drink from something a servant’s lips had sullied. Leigh’s stomach was churning, but she told herself it was all in her head. She waited until she’d seen Kalivildra drink as Dredarion had ordered, then bowed and excused herself from the room.

She didn’t run, but she walked very fast.

 

 

* * *

 

 

Dredarion Rath had made a terrible mistake.

It was an inexcusable blunder. He should have never poured the potion in front of the servant. He should have done it beforehand in the kitchens so she’d be ignorant and serve it as usual. But there hadn’t been time. He’d seen a small window of opportunity, and he’d taken it, and now all his machinations rested on the self-possession of a mud person. A mud person! Who’d been born in a world of stink and mud and couldn’t even begin to comprehend Dredarion’s plans.

He paced back and forth in the shadows of the hallway, invisible to those who passed. She should have been back by now. How long did it take to pour a cursed cup of tea? She must have acted suspiciously and been discovered. What had he been thinking? He hadn’t properly weighed the risks versus the chance of success. No, he had, but success had been too tantalizing to resist. The wheels would have started turning, and they would have carried Dredarion to the top as they crushed Rab beneath him. Elder gods, to be so close only to fail…

There she was.

She came down the hallway, her pace hurried but not suspiciously so. She scanned the area, but her gaze slid off him without seeing, as did everyone’s when he didn’t wish to be seen. He waited for her to come close, then grabbed her arm and pulled her into the darkness behind a pillar.

“Did she drink it?” he demanded.

She didn’t answer. Instead, she did something no servant had ever done. Her arm twisted from his grasp, and she shoved him aside. Dredarion’s surprise at her strength gave way to rage, but before he could act, she bent over and shoved a hand into her mouth. She gagged, reached deeper, and then vomited all over the floor.

Dredarion realized instantly what had happened. He waited as she heaved again but came up dry. Then she wiped her mouth and straightened up.

“She made you drink first,” he said.

“Yes. You weren’t lying about it being slow acting, were you?”

A calm question. Dredarion felt an unexpected flicker of admiration. “No. It’s not in your stomach anymore. You’ll be fine.”

“Good.”

“Did she drink it?”

“Yes.”

Dredarion prided himself that not a hint of emotion showed on his face, but inside he luxuriated in satisfaction. This is only one step, he cautioned himself. He still had much more to do, a careful balancing act to maintain, and if he grew complacent, it would all fall apart. But damned if he wasn’t looking forward to seeing the look on his brother’s face tomorrow morning.

“Do you need me to collect the pot and cups when she’s finished?”

It took Dredarion a moment to appreciate the full meaning of her words. “No. The potion’s undetectable. You don’t need to remove the evidence.”

“Then is there anything else you need, Your Highness?”

It was a formal question, one an untold number of servants had asked him before, yet it made his former flicker of admiration return as a blazing flame. How many mud people had the composure to sip that tainted draught as if nothing were wrong, coolly purge it from their system, and then treat it as a normal day’s work? How many of his own people did? He had looked her over before when he’d been trying to determine if she’d panic, but now he really, truly looked at her.

She was tall and slim and wore the same clothing as all servants: two patternless pieces of cloth, purple this evening, one wrapped around her waist as a skirt, the other covering her breasts. It exposed her midriff, a style he’d always thought of as a pointless exhibition of flesh, but the view of her taut, toned stomach made him reconsider. Her upper arms, too, were composed of lean muscle beneath decorative silver bracelets, and he was no longer surprised at the strength with which she’d pushed him aside earlier. A woman strong in body as well as mind. He appreciated that.

Her skin was a pale beige, her long hair a dark brown that would be easily mistaken for black. He couldn’t tell what color her eyes were, as her gaze was demurely lowered—no. That was wrong. Her gaze was lowered, but there was nothing demure about it. She wanted it to seem that way, but some quirk of her posture revealed the truth to him. Her gaze was downcast out of expedience, not submission.

“Yes,” he answered, having nearly forgotten the question. “Your name.”

Her gaze flicked up just long enough for him to confirm her eyes were an appealing shade of blue. “Leigh.”

“Is that short for something?”

The corner of her mouth twitched almost imperceptibly. Amusement. His question amused her. “No, it’s just Leigh.”

“You may go.”

She bowed, and again, everything about the action seemed right and proper on the surface, but now that Dredarion was paying attention, he felt more than saw something rebellious underneath. No one else must have noticed or they would have beaten it out of her, but that was hardly surprising. Most people were unobservant ignoramuses. Rab would have certainly never caught something so subtle. But Dredarion did.

And it intrigued him.
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The next morning, the kitchens were abuzz with the news of Lady Kalivildra’s disappearance. Disappearance, Leigh noted, not death. Kalivildra’s old maid hadn’t found a corpse in her bed but nothing at all, and the palace guards had been dispatched to search for her. Leigh remembered Dredarion referring to the liquid he’d poured into the tea as a potion, not poison as she’d assumed. What had it done to Kalivildra? Leigh was probably better off not knowing.

She was surprised to be alive, honestly. When she’d asked Dredarion if he needed anything else, she knew the smartest thing for him to do would be to kill her and eliminate the only witness to his crime. Instead, he’d asked her name. Leigh almost snorted as she remembered him asking if it was short for anything. As if everyone had a ridiculous mouthful of a name like Dredarion or Kalivildra.

She’d report the incident at her next debriefing and then put it from her mind—and she hoped Dredarion dismissed her from his mind too. She didn’t like the scrutiny he’d given her last night. So far, she’d kept her mission hidden through a combination of skill and luck, but neither of those would hold up long under the prince’s observation. His dark eyes had seemed to cut right through her. The memory made her shiver despite the kitchens’ heat.

“Leigh,” Mistress Yibba called, and Leigh dropped what she was doing and went to her.

“Keep an eye on the new girl. She’s green.”

Leigh followed her gaze to a new servant, and she’d bet her entire savings account back home that the girl wasn’t a day over sixteen. She was of African descent, with fine-boned features and a petite frame. Her wide eyes gave her a look of complete innocence, or maybe it was the way she was trembling. She should be finishing her homework or texting one of her friends; Leigh fought back a fresh wave of rage that she was trapped here instead.

“Zoe!” Mistress Yibba shouted. “You listen to Leigh here, and for the elder gods’ sake, don’t drop anything!”

Zoe nodded dazedly. She had that expression of haunted shock that everyone wore when they first arrived here.

When the cooks had finished, Leigh took a tray in each hand and walked past Zoe, who was doing the same. “Follow me.” They joined a line of servants heading to the brunch hall. They only made it a few feet before Zoe burst into noisy sobs.

Leigh sighed. Fatima and Emily, the two servants in front of her, stopped and turned with worried expressions, but Leigh motioned for them to go on. Looking after Zoe was her job.

“Hey,” Leigh said. “Stop crying.”

The girl sobbed louder, squeezing shut her eyes and hunching her shoulders. She didn’t drop the tray at least, but the bowls on it shook dangerously. Crap. Leigh had no idea how to deal with kids. Or crying people. Or crying kids.

“Hey,” she tried again. “It’s not that bad. Just listen.”

Mistress Yibba had most likely given Zoe instructions already, but Mistress Yibba hadn’t the slightest idea about her background. She treated new servants like they were dense, not traumatized abductees from a different culture.

“After we set the table, we stand against the wall and wait.” Leigh kept her voice low and soothing. “Mostly they’ll wave us forward to pour their drinks. Pouring your own drink isn’t done here. Don’t ask me why. If you can’t tell what pitcher they want you to pour from, ask. Pick the wrong one and they’ll think you’re trying to poison them. If anyone’s feeling particularly dickish this morning, they’ll tell you to bend down and be a footrest or something. Just do what they ask. You don’t want to refuse—trust me. If you get in over your head, I’ll bail you out.”

Zoe nodded. She’d stopped crying and was just sniffling now. Leigh wondered if she’d actually heard anything Leigh had said.

“Where are you from?”

“Ohio,” Zoe answered softly. So she was American.

“I’m from Florida.”

Zoe blinked, and her eyes finally seemed to focus on Leigh. “I always wanted to get out of Ohio.” Her voice broke, and Leigh winced. “Be careful what you wish for” was a shitty moral from a screwed-up fairy tale. Leigh longed to tell her it would be okay, that she’d be going home soon, that Leigh would get her back to Ohio personally and waste any Other that stood in her way. But she couldn’t say that. It was too risky. Instead, she guided Zoe to the brunch hall and got to work.

Table setting was a work of art in Otherworld. The silver trays and porcelain plates belonged in an art museum, and everything had to be arranged just so. There were bowls of exotic fruits in sugary syrup and tiny pastries with sculpted frosting topped with flower petals. Ornate platters held cured venison, salted quail eggs, and dried fish atop beds of leaves. Pitchers of honeyed milk waited beside pots of hot tea, and the smells in the air made Leigh’s mouth water.

She and Zoe waited along the wall when the Others processioned in. This particular hall had only one rectangular table for the royal family, a handful of advisers, and the queen’s concubines, a more intimate gathering than the huge evening feasts. Everyone was fully clothed too, which was another plus over the feasts. Well, everyone with genitals anyway. There was a gray, spindly being with hedgehog-like spikes and a snout, who would have looked stranger with clothes than without. An old man with skin like bark and a beard of leaves hobbled in, followed by an elegant woman with the head of an owl. Many of them
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