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There were too few things to enjoy in this life. She would be a fool to squander a lovely day.

Indigo inhaled the rich smell of a recent rain and tipped her head back, closing her eyes to let sunshine fall full upon her face. Gritty cobbles crunched underfoot. Snippets of conversation from other walkers and the clacking hooves of occasional equestrian traffic blended into a meaningless hum.

Her feet knew the path. She and Andrea walked the same route home from the academy every lesson day for nearly two years. Behind them, the twin spires of Caithin Healer’s Academy twisted towards the sky like the gold horns of some great beast. In the bright sunshine, they were almost blinding in their brilliance, and she fancied she could feel reflected light from them on her back.

Her student’s robes dangled over one forearm, and the backless summer dress she wore left her skin exposed to warm afternoon sunlight. With her hair pulled over one shoulder, the sun’s touch fell hot upon the tattoo between her shoulder blades. The symbol of her studies to become a healer, the blue rose of the Caithin Healer’s Academy, on display for anyone to see.

“Indigo, are you listening?”

Opening her eyes, she glanced at Andrea and smiled an apology. “Sorry. It’s a beautiful day for this early in the year. I got caught up in it.” 

“Judging by that dress, you think summer has arrived already.”

The other woman’s huffy tone stifled her enjoyment. The colorful dress might be better suited to a midsummer party, but the playful style bolstered Indigo’s withering spirits. In contrast, Andrea’s conservative blue dress did nothing to emphasize her shape or set off her features. Not the type of garment that could bring the bounce back to one’s step.

“It’s just a fun dress.”

Andrea responded with a sour look. “No wonder Jayce gets edgy every time you step outside.”

Distress rose in response to the comment, and Indigo slapped it down. She spotted a woman stepping out of a nearby building in a bright yellow dress that cut low in front and clung to her hips, emphasizing feminine curves. She raised her eyebrows at Andrea, wiggling her fingers in the woman’s direction to show she was not the only one dressing for the day.

Andrea dismissed the woman with a roll of her emerald eyes. “While you were flouncing about in your early spring daydreams, I asked if you had decided on flowers for the wedding.”

Indigo adjusted her bag on her shoulder, then started picking at her fingernails, making soft clicking sounds with them. “I haven’t had time to think about it.”

“Well, I have. Neither of you is upper nobility, so violet would be presumptuous.”

Indigo struggled not to bristle at the superior tone. Andrea’s parents trained her in the fine art of looking down on anyone of lower status. It never occurred to her that it might be insulting, though Indigo intended to point it out someday, just not today.

Andrea pressed her lips together, then a bright smile lit her face, her enthusiasm for the subject leeching away Indigo’s better mood. “You know, if you lean into your uncle’s status, I imagine you could get away with pink or maybe... And there you go again.”

Indigo startled. “What?”

“Every time I bring up the wedding, you get gloomy. What is wrong?”

Andrea placed a hand on Indigo’s arm and stopped. Indigo allowed the other woman’s gentle pull to turn her. She avoided Andrea’s eyes, glancing first at the early spring flowers in a window box behind her before gazing back the way they had come.

Some distance back, an Ascard Watchman leaned on a light post, his tan military uniform accented with the deep maroon of his special division. His hooded gaze took in the late afternoon traffic. Prickles of fear crept up her spine. Despite a few years of living in the city without incident, she couldn’t stop dreading the day they would find her out and punish her for her deception.

Never let them know your true strength.

Hadris and her father must have told her that a thousand times as a child. Did it matter now, with them both gone? Would the Watchmen do anything to her other than force her to use her ascard ability in service to the crown? Her father would have detested that, but it didn’t seem so disagreeable from her current position.

Besides, maybe they were wrong. Maybe her ability wasn’t that strong. Hadris had helped her construct barriers around her inner aspect as a child, and she couldn’t bring herself to take them down to find out. It chilled her blood to remember how they had beheaded Hadris for hiding her own ability, but Hadris had been a Lyran slave.

And I am the daughter of a traitor.

She liked her head where it was.

She forced her attention back to Andrea. “I haven’t got enough time to keep up studies and plan a wedding. I had hoped to wait until I finished my schooling, but Jayce insists.”

When she suggested waiting, he had accused her of infidelity. His face had gone ruddy with rage, and he had thrown a vase at the wall—one of her few keepsakes of her mother—shattering it. If only she could do more than postpone the wedding, but it was too late. It had been too late the moment her uncle accepted his proposal. In proper society, one didn’t back out of an engagement, and her noble status depended upon this marriage because of the scandal surrounding her parents’ deaths.

You tried to do so much good for others, Father, but what did you do for me?

Andrea tittered, disregarding her deepening melancholy. “He worries someone will steal you away.”

How true. Indigo held her tongue. Andrea and Jayce were friends long before she moved into the city. She was the outsider.

“Honestly, I am surprised you’re not in more of a hurry to see this marriage through, considering.”

Indigo swallowed a foul taste. “Considering?”

“It is difficult to find a man of noble birth willing to marry someone with your background.”

“I know.” How could she forget with Andrea and Jayce always willing to point it out?

Her attention wandered to the fountain sprouting up in the center of a nearby courtyard, simple and elegant like a great stonework lily. A man stood next to the fountain, watching water droplets falling with the shimmer of multicolored gems in the bright sunlight. Long silver hair hung to the middle of his back like a frozen waterfall. His smooth pale skin and unusual hair marked him as Lyran, but his regal bearing and rich attire didn’t befit a slave or merchant.

Curious. “Have you seen him before?”

Andrea turned, following her gaze. “Who?”

“The man beside the fountain.”

“There is no one by the fountain.”

Andrea’s reply tugged at her awareness, but the silver-haired Lyran was turning toward them now. His pale eyes met hers, and the air pressed from her lungs as if a corset were being pulled too tight. The buildings lurched and spun in her vision.

“Indigo?” Andrea’s voice came to her across a vast gulf.

She sank to her knees. Andrea crouched down with her, her eyes wide and frightened. She held Indigo’s shoulders tight, her lips moving. Indigo couldn’t hear past the pounding of blood in her ears. Bowing her head, she closed her eyes. The pressure eased, and her heartbeat slowed to some semblance of normal. At a tug on her arm, she opened her eyes and let Andrea help her to her feet.

“Are you well?”

Leaving a hand on Andrea’s arm for balance, she glanced at the fountain. No one was there now. Where had he gone? She scanned around them and spotted a Watchman striding over. His shrewd gaze picked apart the area around the fountain, then settled on them with open suspicion.

Indigo’s breath caught in her throat. Her hand tightened on Andrea’s arm.

“Are you ladies all right?” His tone was polite, but his gaze bored into them, into her.

Was her ability still hidden? Had her masking slipped? Did he know what she was hiding? She didn’t dare access her ability to find out for fear he would notice. She opened her mouth to respond, but her voice caught on the lump of fear in her throat.

“Indigo?” Andrea’s worried tone broke through the cold terror.

“Yes, we are fine.” She forced a light tone. “I had a dizzy spell.”

She started turning as if to continue home, and he raised a hand to stop her. Her pulse pounded, a thousand drums beating triple time. How could he not hear it?

“You are students from the academy?”

“Yes, sir,” Andrea answered, sparing Indigo the effort.

His suspicious gaze lingered on Indigo for seconds that threatened to stretch into eternity. He gave a curt nod. “Best be on your way.”

They finished the walk to the student residence in strained silence. When they arrived, Indigo dashed up the stairs and to her bedroom past a startled Jayce. She closed the door and leaned against it, her heart racing at the prospect of facing her fiancé in such a flustered state. Forcing slow breaths, she listened to Andrea greet him in the next room.

“I’m guessing that passing breeze was Indigo.”

Andrea responded in a voice so low Indigo had to put an ear to the edge of the door to hear. “Something peculiar happened on the way home. We were talking near the Healer’s Courtyard, and she said she saw someone by the fountain. The strange thing is, there was no one there. Then she swooned and sank to her knees, gasping. She wouldn’t respond to me for almost a minute. I’m worried. I think you should keep an eye on her.”

Indigo touched her neck, remembering the terrifying sensation of suffocation. Had it been as long as a minute?

“Who did she see?”

The edge of suspicion in Jayce’s voice made her skin prickle with alarm. Don’t tell him.

“Some man, she said, but there was no one there.”

Her palms grew sweaty in the brief silence that followed.

“Thanks, Andrea. I’ll take care of her.”

“Tell her I will see her tomorrow.”

Indigo sat on the edge of the bed and focused on making her breathing regular. The outer door clicked shut. Seconds later, the door to the bedroom creaked open, and Jayce stepped in. His hazel eyes narrowed, the short cut of his brunette hair adding severity to the expression. It was exhausting dancing around his temper. Where had he hidden his possessive jealousy when he was courting her?

Perhaps if his parents knew where he spent his nights out, they would insist he stay home, though they didn’t appear to care what he did in private so long as he didn’t publicly disgrace them. She could talk to her uncle, but he was away too often to have much influence as her guardian. Besides, if she got her fiancé into trouble, regardless of the reason, it would reflect badly upon her.

She turned away, her gaze following the rays of late afternoon sunlight that trickled through the window. The residence maids had missed a smudge in one corner of the glass pane. An inconsequential thing. A dingy spot on the glass, just as she was a dingy spot upon society. One misstep and they would wipe her away as they had her father.

Did she deserve any better?

The mattress sank a little when Jayce sat next to her. He rested a hand on her far shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. She leaned into him. Maybe he wasn’t angry. Maybe he would be supportive the way he always had been before their engagement.

“Are you well?” He brushed her hair back over her ear to see her face.

“I had a little dizzy spell. I’m fine now.”

“Maybe you should take a few days to rest.” He kissed her neck, and a small shiver of pleasure ran through her despite her trepidation.

“Tomorrow is a rest day. It will be enough.”

His breath tickled across her ear, but his hand tightened on her shoulder, crushing any enjoyment she might have gotten from the sensation. “Who was the man you saw?”

She pulled away and went to stand near the window. “No one, Jayce. There was no one there.”

He stood, muscles in his jaw jumping, his eyes closing to angry slits. “A hallucination then. Of whom?”

She took a deep breath. One of them had to remain calm and rational. Why did it always have to be her? “It wasn’t anyone I remember seeing before. Maybe a face from my childhood. I don’t know.”

“Was he handsome?”

So very handsome. “I don’t recall. I couldn’t breathe. That was a little distracting.”

He clenched his fists, and she cringed inside. Letting him see her fear would only encourage him though, so she lifted her chin and met his eyes.

“I think you should stay home for a few days.”

“I can’t fall behind.”

His face flushed, and his gaze roamed her body, contemplating what he stood to lose to this hallucination. “What if it happens again?”

“Then I will be among healers. They are equipped to handle such things.”

He stared at her for a long time, but even he couldn’t come up with a good argument against that. Instead, he walked over and kissed her hard. A possessive, angry kiss.

* * *
[image: ]


She lay awake long into the night after Jayce finished showing her she belonged to him. Every detail of the man by the fountain was vivid in her mind, from his intense gaze to his ethereal highborn Lyran allure. She had never encountered a pure-blooded Lyran who was not a slave. According to her Uncle Theron, whose work for King Jerrin put him in a position to know such things, true Lyran nobility possessed an uncanny grace and beauty. Given that, what else could the stranger be?

But why would a Lyran nobleman be wandering the streets of Caithin?

She listened to Jayce sleep for several minutes, his breathing deep and even, hers quick and fearful. Then she slipped out of bed and donned a pair of fitted riding pants and a blouse. It wasn’t appropriate attire for a woman of noble breeding in the city, but it would set her apart from any courtesans and whores about at this hour. As an afterthought, she snatched a deep blue shawl from the vanity, the one her uncle had given her because it matched her eyes, and wrapped it around her shoulders on her way out.

The education district had a livelier nightlife than all but the market and low-town districts because of its young populace, but her destination was close enough to academy grounds that it should be quieter. The Healer’s Courtyard sometimes drew pairs of lovers. Tonight, it was empty and solemn, lit by the soft glow of a half-moon.

Trepidation slowed her steps as she approached the fountain. She stopped beside where the Lyran man had stood and watched the surface of the lower pool ripple with droplets falling from above, shining like clear crystals now in the moonlight. It was mesmerizing watching the play of a single ripple colliding with others and rebounding from the edge of the pool. So much like life itself. Each decision a droplet hitting the water, the ripples reaching out and affecting countless others.

She became aware of someone standing next to her, and her lungs contracted in response to the extraordinary power surrounding him. She stared hard into the fountain, fighting the urge to flee.

This was why she had come, to see if he was real.

Unnerved by his silence, she forced a deep breath into her tightened chest and spoke in the Lyran trade dialect in case he didn’t speak Caithin. “Might I ask your name, my lord?”

“Where is this place?”

His voice was deep, melodious. The refined Lyran dialect he used reinforced her suspicion that he was aristocracy. How then had he come to be here?

“That was not an answer, my lord.” She dared a glance at him. He was gazing into the fountain. His eyes were pale silver-blue, like glacial ice, beautiful and cold. She turned back to the fountain, terrified and excited by the mystery of him. When he said nothing, she relented. “The education district.”

“What city?”

Startled by the question, she looked at him again. He was looking around at the rest of the courtyard now. Was he serious? How could he not know what city they were in?

“The Caithin capital, Demin.”

A faint smirk touched his lips. He looked at her then, and the air was once more being pressed from her lungs. An icy spike of fear froze her to the spot.

“Who are you?” she breathed.

He took one of her hands in his, his grip warm and gentle. “Help me.”

The courtyard faded around them. The sharp tang of sulfur stung her nose. Their environment transformed, moonlight vanishing behind thick storm clouds. A rugged black landscape surrounded them, riddled with cracks emitting a red glow and suffocating heat. The Sinner’s Hereafter of passionate priests’ sermons given solid form.

Any who use the ascard for aught but good shall burn in the Sinner’s Hereafter.

He who turns his back on his countrymen shall burn in the Sinner’s Hereafter.

Any woman unfaithful to her husband shall burn in the Sinner’s Hereafter.

A panicked cry ripped from her throat. She yanked her hand away and fell back, landing hard on the cobbles in the courtyard.

When she looked up, she was by the fountain again, and alone. 

Her heart pounded, and the sting of sulfur persisted in her nose. She grabbed her shawl, scrambled to her feet and ran back to the residence. At the stairwell, she sank panting on the bottom step and covered her mouth to muffle frantic sobs. Panic faded. When the frightened tears stopped, she stood and made her way up the stairs, still trembling like the last fall leaf clinging to its branch before the onslaught of a rising storm.

In the bedroom, she lit a candle and sat at her vanity to check her elbows in the mirror. Both had raw scrapes from her fall on the cobbles. She chewed at her lip as she dabbed them clean. How would she hide this from Jayce?

She could heal them with ascard, but they forbade students from using those skills outside of the academy until their third year. Punishment for breaking that rule wasn’t severe, but she couldn’t afford any negative attention.

Ascard Watchmen, with their fine-tuned ability to sense ascard use, enforced that rule and other laws governing ascard use. Any use of ascard outside of healing was illegal and immoral, except for the Watchmen themselves. They were the reason her father had Hadris teach her to hide her ascard ability. He hadn’t wanted them to take his daughter away. Now, with Hadris and her parents dead, she had to manage on her own. Her engagement protected her noble status. Becoming a healer gave her value in Caithin society.

Do those things matter if I am miserable?

Jayce moaned in his sleep, and her heart jumped.

When he didn’t move, she relaxed and stared into the mirror. She could still see those glacial eyes piercing into her, the need in them powerful and captivating. The hand that held hers had been strong, but he hadn’t tried to hold her against her will.

He asked for your help, and you ran away.

She scowled at the mirror, then shuddered, recalling the smell of sulfur, the red glow, the broken landscape. Power was involved in this beyond her understanding, forbidden power that enticed her with the visage of a handsome stranger.
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Indigo struggled up from the depths of sleep to the sound of someone rapping on the front door. Early morning light crept in through the window, and her gaze returned to the smudge in the corner. Tentative fingers touched her elbows. Her throat constricted when she felt abrasions there. It hadn’t been a dream.

“Jayce!” Andrea’s voice bounced jubilantly through the rooms. “Lord Caplin will be here any minute. He has invited us to join him for a picnic. I told him the two of you would come. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.”

Indigo scowled. Jayce’s reply was far more cordial than it would have been if she had made such plans without first consulting him. She threw back the covers. Despite her exhaustion, there was relief in knowing she wouldn’t have to face the day alone with him.

She pulled on a blue dress with long, off-the-shoulder sleeves and an open back. It kept the casual summery style they would expect from her while hiding evidence of her nocturnal outing. A glance in the mirror revealed tired circles under her eyes that she did her best to conceal beneath a light powder. Finally feeling presentable, she opened the door to find Jayce reaching for it on the other side.

He smiled, his hand hanging in the air where the handle had been. “I see you decided to get up?”

Returning the smile, she offered her hand. He took it and kissed it. She would at least start the day with charming Jayce. Another small relief.

He escorted her out front where Caplin already waited, indulging Andrea’s nervous prattle with a patient smile.

Fondness bubbled up in Indigo like happy laughter.

After her parents’ deaths, her Uncle Theron had taken her in, taking her to the city with him on his frequent visits. She and Caplin had spent long days together while Theron and Caplin’s father attended the royal council meetings of Caplin’s uncle, King Jerrin. They consumed hours making a game of trying to lose Caplin’s attendants in market crowds or racing horses down the river road. Those were special days when she could forget what it meant to be a traitor’s daughter and just be a child. Now they were older, and Caplin had his own seat on his uncle’s council, but those memories still connected them.

Caplin beamed at her when they came down the steps in front of the building. His dark hair hung in deliberate disarray, and the shadow of stubble gave a whisper of rebelliousness. Though his father detested the look, court ladies fawned over him, a simpering bunch of lovebirds he had more than mastered.

His confident strides consumed the distance between them, then he bowed.

She withdrew her hand from Jayce and curtsied with an overstated flourish, offering the hand to Caplin along with an impish grin to counter the formality of the gesture.

“Lord Caplin Duvox.” She batted her lashes in playful mockery of the court ladies.

“Lady Indigo Milan, you are stunning.” He smothered her hand with an exaggerated kiss. “If not for the exquisite Lady Andrea, I would woo you away from Lord Jayce.” He gave Jayce a good-natured wink.

Seeing the storm rise in Jayce’s eyes, she withdrew her hand. “You jest sweetly, Caplin.”

Andrea hurried forward and set a hand on Caplin’s arm. “Shall we be off?”

“Certainly! Your carriage, my lady.”

He took Andrea’s hand in his and spun her around, sweeping an arm out to present his new carriage drawn by a pair of matching blood bay geldings. Crafted with elegant sweeping lines and a deep red lacquer finish that darkened to black at the edges, the carriage looked fit for the king himself. It even had the newer heavy springs underneath designed to give the smoothest possible ride.

Caplin watched Andrea expectantly. When she didn’t comment, the enthusiasm lighting his eyes faded, and Indigo stepped forward, making a show of admiring the carriage.

“It is magnificent.”

“Thank you.” Caplin gave her a troubled glance before offering Andrea a hand up into the waiting conveyance.

They settled on cushioned velvet seats, and the carriage rolled off, its motion akin to the rocking of a cradle along the cobbled streets. Indigo drew aside the black brocade curtains and closed her eyes, letting the morning sun peek in the window to warm her face. The mysterious Lyran nobleman appeared in her mind as if painted on the inside of her eyelids. Her pulse quickened.

Who was he?

A poke in her side startled her. She opened her eyes to find them watching her. Although Caplin looked amused, Jayce was scowling and Andrea, sitting beside her, pursed her lips into a thin, disapproving line.

“What?”

“Lord Duvox was talking to you,” Andrea snapped.

She turned to Caplin. “I apologize.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “I only said that your uncle asked after you at council yesterday.”

Theron was in Demin? Why hadn’t he come to see her? Was a brief visit too much to ask? She forced a polite smile. “I had no idea he was in the city.”

“He is not anymore. He did check after you though and said to let you know how impressed he is with your progress at the academy.”

She flushed and started picking at her nails. “Did he?”

“Yes.”

“Where is he off to now?”

Caplin gave her an indulgent smile. “High Council business, my lady. You know I cannot talk about that.”

She shrugged. It was worth a try. “Thank you. It is nice to know he asked about me.”

“My pleasure.”

Jayce frowned at them, and she yearned to chastise him for his misguided jealousy, but that wasn’t appropriate behavior, even among friends. She turned back to the window.

They were passing through the bustling merchant district. Hawkers bellowed out the excellence of their wares while the smells of food, spices, cured leather, and other goods blended in an olfactory collage. She spotted a woman picking through an array of bright Kudaness fabrics and imagined the textures of those extraordinary weaves under her own fingertips.

Because Caithin had little direct contact with the Kudaness, many Lyran merchants turned a fine profit offering fabrics and rare spices from the desert tribes of Kudan alongside their Lyran goods. Those merchants all bore traits of the pureblooded Lyran, though the influence of other races was always apparent. The stubble of a beard there, dark eyes on another, one with a round face and dark hair. An active slave trade discouraged most pure-blooded Lyrans from crossing the Gilded Strait by choice.

The man by the fountain had been pure-blooded Lyran. That was reason enough to doubt the encounter. Still, the light fabric of her dress catching upon the scrapes on her elbows was hard to dismiss. Was it possible she had injured herself fleeing her own imagination?

After the guards waved them through the city gates, they followed a rutted trade road meandering along open farmland on one side and eventually turned into a sheltered meadow within the line of trees bordering the river on the other. A thicket of willows gathered around the meadow like a ring of bearded scholars standing in silent contemplation, blocking out the sounds of traffic going to and from the city. The footman set out a blanket and an elaborate spread of food in the shade. Goblets of wine leaned, precarious on the uneven ground around plates piled with fresh fruit, teacakes, crisp bread, meat paste and an uncommon array of cheeses. Picnicking with Caplin had a distinct flavor of luxury.

Indigo savored some meat paste on crisp bread and listened, finding little to pique her interest today in talk of politics and local gossip. During a lull in conversation, she excused herself to go sit by the river, where she pulled off her shoes and dipped her toes into the cool water.

Andrea joined her a few minutes later. “Are you better today?”

Indigo’s inconstant reflection looked back at her from the water’s surface. She looked the same, but she was a fledgling poised on the edge of a cliff, knowing that a step forward could bring death or glorious flight. She kicked her foot, disrupting the reflection.

“I had a restless night, but I’m fine.”

“Maybe you should talk to a healer.”

“Perhaps tomorrow.”

“I think you should.” Andrea reached over and squeezed Indigo’s shoulder. Then she pulled her own shoes off and dipped her toes in the water with a squeak of surprise. “It’s cold.”

Jayce and Caplin sauntered away, chatting. After the footman collected the remains of their meal, Indigo and Andrea pulled the blanket into the sun and stretched out on it.

Indigo closed her eyes, her thoughts turning to the Lyran man. He had asked for her help. What help did he need that she could provide?

The Lyran people possessed knowledge of ascard use far beyond healing. Knowledge Caithin’s leadership went to great lengths to keep away from the populace. Citizens with the ability to manipulate ascard energy went to one of the larger cities to train as healers, or, when deemed appropriate, as Ascard Watchmen.

Her father had not wanted that future for her. He fought to abolish slavery, leading raids on slave camps and caravans. During one of those raids, he hired a freed slave to teach her to hide her ascard ability. An elegant and kind, yet firm teacher, Hadris had been a pureblooded Lyran noble and adept prior to being condemned to slavery for a crime she said she hadn’t committed.

Perhaps the stranger was also an adept. The possibility was exciting and frightening. If she were of a bolder disposition, she might not have fled, but then what would have happened? Thinking about it made her gut clench. Memories of Hadris shoved to her knees before a headsman’s blade brought a cold sweat to her palms. The last thing she needed was to be caught associating with another Lyran adept.

* * *
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“Indigo.”

She woke to the murmur of her name. Jayce leaned over her. The sun had moved well across the sky. It was late afternoon. Accepting his offered hand, she let him help her to her feet. They joined Andrea and Caplin by the carriage as the footman went to gather the blanket.

“You looked so peaceful we didn’t want to disturb you,” Caplin said, “but I must get back.”

“I apologize. I had not intended to fall asleep.”

He waved the apology off and offered Andrea a hand up into the carriage.

On the return trip, Andrea leaned on Caplin, and he rested an arm around her shoulders. When he caught Indigo’s eyes, she gave a subtle nod in approval of the match. He smiled back and continued his conversation with Jayce.

Indigo gazed out into the fading light.

They were passing a slave wagon fitted with a large, rusty cage in which five men and two women huddled. She searched their features for a glimpse of the beauty and strength she had seen in the man by the fountain. They were dirty, their clothes threadbare, and their eyes shadowed. Something—perhaps nothing more profound than their natural lack of facial hair—gave the men an air of refinement out of place in the rusty enclosure. One woman looked at Indigo. Pride and stubborn defiance shone in her pale eyes. Untouchable beauty rose from the strength there.

Tears stung Indigo’s eyes.

“More of Raving Rylan’s discards,” Andrea muttered.

Indigo bristled. Her father’s voice rang out in her mind. Never judge by appearances, child. The important differences lie within.

A belief he lived and died by, fighting the slave trade until it put him in his grave. She admired his conviction, even if it left her life in chaos.

A crush of sorrow made her turn from the Lyran woman. The man next to the fountain could not have been real. There were no pure-blooded Lyrans in Caithin who weren’t slaves, aside from the rare dignitary who came to treat with the king. Such a man would never wander the nighttime streets without protection.

She blinked back tears. The prospect of losing her mind didn’t bother her as much as that of never seeing him again.

* * *
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Indigo and Jayce supped that evening in silence. Invested in her brooding, she neglected to acknowledge that he had slipped into a darker mood. The silence suited her. When she rose to go to bed, he stood, bumping the table hard enough that it scraped the floor, and grabbed her arm. Startled, she jerked away.

His eyes narrowed, a storm of emotion boiling within them. “You are jealous, aren’t you?”

She shook her head, confused. “Jealous of whom?”

“Andrea. I saw you and Caplin sharing your little moment in the carriage.”

Frustration flashed like lightning, bowling over caution. “Caplin and I have been friends for years. How can you be such a fool?”

She hit the floor, her raw elbows stinging from the fresh impact. Shaking fingers touched her lip. They came away smeared with red. She stared up at Jayce. He shifted his feet, his hand still balled into a fist. Then he sneered.

“That’s what you get for provoking me all the time!”

His words burned through her daze. She spat blood at his feet. “Provoking you!”

Using a chair for balance, she got to her feet.

“Yes!” He threw a hand in the air, warming to the argument. “Dressing like you are on the market. Flirting all the time. Going to that ridiculous academy.”

She backed away, shaking so hard her legs threatened to give out. “I have always been faithful to you, and I have no choice about my training.”

His gaze flickered from her eyes to the hand reaching behind her toward the front door. “What are you doing?”

“Going for a walk.”

“You are not going anywhere.”

She continued backing toward the door. He lunged, grabbing her arm. While his balance was forward, she twisted away, forcing him to release her to keep from falling. She yanked open the door and ran down the stairs, rushing out into the darkness. He screamed her name into the street a few seconds later, but she didn’t slow, running blind through the tears in her eyes. She sped past two couples strolling in the moonlit streets and a well-lit house where a gathering had spilled out the front door. The sounds of merriment amplified her misery.

When she reached the Healer’s Courtyard, it was dark and empty, like the hollow in her chest. She sank against the edge of the lower pool and pulled her knees in, clenching her teeth against more tears.

The Lyran stranger wasn’t there. He had been a hallucination. She had skinned her elbows on the cobblestones, fleeing her own desperate imagination.

Tears burst free. There was nowhere to go from here, nowhere except back.

“Help me.”

Her heart stuttered. She looked up, her lungs constricting when she met his eyes.

“What are you?”

“Come with me, and I will tell you.”

When she didn’t move, he knelt beside her, and she sank willingly into his beautiful eyes.

I would go anywhere with you. Away from here. Away from Jayce and this endless apprehension. She yearned to say the words, but memories of the molten landscape stopped them in her throat.

“Do not be afraid.” He brushed tears from her cheeks with careful fingers.

At his touch, her head began to spin. She closed her eyes. He took her hands and guided her to her feet, his effortless strength both shocking and comforting. The smell of sulfur filled the air, and oppressive heat closed in again. She whimpered, afraid to look.

Then his lips touched hers.

The brief flare of indignation at his inappropriate advance faded before pleasure and a desire to prolong the tender contact. When he moved away, the spinning stopped, and she opened her eyes. She could breathe again, but the black, broken landscape surrounded them.

Fear rushed back in. “No.”

He took her face in his hands, making her meet his eyes. “Stay with me.”

She grabbed his wrists. “I don’t want to be here. This is...” His charmed smile baffled her into silence.

“It is not the Sinner’s Hereafter.” There was a hint of laughter in his tone, but it faded along with the smile. “Give me a chance to explain. Please.”

She met his eyes, captivated by those complex depths. Fear dwindled before the intensity of his gaze. The landscape lost importance. She let go of his wrists.

He leaned in as if to kiss her again, then hesitated. She held her breath, longing twisting in her chest. He did kiss her then. A voice in her head insisted that she stop him. Engaged women didn’t behave this way. It was a small voice, however, and loyalty to Jayce was the least of her concerns if this was real, and of no concern at all if it wasn’t. She returned the kiss, letting forbidden indulgence and the sting from her split lip ground her. When they parted, he looked inappropriately pleased, and embarrassment rose hot in her cheeks.

He took her hand. “Follow me.”
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After three tries that evening, Yiloch had almost walked away, but he had given it one last effort. She had been there. He hadn’t planned to kiss her, but he had needed to distract her from her fear, and her injured lip drew his attention to her mouth, and his delight at her return overwhelmed his better judgment. The second kiss simply happened. The touch of her lips sent a barrage of neglected desires pounding through him. Her beauty, while a striking and welcome contrast to the hostile volcanic scenery, proved distracting.

When it looked like she might stay in spite of, or perhaps because of, his inappropriate advances, he took her hand and began a careful traverse across the hardened black crust. Active flow ran molten below the surface, and the crust was fragile in places. His nerves, charged with excitement for the freedom she represented, crackled like lightning with the stress of navigating the dangerous terrain.

When her delicate hand started trembling in his, he spun to face her, and she jerked back in surprise. Careless. He could not afford to frighten her.

He looked her over, noticing more detail this time. Someone had struck her recently, judging by her split and swollen lip. Acting on instinct, he brushed away a trace of drying blood below her lip and forced what he hoped was a comforting smile. “I will not let you get hurt.”

Her slow nod was full of reservations. Fear showed plain in her pallor and the rapid pulse along her slender neck, yet she stayed. Somewhat drunk on gratitude, he turned away to hide a ridiculous grin and led the way on.

It took most of an hour to reach the nearest shelter, every second of which he expected her to disappear. The shelter was a chamber encased in cooled lava with an entrance small enough to keep out the monstrous hounds that roamed there. A natural skylight in the ceiling admitted enough light for him to guide her to the crude bed he had constructed, a weaving of flexible branches from berry bushes and scarce grasses arranged upon a shelf of hardened lava. The chamber exuded a musty smell, but he doubted she would notice after her fresh inundation in sulfur stench.

At his direction, she sat while he lit a fire under the skylight. When he finished, he sat on a rock to one side, close enough to talk without being threatening.

“What is this place?” 

Despite her extraordinary circumstances, she still spoke Lyran. That was an unexpected consideration.

“This is a prison created specifically for me.” He held up a hand when she shifted away from him. “Do not judge too hastily. I was organizing a rebellion against Emperor Rylan, but someone betrayed me, and now, here I am.”

“Here I am,” she echoed. A flicker of interest caught in her eyes. “You were trying to fight Raving Rylan?”

He crushed down a preposterous swell of defensiveness for his father. “Is that what the Caithin call him?”

“Some do. He claims to be immortal—at least that is the gossip—and he sells his own people into slavery. That doesn’t seem especially rational.”

Her expression darkened, and disapproval tightened her voice when she mentioned the slave trade. How encouraging. Her pulse still ran wild under the soft bronze skin of her throat, and her hands trembled in her lap, but she was looking around now. Then, her vibrant blue eyes locked on him with a commanding intensity.

“Who are you?”

“Lord Eldrian Seraff.” He had to give her a false name. If she knew much about his father, the “raving” Lyran emperor, she would know about the Blood Prince as well. Given the rather infamous past mistakes that earned him that hated nickname, telling her who he was could make securing her cooperation impossible.

“How...”

He held up a finger to silence her. She obliged and began picking at her fingernails, making little clicking noises with them. Exhaling a soft laugh, he reached over and touched her hands to quiet them. It had been so long since he last laughed that it surprised him to find he could still do so.

“I’m sorry. I do that when I get nervous.” She folded her hands in her lap. The light bronze of her skin deepened with a hint of rosy flush.

She was exquisite.

“I said I would explain.” He stared into the fire, struggling with a surge of longing. He had prepared to face disbelief and fear in his subject. The possibility of that subject being a beautiful woman had never crossed his mind. “This prison is a fabricated ascard environment. It exists everywhere and nowhere at once.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Have you heard of Symphanie Serroc?”

“Many times.”

Her wistful smile surprised him as much as her words did. It was a Lyran tale, not something he expected a Caithin woman to know. He nodded, encouraging her to continue, both to find out what she knew and to get her engaged in the conversation.

When she spoke, her voice picked up the cadence of a storyteller, rhythmic and entrancing. “When she was born, Symphanie Serroc was the most beautiful child in all of Lyra, and she grew to be the most beautiful woman. Her beauty was so extraordinary that her own father fell in love with her. Madness grew within him for want of her until one day he killed her mother and insisted that she marry him. When she refused, he commissioned a...”

She paused, searching for the right word in Lyran, he suspected. Her fluency was impressive, and he appreciated her using it with him. It showed a consideration for others that seemed to come naturally to her. That too could work in his favor.

“He commissioned a...creator?” She met his eyes, continuing when he nodded at her choice of words. “...to make a special prison for her. The prison he created was an ascard fabrication as extraordinary as the woman it confined, a beautiful forest environment that she could never leave and only her father could enter. He swore to release her only if she married him, but she never consented, choosing instead to grow old and die alone in her prison.

“I see what you are implying, but it is only a story,” she added when she finished.

“How do you know it so well?”

“I had a Lyran tutor as a child. She told it to me whenever I got upset with my father to illustrate how much worse he could be.”

Although her response to him and her comfort with his language supported her claim, he found it hard to accept the idea. “It is rather uncommon in Caithin, is it not, to let a Lyran slave tutor one’s children?”

“She... My father...” She chewed at her lower lip for a few seconds, then shrugged. “My family was not typical.”

How he wanted to dig deeper, but there wasn’t time and it didn’t matter. Theirs wouldn’t be a long relationship. “Do you know the rest of the story?”

“There is no rest of the story.” When she shook her head, some of her wavy dark hair fell around her eyes. She brushed it back; her slender fingers tipped with neatly trimmed nails. Not a woman accustomed to physical labor.

“There is more. Symphanie did not die of old age. Before her father passed, he gave the secret of the prison to another.”

“If he was so jealous of his daughter, why would he tell anyone?”

“Everyone has their price.” Her expression darkened, but she didn’t argue. “This man went into the prison. Symphanie was old, her beauty depleted by time and sorrow, but the man was not there for her. He had been sent to study the prison. He was unable to manipulate it with her inside, so he killed Symphanie. Then he took the secret of the prison to a group of powerful creators and had others like it made. We are in one of those prisons.”

“You are implying that Emperor Rylan took the secret of the prison.” She sat in contemplative silence for a minute, picking at a bit of grass in the woven bed, then asked, “Why would he not simply put you to death if you were organizing a rebellion? Why go to this trouble?”

Because he is my father and a fool. “I am not certain. They call him Raving Rylan for a reason.” He pressed on before she could question further. “I discovered faults in the prison, places where I can contact the outside world. That is how I was able to appear to you in Demin.”

“But Andrea was with me the first time, and she was unable to see you.”

She was trying to understand. He respected that, but too many questions and he was going to give away something he should not.

“Few people can. I have tried countless times.” The most success he had prior to her had been a Kudaness priest who tried to run him through with a spear when he appeared. Not the most encouraging encounter. “Perhaps you saw me because you were willing to. I am unsure how it works. What I do know is that you could see me and feel my touch, even though I was never physically there. I cannot leave through the faults, but I could bring you here.”

“You were far more finely dressed by the fountain,” she remarked with a pointed glance at his tattered clothes.

“Illusion,” he countered, pleased by her increasing boldness. She was relaxing into a conversational tone, which he hoped meant his explanations had satisfied her. “Would you have come with me if I had appeared to be a vagrant?”

“Perhaps not. Why did you bring me here?” An amused smirk turned her lips. “For a romantic tryst, the location lacks something.”

“You have me there.” He cracked a genuine smile. An awkward sensation on lips that had not done so in many months. Her fortitude and lack of prejudice were refreshing, precious rays of sunshine in a world of storm clouds. “A tryst with you sounds delightful, but I brought you here because you can help me escape. I must resume my campaign against Emperor Rylan.”

Her gaze turned inward. Years of practice in politics gave him the poise to sit quietly, waiting to find out what thoughts churned behind her pensive frown. When she focused on him again, fiery determination burned in her blue eyes.

“What must I do?”

Tension lifted. Long-bound muscles relaxed. She was willing to try. That was a victory by itself.

“I have done my own research into these prisons. This place was created to hold one specific person. If you come to the gate with me, your presence should trigger a safeguard in the prison makeup that will, for lack of a better term, unlock the door. Then you can return home. The prison cannot hold you against your will because you are not the one they created it for.”

Her eyes widened a fraction. “So, I could leave at any time?”

Do I lie to her?

No. Some measure of trust was necessary. It had to be her choice to stay. If she didn’t understand that she could pull herself out without meaning to. He nodded.

“And if this does not work?”

“Then I remain imprisoned, and you return home.”

“As easy as that?”

I hope so. He nodded.

Her gaze shifted to his arm, and her nervous fidgeting stopped. “Are you injured?”

Forgetting her caution, she came around the fire and knelt beside him, reaching for the bloodstained tear in the arm of his shirt. He pulled away, and she gave him a chastising look, then took hold of the arm. With careful fingers, she removed the crude bandage and inspected the wound he had sustained that morning in an altercation with one of the hounds. She placed a hand over the gash and closed her eyes, delicate furrows forming on her brow. The pain of flesh knitting back together brought understanding. She was a healer. The prison muted his connection to the ascard, but it appeared to have no such effect on hers. When she took her hands away, the wound had closed.

She met his gaze. “I hope that was not too painful.”

“Not at all.” How wonderful she smelled, like warm spring and roses. He ached to touch her. Desire burned hot in his blood. It took substantial effort to bury that longing. “You are a healer?”

“A student, actually.” She smiled, proud of her achievement. “They do not permit us to heal outside the academy until our third year, but I can’t imagine they will find out about this.”

“What about your injury?” He touched her lip.

She jerked away, her expression darkening. When she turned to return to her seat, a tattoo of the Caithin healer’s rose between her shoulder blades captured his attention. Intrigued, he reached out to trace the stem with one finger. She gasped and spun, glaring an explicit warning at him.

“I apologize.” He tried to look repentant. Now that she knew she could leave of her own free will, he needed to be more cautious, but it was hard to resist an excuse to feel how real and alive she was.

The warning faded, and she sat back on the makeshift bed. Her fingertips touched the split lip. “I think I will keep this for now.”

Such sorrow in her eyes. “I still don’t know your name.”

“Indigo. Lady Indigo Milan, if you wish to be proper, though the situation does not seem all that proper.”

She was nobility then. Not too surprising, given her apparent education and the fine fabric of her dress, not to mention the expensive ring of promise she wore. The last name sounded familiar, but there was no chance they had met before.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Indigo.”

A fleeting smile touched her lips, and her fingers picked at the thin fabric of her dress. “Where is this gate?”

“A little over a day’s walk east. We can leave in the morning.”

She glanced up through the skylight at the roiling black clouds. “Does it brighten up at all?”

His chuckle was dry, devoid of genuine humor. “Marginally. Enough to make navigation easier.”

She dropped her gaze to her lap, where her hands lay clasped, perhaps to keep them still. “Normally, I would object to spending the night with a stranger, but since this cannot possibly be real...”

He moved to kneel before her and placed a hand on her cheek. She inhaled in surprise, her eyes widening as they met his, but she didn’t pull away. Surrendering to impulse, he kissed her again. She didn’t pull away from that either.

“Was that real enough?” His lips lingered close to hers. His pulse pounded so fiercely he could barely hear himself speak.

“Yes.”

He might have backed away then, but her breathless reply shattered his will. For seven months, he had been without human contact. How could he resist such temptation? He kissed her more insistently, and her mouth opened to him, her response hinting at a need almost as strong as his. He ran one hand over the bare skin of her back, and she shivered, pressing closer. Her hand slipped around the back of his neck, the light touch of her fingers fanning the flames. She offered no resistance when he pressed her back onto the bed.

He gathered up the silky fabric of her dress and slid his hand under it, up the inside of her thigh. She tensed, and he stopped, drawing back enough to meet her eyes. He wanted her more than he had ever wanted anyone, but there was one thing he wanted more. His freedom. This wasn’t worth driving her away.

Her other hand came up and hesitated inches from his face. Her gaze pulled him in, holding him there while she searched his eyes. Then her hand on the back of his neck tightened, drawing his mouth to hers. Her body relaxed, and his hand resumed its path as he gave himself over to the hunger raging within.

Later, he lay on his side with her warm back pressed to his chest and his arms wrapped around her, feeling her heart beating in time with his. She trembled in his embrace, and he brushed the backs of his fingers against her cheek. They came away damp. What could he say to ease her sorrow without knowing its cause? Was it guilt over betraying whoever had given her the ring? Whatever prompted her to give herself to him, he was grateful, so he kissed her head and held her until she fell asleep. It was no bother. She fit perfectly against him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“Lord Caplin?” The tentative voice crept through the door, accompanied by an equally tentative knock.

Caplin rubbed his eyes. Was it time for the council meeting already?

He glanced through the window. The pale gray of predawn glowered back. It was barely morning. The meeting wouldn’t start until noon. There was no good reason for him not to sleep several more hours.

He rolled onto his side, putting his back to the door, and closed his eyes.

“My lord?” The voice was softer this time, more uncertain. “Lady Andrea is in the foyer.”

Caplin groaned.

Why now? Hadn’t they spent the entire previous day together? How much attention did the woman need?

Guilt poked at him through a fog of sleep, and a stray thought tugged at his awareness. Wasn’t Andrea supposed to be in class at the academy? If she were here instead, something must be wrong.

Concern snapped him awake. Rolling out of bed, he went to the door and stuck his head out. He met the eyes of a grim-looking portrait of his grandfather staring at him from the opposite wall of the hallway, a reminder that he came from a long line of important, grumpy men and that he should be forever thankful to have inherited his nose from his mother’s side. He looked down at the Lyran boy standing outside the door. The boy bowed his head.

Caplin opened his mouth to speak, and his mother’s voice popped into his head.

“Calling someone by their name acknowledges that they are a person. Remember that even the lowest man is still a man.”

He exhaled and searched his mind for the boy’s name.

“Sheyv?”

A faint head bob. That was confirmation enough.

“Tell Lady Andrea I shall be down momentarily and see that someone offers her tea.”

“Yes, my lord. Shall I send Durin to assist you, my lord?”

A headache threatened at the thought. “Absolutely not. The last thing I need is him trying to organize my room again. I couldn’t find a blasted thing the last time.”

Sheyv made a small noise that might have been a strangled laugh before bobbing a hasty bow and scampering off down the hall.

Caplin gave the portrait across the hall a frosty scowl before shutting the door, then sorted through the clothing lying at the foot of the bed, sniffing at them to see if they were suitable for the council meeting later. Once dressed, he arranged his mussed hair, nodded approval at his reflection, and left the room.

Andrea was waiting in the sitting room at the foot of the grand staircase. She sat in a high-backed chair, her spine rigid, staring out the window and twisting a lock of dark red hair around her finger. A rim of red around her eyes suggested she either hadn’t slept well or had been crying, maybe both. A steaming cup of tea sat untouched on the table.

She jumped to her feet when he entered and looked past him as if expecting someone else to be there. Disappointment dimmed the light in her eyes.

“Lord Caplin. I am sorry to drop in unexpectedly, but...” she lowered her voice and glanced past him again, “... is Indigo here?”

For a second, he thought she was accusing him of having relations with Indigo. Then other potential implications behind the question struck him. “Why do you ask?”

Andrea placed a hand on his arm and drew him into the room with her. Lowering her voice even more, she said, “Indigo and Jayce had an argument last night. She left and never came back. She didn’t tell him where she was going. Have you seen her?”

His pulse began racing, and a metallic taste rose on his tongue. Where would she have gone at night? He kept his voice even and reassuring. “I’m sure she’s fine. She’s probably in class now...” He trailed off when Andrea shook her head.

“I went to class after I talked to Jayce, hoping she would be there. When she didn’t show up, I requested permission to leave and came here. I didn’t know where else to go. You two have been friends for a long time. I thought you might know where to find her. Jayce is in an absolute fury.”

And what did our dear Lord Jayce do to chase her away?

Indigo’s training at the academy was important to her. She believed becoming a healer would somehow erase her father’s treason from people’s memories. He couldn’t imagine her missing class over a simple argument. The twisting sensation in his gut warned of something more sinister.

He clutched Andrea’s arm. “What did Jayce do to her?”

She took a step back and jerked her arm away, her eyes widening in surprise. The moment of stunned silence was short-lived, however. Then her eyes narrowed and her hands settled on her hips.

“He didn’t do anything,” she snapped. “She overreacted to a little argument.”

Caplin bit the insides of his cheeks, fighting not to say something he would regret. He had known Indigo for a long time. The Indigo he knew was considerate and sensible. It wasn’t like her to storm off in a fit of pique. She wouldn’t have run out into the night without good reason. Jayce must have done something substantial to provoke that reaction. Still, Andrea was as quick to defend Jayce as he was to defend Indigo, and fighting with each other wasn’t going to help them find her.

“I do not know where she would go if she didn’t seek out one of us. I can check a few places this morning. There is a council meeting later. If I haven’t found her by then, I will ask Lord Serivar if he has heard anything.”

Andrea’s expression softened. “Yes. The headmaster should know regardless, in case she doesn’t show up for her other classes.”

He gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “I am sure she will show up soon. Don’t worry about it.”

“Thank you, Caplin. I knew you’d help.” She beamed at him, her anger forgotten. “I had best get back.”

He escorted her to the door, staying there until she passed out of sight, then shoved it shut and turned into the house. Panic threatened again. What if something terrible had happened? Someone might have attacked Indigo, even killed her, if she had wandered down the wrong streets at night. Demin might be one of the safest cities in the kingdom, but there were still places where a woman walking alone at night would draw the wrong kind of attention.

The mere thought caused a painful twisting in his chest. He had to find her. She was his sanity. Whenever he got discouraged by the politics of the High Council or the demands of upper nobility, he sought her out for the calming effect she had on him, albeit less often since her engagement. Her pleasant conversation and open smile were a soothing balm to any frustration.

Stepping back into the sitting room, he pulled the string for the servant’s bell. Sheyv darted out through a hidden door. Caplin didn’t give the boy time to complete his bow.

“Have Terun saddle my bay gelding, Nissin. I will be out in a few minutes.”

Picking up on the urgency in his tone, the boy rushed to the door, pausing for a quick bow before vanishing outside.

“Father!” Caplin took a few steps toward the staircase and paused. He didn’t know where his father might be in the big house at this hour. Perhaps in a sitting room or his study. He was an early riser. “Father!”

As the second shout rang through the house, the door under the staircase that led to the kitchens flew open. His mother, a handsome woman whose refined features complemented her gentle nature, stepped through the doorway amidst a waft of aromas that made his stomach growl. The cook was hard at work on something.

His mother raised her eyebrows at him. “By the Divine’s grace, Caplin, are you trying to wake the district?”

“Where is Father?”

She walked to him and lifted one hand toward his head in a familiar attempt to smooth his hair. Caplin caught her slender wrist in a firm grip, and she searched his eyes, frowning.

“Is something wrong, dear?”

“Indigo has gone missing. I need to go look for her.”

He released her hand, and it went to her chest. “Dear me. I hope she is all right. I am afraid Gavin has already gone to the palace. A messenger came for him early this morning. Emperor Rylan must have snubbed some part of the trade agreement again.”

Caplin ground his teeth in frustration. How ironic that Indigo’s calming influence would be such a boon right then. He placed a distracted kiss on his mother’s forehead. “I’ll see him at the meeting then.”

“Will you be home for supper?” she asked when he spun away and strode to the door.

He jerked it open and stepped through, pausing with one hand gripping the ornate handle tight enough to hurt. “I don’t know.” He shut the door, blocking out the disappointment in her eyes.

The day was bright, though a chill lingered in the morning air. He stopped in the courtyard and closed his eyes, picturing Indigo. Her smile came to mind—a beautiful smile that lit her vivid blue eyes with its sincerity. Aching filled him, and he opened his eyes, his glare cutting through the morning calm as he stormed toward the stable.

The groom, Terun, his ice-white hair bound in a long tail, met him at the door with Nissin saddled and ready to go. Caplin took the reins and swung into the saddle, managing a hasty nod of recognition for the man before he trotted the gelding out into the morning street.

There were only so many places Indigo might go. She was too absorbed in her schooling to build up many close friends in the city, and her Uncle Theron’s estate was too far outside the city for a spontaneous visit. The meadow by the river was had always been favorite place. He couldn’t imagine her spending the night there, but it was the best lead he had.

A few hours later, Caplin returned to town disappointed. He found no sign of her near the river. She might have shown up at the academy or her residence by now. He couldn’t verify either possibility in the time he had, so he went to the palace. If nothing else, he might have a minute to talk to his father about her before the meeting. Gavin referred to Indigo as his incidental daughter. He might think of something Caplin overlooked.

King Jerrin’s hearty bellow met him when he stepped through the council room door.

“He is going to get a war if he keeps this up!” The king’s face flushed beneath his heavy beard, his dark eyes pinching in anger.

Gavin and Lord Serivar, the Healer’s Academy headmaster, were also present. Jerrin paused in his tirade, and the three men nodded greetings. Caplin bowed to his uncle first before offering a nod to his father and Lord Serivar.

“Am I interrupting?”

“Not at all.” Jerrin gestured to a random chair.

Caplin took his usual seat as Jerrin resumed his rant.

“That Divine forsaken Emperor Rylan raised prices on slaves again, and he increased taxes on Lyran exports of wine and fabric for the third time in two months. He is making a mockery of our trade agreement.”

It was a testament to the state of things that his mother already guessed the cause of the king’s distress. The Lyran emperor had been abusing the
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