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enabling their victory. And, of course, over time I developed a
“type.”
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Prologue

 


The mid-morning air was light and
refreshing, with a hint of floral sweetness, as the reigning Queen
of Seyraka guided her young son into the royal garden. At just over
two, the toddler was still quite wobbly on his feet, so she made
sure to keep hold of his hand and take slow steps. As always, her
attendants trailed a handful of paces behind them silently. She
looked down at her boy with a smile, her heart filled with endless
joy at the sight of his wide and curious brown eyes shining in the
sunlight. His perpetually messy, still light-blond hair shifted as
he turned his head, taking in the colors around them. The garden
was finally blooming, which was part of why she’d wanted to take
him out there this morning.

They’d barely gotten far enough into the
garden for her trailing attendants to step beyond the corridor
before a most unexpected sound reached Queen Miriam’s ears and
brought her up short.

It sounded like a baby crying.

Her son’s hand twisted a little in hers. “‘s
that a bird, Mama?”

Her heart suddenly thundering in her ears,
the Queen held still and glanced around. “No, sweetie,” she said
quietly.

The crying continued.

Murmurs from her attendants assured her she
wasn’t hallucinating. Miriam lifted her son into her arms and
hurriedly rushed deeper into the garden, following the path and her
ears. The toddler protested, confused and possibly becoming wary,
but she held him tighter. She hoped she would find a
soon-to-be-scandalized maid nursing a newborn beneath a tree, or
something else equally forgivable, but fear gripped her insides.
Something told her this wouldn’t be so easily dismissed.

“Your Majesty, please be careful!” one of
the attendants called as they scurried after her.

“It may not be safe!”

That was exactly what she was afraid of.
Miriam didn’t respond to them as the baby’s cries got louder, until
she’d finally rounded another curve in the garden’s usually
peaceful path and quite suddenly came up short. She was near the
outer edge of the royal garden now, and a short distance away was
perhaps the most heartbreaking thing she’d seen in her entire time
living in the palace.

The younger of her attendants gasped,
clearly seeing the same.

“Mama,” Keion said, his tone indicating
discomfort and uncertainty.

“Spirits have mercy,” the other attendant
said in a hushed, horrified voice, “there’s a baby in the flower
bed!”

The Queen spun and handed her squirming
two-year-old to the wide-eyed women. “Take him and fetch the guard.
Go!” She didn’t wait for them to acknowledge the command, or argue,
before grabbing up her skirt enough to sprint the short remaining
distance to the flowered bushes and the screaming baby tangled
within.

Tears pricked her eyes at the sight.

The baby couldn’t be more than a few months
old, and was wrapped in a single blanket surely not thick enough to
protect from the cooler temperatures of the night. There were
scratches on the infant’s skin, seemingly from struggling in the
brush, and half of the baby’s face was obscured by an ironically
white, fully bloomed orchid.

Without thought for herself, the Queen
plunged her hands into the orchid bush, ignoring the shouts of
protest coming from behind her. She shoved aside the delicate
flowers and stems, untangled the infant’s stuck foot, and scooped
the baby into her arms. “Shh, shh, sweet child,” she cooed to the
wailing baby as she pulled the blanketed form up to her bosom.
Miriam stepped away from the damaged flower bed as the heavy booted
clanking of rushing soldiers greeted her ears. She took a moment,
her back mostly turned, to nudge the appallingly thin blanket aside
and verify the poor babe’s gender. Then she tucked it back into
place and smoothed her hand over the infant’s tuft of light-colored
hair, rocking the little girl gently in an effort to soothe
her.

“Your Majesty!”

“Are you all right?”

“Is there an intruder?”

The Queen turned to better face the group of
guards, willing away her sympathetic tears before she met their
worried stares. “This poor infant was abandoned in the flower bed.
Search the palace for anyone who might know anything about where
she belongs. I’m going to take her to the physician to see that
these scrapes don’t scar.”

One of her attendants squeezed past the
foremost guards. “Your Majesty, perhaps I should see to that
task?”

A flicker of guilt caused Miriam to
hesitate, and she looked down at the baby whose cries had become
hoarse and intermittent. It wouldn’t do for her to bond too closely
with the girl, she understood that. Regardless of whose baby this
was, she surely couldn’t be from noble birth or she wouldn’t have
been so callously abandoned. But if her parentage wasn’t promptly
discovered, this poor infant faced yet another jarring relocation
in her short and traumatic life.

As soon as the realization dawned, the Queen
decided she could not allow it. She drew a breath and lifted her
gaze. “It is imperative that we learn of her origin, but until we
do she is to be kept at the palace.”

Her attendant’s eyes widened and more than
one of the guards reared back.

Miriam stepped up to her young attendant and
softened her expression. “We shall call her Orchid. Now, hurry and
take her to the physician. I will see about arranging for her
care.” She would have to speak with her husband, of course. And she
needed to check on her son.

The attendant scooped baby Orchid carefully
into her arms. “Yes, Your Majesty.” She offered a partial bow and
scampered away.

The Queen turned one more glance toward the
disheveled orchid bush she’d dug the infant out of and breathed a
quiet sigh of relief. It hadn’t looked like her wounds were too
deep. Hopefully, the baby would be all right. Perhaps her mother or
father found. If not, we will find a place for her here.
Somehow, it just felt right, as if the Great Spirits themselves had
decreed it.


Chapter One

 


Twenty-Five Years Later

 


Orchid hummed to herself as she neared her
destination, the Lunar Courtyard. She could hear the telltale
clacking of wood on wood, assuring her that Crown Prince Keion was
still engaged in his usual late-morning ritual of sparring with one
or both of his regular guards. The Lunar Courtyard was considered
his, and since it was the smaller of the two courtyards in his area
of the royal palace, he generally used it for combat training. She
thought that was a shame, as she was sure it had originally earned
its name for the way the moon shone so beautifully on that space
for many hours of the night. But that was not her business.

She subconsciously squeezed tighter to the
bouquet of colorful blooms—none of them, she had noticed, sharing
her namesake—as the sparring duo came into view. When she was close
enough, and it didn’t look like doing so would cause him injury,
Orchid called out to him. “Prince Keion! I have a gift to deliver
to you!”

Keion, and his fulltime bodyguard, Arun,
pulled apart and turned their heads toward her simultaneously.
Their sparse two-inch height difference had rarely been more
obvious. Keion’s bright-as-gold hair swayed almost imperceptibly
with the movement, and he arched a brow over his molten
chocolate-brown eyes. “Flowers?” He passed his sparring weapon to
Arun and took a step forward. “Someone sent me flowers?”

“Do you have a new lady friend I don’t know
about?” Arun asked as he adjusted his armload.

Keion paused mid-stride to shoot him a
glare. “Shut up.”

Orchid stopped a respectable distance away
and opted to ignore Arun’s comment. She waited for Keion to come
closer, to decide how close he would come at all, before she nodded
and held the flowers out just a little. “I’m not sure who they’re
from, as they came to me by way of one of the front guards. Oh, but
they did come with a card!” She adjusted her grip on the bouquet in
order to fetch the small envelope from her skirt pocket, and held
it out in offering. “I made sure to sniff them all carefully before
bringing them to you, of course,” she said as Keion accepted the
card. She’d also taken care to peel back the outer wrapping and
peek between the stems, just to be sure nothing dangerous was
tucked away within. She smiled broadly. “Everything seems
fine!”

Keion’s eyes widened. “Why didn’t you make
someone else do that?” He swung his arm—and the card—outward. “What
would you have done if they’d been poisoned somehow?”

Behind him, Arun scratched at his head. “Is
it possible to poison flowers?”

Orchid let her head tilt to the side,
thinking. “Um, I suppose I’d have fallen to the ground?” She
shrugged. “But as your personal attendant, it’s my job to make sure
I at least don’t help deliver something dangerous.” She thought it
was her job to make sure the palace as a whole remained as safe as
possible, but she also recognized she was just one woman.

Keion scowled at her. “It’s the
guards’ jobs to check everything that comes in from
outside,” he said firmly.

“Well,” Orchid said, “he did say he had, but
I hadn’t seen him do it…”

Keion exhaled in a way that sounded almost
like a restrained growl and pinched the bridge of his nose, his
occupied hand resting on his hip. The stance emphasized his
shirtless-ness somehow, and with his eyes momentarily squeezed shut
Orchid allowed herself a couple of seconds to appreciate the view.
His bicep was flexing, his shoulder was taut, his abs and pecs
glistened with sweat from his morning training, and she almost
couldn’t see the fine dusting of hair sprinkled across his torso.
Not that there was much of it anyway.

She reoriented her roaming gaze as soon as
he drew breath to speak.

“What am I even supposed to do with a random
bouquet of flowers?”

Her focus slid back to the colorful blossoms
still clasped between her hands. They really weren’t Keion’s style,
it was true. Likely whoever had sent them didn’t know him too
well.

Again, Arun spoke up. “You could stand to
liven up your sitting room.” He stepped closer and nudged Keion’s
shoulder with an elbow and a teasing grin. “Or your bedroom.”

Orchid felt her cheeks heat up and dipped
her head just a little in hopes the flowers would hide her blush.
As an attendant, she was supposed to be impassive to her master’s
conversations at all times—at least unless she was being directly
included, and allowed to contribute an opinion. As the first ever
female attendant of the Crown Prince, hearing this kind of teasing
was unavoidable. She needed to not let on that it made her feel
anything whatsoever, let alone uncomfortable.

Keion attempted to cover his own lesser
flush with a masterful glare as he turned toward Arun. “Remind me
again why I keep you around?” While Arun feigned injury at the
insult, Keion let out a breath and ripped open the envelope he
still held. “All right, let’s at least solve this mystery.”

Orchid waited patiently, smiling to herself
as she watched Arun lean closer in an effort to read over Keion’s
shoulder while Keion read the paper he’d extracted. She was
dreadfully curious, of course, but she recognized her position and
held her tongue. And for all of her curiosity over who might be
motivated to send such a gift during such hard times, she also
admitted to herself that perhaps she didn’t want the answer.
Likely the sender was some kind of noblewoman, and to send a
colorful arrangement of blooming flowers to the Crown Prince in the
midst of a drought seemed awfully boastful to Orchid’s mind.

“Aha!” Arun exclaimed, the victorious cry
dragging Orchid from her ridiculous thoughts. He gave Keion’s
shoulder a shove, the wooden swords jostling in his grip, and
leaned back with a wide grin. “New lady friend it is!”

Orchid felt something in her chest lurch,
but before she could do more than draw breath to stamp the
inappropriate feeling down, her focus was pulled outward.

“Dammit, idiot, I met her at that stupid
dance last week!” Keion snapped, shoving Arun back another step. He
crumpled the card and the envelope in his hand and shoved both
items into a pocket. “Now she’s trying to buy my favor, as if I
would be impressed because a woman with money and influence still
has enough water to grow flowers.” His glare settled on the bouquet
once more. “I’d rather burn them.”

Orchid felt her lips twitch, and fought to
keep silent. It wasn’t her position to comment here, let alone to
laugh at the Prince’s amusing commentary. But she absolutely
believed he preferred the idea of setting fire to the innocent
blossoms rather than accepting a gift that had apparently been sent
as a bribe.

“You can’t do that!” Arun said, angling
forward again. “It’s rude to shirk a gift, you know. You should at
least not treat it like garbage.”

Keion rolled his jaw as if he were literally
rolling his response around in his mouth. “Fine.” He suddenly
locked his stare with Orchid’s, sending a tingling shiver racing
down her spine. “What do you think of them?”

She blinked at him and opened her mouth
before a proper answer had formed. “I—It’s not my place to have an
opinion in this sort of situation, my lord.”

His brow furrowed. “Don’t give me that. I’m
asking. Do you like the flowers?”

Well, she supposed it was all right if he
was directly asking, and such a simple question. “I think they’re
quite lovely,” she said. “They don’t compare to the royal gardens,
of course, but they traveled perfectly well and seem to only just
now be entering their bloom. Whoever selected them did an excellent
job. Whatever your opinions of the noblewoman who sent them, the
flowers are innocent enough.” She offered a cautious smile, always
afraid she’d said too much. Keion would never be angry with her for
doing as she’d been asked, but she was ever conscious of her role
and the restrictions her very existence seemed to constantly
test.

He sighed, scratched at the back of his head
for a moment, and said, “All right. Why don’t you keep them, then?
I don’t have any use for a bribe, but there’s no sense letting them
go to waste. You have somewhere in your room you could put them,
don’t you?”

Orchid’s eyes widened. She did, of course.
That was hardly the issue. “Keep them?” If her colleagues found out
she’d kept a gift intended for the Crown Prince, she would become
the subject of even more judgment and ridicule. Worse, though,
would be if word spread beyond her Prince to the King himself. Then
she would surely be punished. “I cannot, Your Highness,” she said,
quieter. “They are a gift meant for you. I cannot keep them for
myself.”

Keion opened his mouth, but Arun spoke up
again, calmer. “I hate to say it, but Orchid’s right. That’d put
her in a bad spot, Kei.”

She wanted to smile in gratitude for Arun’s
support of her position, but she hated having to even express it.
Having to decline any semblance of a gift from Keion at all. “I am
sorry.”

Keion grunted. “Yeah, okay. I’ll just give
them to Mali, then, I guess.”

That wasn’t a terrible idea, Orchid
supposed, but it immediately filled her heart with a strange
combination of sadness and anxious guilt to think of having to go
to the Princess to deliver the gift. It was her job, though, and so
she would do it if that was Keion’s wish.

Keion reached out, took the flowers from her
grip, and shoved them into Arun’s chest. “And it’s on you to
think of a nice way to tell her I’m passing down a gift I don’t
want.”

Arun sputtered. “What?” He barely managed to
catch the bouquet without crushing it. “But I’m—”

Keion ignored him and stepped closer to
Orchid, curling a finger under her chin and tipping her face up to
meet his gaze once more. “Don’t look so upset,” he said, the
irritation gone from his voice. “I was the one being insensitive.
You haven’t done anything wrong, okay?” He paused and the faint
narrowing of his eyes assured her he had more to say. “Well. In the
future, if you feel compelled to double-check a gift for me, just
insist the guard do it in front of you. Even if he says he’s
already done it.”

Her heart melted and she couldn’t help but
smile. “If that is your wish, Prince Keion.”

His finger fell away from her skin. “What’d
I tell you about that?”

Orchid clasped her hands behind her back.
“It really doesn’t seem appropriate to be so casual with you,
though!” They had this argument regularly.

As children, before she’d been officially
positioned as his attendant, they’d become friends and he had
quickly insisted she not be so formal with him. It was easy for a
child to drop a title from their speech, so she had acquiesced.
Many years later, when her station had changed and she’d been
basically handed over to him, it hadn’t felt right to be so casual
any longer. It had been a few years since then, but Keion was
stubborn. He didn’t like to hold rank over the few he counted as
friends.

She was just glad he’d kept her on that
list.

“Hey,” Arun said, shifting the bouquet
around in his hands, “where’s Rasel? He could handle this,
right?”

Keion heaved a sigh. “Damned if I know,” he
said, “he’s never around before midday.” He turned as he spoke and
started walking toward the bench where he’d deposited his
shirts.

Orchid forced herself not to watch the
rippling muscles in his back as he moved, and instead turned her
attention to Arun. Arun was also shirtless and notably more
muscular than Keion, yet his larger frame did nothing funny to her
heart. “I could put away the training weapons, if you’d like,” she
said.

Arun wasn’t her superior, technically, but
since he was Keion’s bodyguard and arguably also Keion’s best
friend, Orchid did accept instruction from him under certain
circumstances. That, and she considered Arun a good friend of hers
as well. He’d come to the palace as a child, so she’d known him
essentially her entire life. She wasn’t as close to him as Keion
was, of course, but if anyone in the palace was like a sibling to
her, Orchid thought that person was Arun.

Post-Incursion, anyway.

Arun opened his mouth to answer her, the
light in his eyes assuring her he liked her suggestion, but a sound
of irritation drifted over from Keion and drew their attention.

Orchid moved forward on reflex. “Prince
Keion?”

He had his long-sleeved shirt in place over
his torso, and held his sleeveless tunic up in his hands. He balled
it up as she watched and turned back around with furrowed brow.
“Sorry. I need you to track down Rasel,” he said. “Tell him to grab
me a clean tunic, and wash this one. Dad and I are having lunch
with the Spiritualist this afternoon, I’d rather not make an
embarrassment of myself.”

She smiled in understanding and held out her
hands for the apparently dirtied garment. “Of course!”

“Thanks, Orchid.” He grabbed his folded
cloak off the bench and tossed it expertly around his shoulders.
“I’m gonna go clean up, so that’s where he can find me.”

She bent briefly at the waist, just long
enough for some of her hair to slide off her back and hang toward
the ground. “I’ll go to him right away.” But she lingered in order
to smile at Keion one more time, as she always did.

Orchid ducked into the palace at the nearest
doorway, turning down the hall in the proper direction and
fast-walking to where she believed she’d find the man she was
looking for. Rasel, Keion’s official First Attendant, a man older
than herself who had been working in service to the palace for a
countable twelve years. He was her superior because he was the male
attendant with the most relevant experience, and the King’s
advising counsel had insisted it was scandalous enough that a woman
was allowed to serve the Crown Prince at all.

Orchid pushed the thoughts from her mind as
the smell of steaming, soapy fabric drifted to her nose. It was
always more humid in this portion of the palace, despite the
permanently open windows high along the two exterior walls. Several
attendants worked diligently over piles of cloth, soaking and
scrubbing or smoothing or folding. She recognized all of them to
some extent, and offered smiles to a couple as they lifted their
gazes in acknowledgment of her entrance. Then she spotted him near
the back, folding a sheet.

She navigated her way easily into the more
spacious section reserved for the royal wash and stepped up beside
him. “Rasel,” she said, speaking only as loudly as she needed
to.

The early thirty-something paused for a
second and glanced her way. “I’m surprised you’re not hovering over
His Highness.”

Orchid fought the urge to frown. “Prince
Keion sent me. He’s in need of a fresh outfit for this
afternoon.”

Rasel smoothed a bent corner in his
completed fold and added the sheet to the basket of freshly
laundered linens. “Very well. I’ll get to it when I’m done
here.”

Orchid pursed her lips. “You’ve been
summoned, Rasel.”

Rasel paused and met her gaze directly. “I
don’t appreciate your tone.” He looked at the bundle in her hands.
“Does that need washing?”

She gripped it tighter on reflex. “I can
finish the laundry here,” she said. “Prince Keion specifically
asked me to fetch you. He wishes to have everything buttoned up
before the lunch with His Majesty and the Spiritualist.” Okay, that
was an exaggeration of what Keion had said, but she felt it was an
acceptable interpretation.

Rasel curled his lip and snatched the tunic
from her hands. “You, doing the Crown Prince’s laundry? It’s
inappropriate.” He shook out the tunic to see what might be wrong
with it, clearly recognizing that he’d helped dress the Prince in
the shirt earlier that morning. The stain of bird poop was hard to
miss on the dark blue fabric.

Orchid felt a rush of frustration and
planted her hands on her hips. “That’s your opinion,” she said.
“But regardless, it is allowed. What’s not allowed is for me to go
into Prince Keion’s suite to help him choose a new outfit for his
important luncheon.” She drew a breath to keep her tone under
control. “Now, please permit me to do my job.”

“Perhaps you should have been holding an
umbrella over His Highness’s clothes while he sparred this
morning,” Rasel said as he draped the tunic over his arm. “Surely
you can do that much?”

Orchid held her breath, counted to five,
then to ten, and slowly exhaled. She lowered her arms. “If you
refuse, I will leave you be and simply inform whichever guard is on
duty that you’ve selected to ignore the Prince’s summons. That’s
your choice.”

Rasel’s eyes widened with a flash of anger
before he turned and swung his free hand out without warning. “How
dare you threaten me?” He all but shouted the words.

Sharp, stinging heat exploded across
Orchid’s face as her head twisted to the side, tears immediately
rushing to her eyes. His words boomed in her ears, as did the
echoing slap of his backhand. From her new angle, she caught sight
of a pair of widened eyes at another station in the room. It
suddenly seemed much quieter. They weren’t without witnesses, but
that would hardly work in her favor. She had the most freedom of
any attendant and she knew it—they all knew it. Just as she knew
that, even now, many of her colleagues resented her for one reason
or another.

Orchid focused on keeping her breathing calm
and the tears at bay, and she straightened while simultaneously
taking a small step backward. “I would ask you not to strike me
again.”

“And I would advise you not to overstep.”
Rasel turned from her and started toward the water basin. “I have
laundry to finish. Find some way to be useful today.”

Knowing she couldn’t force the issue without
becoming physical, Orchid kept her fingers twisted in her long,
plain skirt and walked from the room without meeting another
gaze.

What should she do? Keion was to have lunch
with both King Silas and Spiritualist Iban, and usually she made
herself available to help serve or otherwise be nearby for her
prince in such situations. But she couldn’t embarrass the Prince by
attending his lunch with a swelling bruise, or even a wound, on her
face. Though it hadn’t come from him—it would never, she was
sure—it would reflect on him. Maybe it won’t be showing yet?
She needed to retreat to her own room, long enough to check her
reflection.

If only she still had a little of that
wonderful concealing powder Princess Dahlia had long ago gifted
her…

****

Keion ran a dry towel over his body,
shielded from sight by a freestanding privacy screen while a pair
of apprentice attendants drained his bath. He hadn’t bathed to
luxuriate, so his head was still rampaging over thoughts of Orchid
risking poisoning herself and possibly collapsing along the
walkway, all alone. He wasn’t blind or stupid. He knew that despite
how hard she’d worked to earn her reputation as a hardworking,
loyal retainer of the royal family, she still endured
discriminatory treatment from those who should be her colleagues.
Most of it was jealousy, he suspected, but all he really knew was
that if he tried forcing them to treat her better she would only
suffer more when he wasn’t looking.

Again, the image of her unconscious on a
stone pathway popped into his mind. Again, he wondered how many
people might simply walk around her before someone would do
something. Let alone how long it’d be before word reached him.

He had to suppress a growl when he felt it
building in his chest. It hadn’t happened that way, thank fuck, but
had he made it clear enough that she was not to take those needless
risks anymore?

Throat clearing from somewhere on the other
side of the screen drew his attention before Arun actually started
speaking, and for just a moment, Keion feared he hadn’t fully
suppressed the irritated growl. But there was neither knowing
laughter nor concern in his surrogate brother’s voice, and he
dismissed the thought. “Has Rasel been by yet?”

Keion rolled his eyes and began wrapping the
now-damp towel around his hips. “Oh, yeah. He snuck in and we
chatted while I was bathing.”

“Could explain your lack of a woman,” Arun
replied without missing a beat.

Keion stepped from around the privacy
screen, scowling without even meaning to, and crossed his arms over
his chest. The more he acknowledged Arun’s endless teasing about
his empty love life, the worse it would get. “You’re saying he
hasn’t shown up at all?” Maybe that haunting image of Orchid
unconscious on the walkway wasn’t his paranoia, but some kind of
vision. Maybe there had been something wrong with the flowers,
after all. The thought spurred him forward. “I can dress myself.
We’ll retrace Orchid’s path. I think I know which way she would’ve
gone from the courtyard.”

“Do you ever wonder what it means,” Arun
asked, moving out of Keion’s way as they crossed from the bathing
room into his bedroom, “that I say, ‘there’s been no sign of
Rasel,’ and you hear ‘something might be wrong with
Orchid’?”

“Don’t play that damn game with me right
now, Arun,” Keion said, his voice short and sharp as he hauled open
his closet. He should consider that he had an important lunch in
under an hour, and undoubtedly not enough time to change in
between. “In fact, why don’t you go check on—”

“Excuse my interruption, Your Highness.” The
patient voice came from the room’s primary entrance, and belonged
to Rasel. “Is there some matter of urgency? You look rushed.” He
didn’t wait for a response before continuing inside, directly
toward Keion and the closet Keion was making a mess of. He carried
a large basket of obviously freshly laundered fabrics at his
side.

Keion took a single step from the closet and
faced his First Attendant. “What took you so damn long? Didn’t
Orchid tell you to come help me with this?”

“I did speak with her,” Rasel said. He
didn’t flinch at Keion’s tone as he set the basket down and moved
to select an appropriate outfit from the closet. “I do apologize
for how long it took. I’m afraid laundry does not do itself, my
lord.”

Behind Rasel, Arun’s eyebrows rose high on
his forehead.

Keion dragged in a deep breath. He was rough
with Arun and Levi, but they were his guards. If they couldn’t
handle swats upside the head, elbows to the sternum, and similar
jabs, they needed to find another line of work. He didn’t like to
be so aggressive with his attendants, or really any other members
of staff. In the back of his mind, he suspected that was because by
the time he was old enough to have his own, Orchid had already
become a part of his life. Orchid had always been special to him,
and associating her with the royal staff meant he made a conscious
effort to curb his temper toward all of them.

“Maybe you should’ve asked Orchid to help
with that, then,” Keion said as he willed the tension in his
muscles to fade.

Rasel paused for just a second, his hand
momentarily stilling, as he laid out a clean and relatively new
tunic on the bed. Then he resumed his motions without meeting
Keion’s gaze. “For a woman to wash a man’s clothes and bed linens
is almost as improper as it is for her to enter his private domain.
I prefer to have her look after Your Highness’s daytime needs,
within her standing parameters of course.”

There was so much bullshit in that statement
Keion barely knew how to respond. “Rasel.”

The older man straightened and lifted his
gaze obediently.

Keion didn’t blink. “When I summon you, you
come, do you understand?”

Rasel bent his head forward in a shoulder
bow. “Yes, my lord. I apologize.”

Right. Keion had his doubts, but he
kept them to himself and allowed his attendant to help him dress.
It was an old, frankly irritating, custom. He was a man of
twenty-seven years, he knew how to put on pants and a couple of
shirts, for crying out loud. But he had more important battles to
save his energy for.

In a matter of minutes Keion and Arun
stepped from his room, while Rasel set about straightening the
closet and putting away the rest of the laundry he’d brought in.
Keion glanced briefly at the sturdy, polished table just off center
in his sitting room, and wondered for a single second if he should
have kept the flowers. Then he dismissed the thought. They would
have clashed with his preferred aesthetic.

He shifted his focus to Arun. “You gave the
bouquet to Mali, right?”

Arun blinked at him for a second, as if
surprised by the question, then grinned. “Of course. Though she
didn’t look super thrilled about it.”

Keion shrugged. “She can toss ‘em if she
wants.” She probably would.

Light footfalls distracted Keion from what
remained of the conversation, and he glanced toward the short hall
in time to see his other primary guardsman and second-closest
friend enter the room. Levi swept his sharp, dark brown gaze over
the room briefly before speaking. “Keion, a word?”

Arun looked between them curiously.

Keion didn’t have an answer to offer, so he
gave a partial shake of his head and strode across the mostly open
space to better speak with his friend. He wasn’t at all surprised
when Arun trailed after him. “Somethin’ wrong, Lev?”

Levi pursed his lips for a moment and put
his back to the wall, so he could face the room without blocking
the hall. He kept his voice low, as if he were already aware of
Rasel’s presence in the adjoining space. “I would rather not bring
this up, but I’d also rather not be reprimanded for my silence
later,” he said. “I saw Orchid in the hall when I returned,
speaking to the guard at the door. It seemed she was checking to be
sure Rasel had answered a summons.”

Keion arched a brow. “But…?”

Levi’s lips dipped into a frown. “It appears
she’s been hit recently.”

Keion saw red. He stormed past Levi, down
the hall, and out the door into the wider palace corridor. The
remaining guard, still on shift at his door, immediately
straightened. Keion ignored the man and swept his gaze up one side
and down the other, seeking a woman he knew he wouldn’t find. She
wouldn’t have lingered if the sentry had remembered Rasel
entering.

“Left, sir.”

Keion whipped his head toward the guard.
“What?”

Without meeting Keion’s gaze, he said, “She
went left, sir.”

He would ordinarily have cared that he was
being obvious, or that one of his door guards could so easily guess
his desire, but he didn’t have the temperament for that right then.
He’d swear the man to secrecy later. First, he had to contain the
urge to run down the wide walkway in the indicated direction. He
hoped she hadn’t gone too far or taken an atypical detour, because
he needed to keep in mind he still had somewhere else to be
soon.

The spirits seemed to favor him that day. He
nearly crashed right into her when he barreled around the first
corner.

Both she and the younger woman she was
speaking with jumped aside with startled, short-lived cries. Then
the younger maid realized who he was, fell into a waist-deep bow,
and scampered away.

“Orchid.”

Orchid adjusted to face him fully but kept
her hands clasped together in front of her waist. “Prince Keion, is
everything all right? I thought you’d be getting ready for—”

“Let me see,” Keion said, interrupting her
as he realized her hair was hanging more forward than usual. The
look suited her, truthfully, but it had to be intrusive.

Her clear, sapphire blue eyes widened as he
held her stare. She swallowed visibly. “It’s really nothing, Your
Highness.”

Then why are you nervous? Keion took
a single step forward as Arun cleared the corner behind him. He
didn’t look away. “I’ll decide that. Let me see.”


Chapter Two

 


Orchid’s chest rose with a deep intake of
air, as if trying to distract him, but this time Keion was focused.
He would have other opportunities to curse her beauty and the
differences in their station. Neither her flawless, creamy skin,
nor her rounded, innocent blue eyes, nor her long and beguiling
caramel-colored hair, or even her large, beckoning breasts would
sway him from this task. His task of learning why so much of her
face was obscured, and why Levi said she seemed to have been
hit.

Orchid finally broke from his stare and
lifted her hand, gingerly sweeping back a section of hair to reveal
a swollen, bright red and darkening blotch below her cheekbone. The
corner of her lip, he realized, also appeared split.

Keion curled his hands into fists as dueling
instincts flooded him. He wanted to comfort her and rip apart the
man who’d hurt her at the same time.

Arun leaned a little closer. “Oh, shit. You
okay, ‘Chid?” It was the dumb nickname he’d given her when all
three of them had been children, and Arun had—out loud—realized he
could shorten her name to sound like “kid.” She’d never liked it
and brazenly declared this at the age of five, so of course he’d
continued using it.

Orchid nodded silently, her gaze on the
ground.

“Who?” Keion asked, a little of the anger
seeping into his voice.

Her fingers laced together in front of her
and she said, “It’s not a big deal, Prince Keion. The pain has
already—”

“Didn’t I just tell you I would
decide that?” Keion stepped closer and allowed himself a hand on
her shoulder, gripping just tightly enough to keep her from
retreating. “Who, Orchid? Who struck you?”

She licked her lips and slowly met his
stare. “It seems I spoke out of line,” she said quietly, “and …
Rasel thought it appropriate to reprimand me.” She drew a subtle
breath. “I’m sorry, Prince Keion, but with my face like this I …
I’m afraid I’m going to miss the luncheon.” For a moment, just a
split-second, something like tears gathered in front of her eyes.
He would have missed them if he weren’t standing so close. And then
they were gone, like they’d never been.

Anger burned up Keion’s throat and he took a
step back, just enough to tip his head and roar,
“Rasel!”

“I have him,” Levi said as the two came into
sight almost simultaneously.

Rasel stepped up beside Levi as soon as the
space allowed and folded his hands together in front of his chest.
“Did you need something, Your Highness?” He didn’t spare a glance
toward Orchid and her swollen face.

“Yes,” Keion said, his lips all but curling
around the word. He made an effort to remember some semblance of
the decency his mother had taught him. He turned only enough to not
have to look over his shoulder while addressing the older man,
keeping Orchid also in his line of sight. “I need you to remember
your fucking place.”

Rasel blinked, staring at him silently for a
second. “I don’t understand, my lord.”

“You hit her,” Keion said, motioning
unnecessarily between the two just to release a little energy.

Rasel’s stare shifted to Orchid for the
first time, but his expression was impassive. Then he looked back
at Keion. “She overstepped,” he said. “As her superior, I must
discipline her when I feel she—”

“Listen to me,” Keion snapped, raising his
voice to talk over the infuriating man he desperately wanted to
punch in the face. “I will decide if and when someone has
overstepped. I don’t believe in violence as discipline, and I will
not tolerate it.” He narrowed his eyes at Rasel. “But if I have
cause to think you’re taking advantage of your position to abuse
those under you, I will make an exception. Do you understand?”

Rasel bent forward. “Yes, I understand, my
lord.”

Keion doubted that very much. “Then it had
better not happen again.” He gave a jerk of his chin and Levi
encouraged Rasel to retreat down the corridor, exiting the
conversation.

“I apologize, Prince Keion,” Orchid said
softly.

Keion exhaled harshly and readjusted to face
her once more. “For what?”

She attempted a smile, but he could see it
didn’t reach her eyes. “Putting you in a difficult position, of
course.”

His heart ached and Keion had to fight
against the urge to pull her into his arms. It was a familiar
struggle, but a problem all the same. He supposed he ought to be
grateful her wound this time was only a bruised cheek. The fewer
times she was hurt, and the fewer times he had to see her hurt, the
easier it would be to remember his own place. He pushed the
thought—and associated memories—away and quirked up his lips for
her. “You have nothing to apologize for,” he said. “Rasel needs to
get over himself.” He couldn’t help but stretch out a hand and
brush his fingers over her cheek, just below the swelling of the
bruise. “You didn’t deserve this.”

An endearing shade of pink blossomed over
her nose and unbruised cheek, and her smile eased. “I’ll work
harder to keep it from happening again.”

He wished he could tell her she didn’t need
to work again at all.

Knowing it was time to separate, for both
their sakes, Keion retracted his hand and tucked both into his
pants pockets. “I have to head to the luncheon. You might as well
rest until it’s over. You work too hard as it is.”

A light, faint laugh bubbled up from her and
Orchid lifted the sides of her skirt slightly in a curtsey. “Enjoy
your lunch, Prince Keion. Please extend my greetings to His
Majesty.”

Always so thoughtful. “Sure,” Keion
said before forcing himself to walk away.

Behind him, Arun lingered long enough to
say, “Maybe Taylin has something to cover that up, if you were
looking for any? See ya later!”

Keion shook his head. Arun really wasn’t
subtle—which wasn’t much of a surprise for a man of his size. For
about five minutes, back when they had both been maybe thirteen
years old, Keion was aware that he and Arun had shared a crush on
Orchid. Because Arun was not subtle. But Arun had gotten over that
early puberty attraction and sometime in more recent years had
become interested in Orchid’s friend, Taylin. He was less sure of
Taylin’s feelings, but he tried to stay out of it, because if he
opened the door to that conversation Keion knew Arun would turn it
right around on him.

They walked in silence through the corridors
of the palace, toward the formal dining hall where Keion’s father
was hosting their lunch. Somewhere along the way, Levi appeared
behind him, having taken another route to catch up.

“Rasel was rather upset about that,” Levi
said in a low tone.

“Yeah, well, so was I.”

“I’m impressed you didn’t threaten to cut
his hand off,” Arun said.

“I try not to be a hypocrite.” But if it
happened again, Keion could see himself making exactly that
threat.

“Are you up for this?” Levi asked as the
side entrance, and singular guard, came into view.

“Lunch with Dad?” Keion joked, throwing a
grin over his shoulder because he knew it would aggravate his
friend. “I think I can handle it.”

Levi rolled his eyes. “I meant lunch with
the new Spiritualist.”

Keion returned his focus forward. “Can’t
avoid it,” he said.

“Is he really still ‘new’?” Arun asked,
lowering his voice as they slowed their pace.

Keion understood the question, but chose not
to answer it. Lunch with his father wasn’t overly uncommon, but
today’s was a big deal because the comparatively new Spiritualist
Leader, an older man named Iban, was returning to the palace for
the first time in several months. He’d held his position, which
doubled as Spiritual Advisor to the King, for roughly two
years—since the previous Spiritualist had collapsed of a heart
attack. But while Iban’s predecessor had spent most of his time
beside the King, Iban preferred to constantly travel between the
temples that were scattered throughout Seyraka. He said he liked
keeping in touch with his people. Keion hadn’t decided yet how he
felt about any of it, the man included.

He supposed today’s lunch would go a long
way in forming that opinion, since he himself hadn’t seen Iban in
half a year or more.

The guard at the door inclined his head as
Arun pushed the door open and made entry first, simultaneously
greeting the King. He held the door wide for Keion and Levi, and
Keion continued into the room while his two guards held back to
blend into the shadows as was their duty.

King Silas stood from his seat at the head
of the long, sturdy dining table and spread his arms. “Right on
time, as always! Good afternoon, my favorite son!”

Keion sighed but indulged his father in a
short half-hug. “I’m your only son,” he said, as was
expected of him. He looked around the room. Save for the sporadic
guards—his own, and his father’s—the room was devoid of other
people. “Is he not here yet?”

Silas gestured to Keion’s standard seat at
his right, already plated with a respectable meal and two choices
of drink. “Please, sit. I’ll tell you about our Spiritualist’s
visit.”

Trying to ignore the warning bell sounding
at the back of his head, Keion obediently took his seat and allowed
himself a moment to scrutinize the lunch. There was nothing to
complain about, of course, but it was moments like this, when he
knew they might once have indulged in a flashier feast for no
logical reason, that he was reminded of the kingdom’s largest
looming problem. The drought that had plagued them for four summers
now, and was in turn forcing their trade market to become far too
costly for many of their peasantry.

Silas smoothed a hand over the beard that
concealed his jawline. “Now, don’t get angry with me,” he said,
“but Spiritualist Iban arrived somewhat earlier than anticipated,
so we had a lengthy conversation already.”

Keion nearly fumbled the goblet he’d barely
lifted off the table. “Why didn’t you call for me?”

“I would have!” Silas held up a pacifying
hand. “But I heard you had just entered the bath, and I assumed
there was a reason so I didn’t make a fuss.”

Releasing an agitated breath, Keion tipped
the freshly squeezed juice to his lips and remained quiet. He would
have preferred to have been present for the visit, to hear for
himself the Spiritualist’s impression of the condition of the
kingdom, but there was no point in complaining about it now. He
would hear his father’s translation first.

Silas seemed to accept Keion’s silence for
what it was and wasted no time explaining Spiritualist Iban’s
impression of the beauty and resiliency of Seyraka, all the while
devouring his lunch. Iban had traveled clear across to the
southernmost border of Seyraka, then taken the long way around
through several smaller villages, observing firsthand how the
drought and higher trade costs were impacting the citizens. From
Silas’s retelling, the smaller communities were struggling worse
than their last reports had indicated.

“With how much this drought has impacted
even our own ability to grow or acquire the wealth of food we used
to enjoy,” Silas said, his tone having become grim, “I wasn’t
terribly surprised by Iban’s news. But I’m sure you understand that
it is not news we can sit on.”

Keion leaned back in his chair, having eaten
his fill during the story, and rested a hand on the table. “If I
could snap my fingers and fill our wells with fresh water again, or
at least make it rain for longer than an hour, I would,” he said.
“Are you implying the Spiritualist came with a suggestion for some
sort of resolution? Some way to mine up more fresh water from
inside the mountains maybe?”

Silas sighed and swirled what remained of
his drink. “You know as well as I do that’s already being
explored.”

Keion frowned. “Then what?” His father had
clearly phrased that previous statement like there was
something.

Silas tipped back his drink, gulping the
rest of it down, and set the goblet on the table before speaking
again. He met Keion’s stare directly, and the slight, determined
narrowing of his dark brown eyes set the earlier warning bells
ringing again. “Iban informed me that he’s been having a recurring
vision for over a month now, and he believes it to be offering the
solution to our people’s problems. To overcome this drought while
our lands are still salvageable, we must prepare a woman to serve
as vessel for one of the Great Spirits. By refreshing the spirits’
connection with Seyraka, we can show our continued devotion, and
hopefully in return be blessed with the best, purest water
returning to the land.”

Keion’s eyes widened. Vessel? He’d
heard of the concept, of course, but no such tribute had been
offered since before his lifetime. Possibly not even in his
father’s lifetime. He’d heard a few conflicting things about it.
“So, you’re saying we have to choose someone—”

“No, son,” Silas said, shaking his head. “It
has been a long time since Seyraka was blessed with a vessel for
any spirit, and I, too, needed reminding of the details. We do not
choose, the Spiritualist must make the selection based on the women
available. He selects the one with the highest resonance to the
spiritual realm, and she will be carefully prepared according to
his instructions.”

Orchid’s sparkling blue eyes flashed through
Keion’s mind, and his gut twisted. He shoved the feeling down,
telling himself he was being unnecessarily paranoid. Her eyes were
rare but not unique. He curled his fingers around the stem of his
own goblet and asked, “How does he choose? What are the
qualifications?”

Silas inclined his head, clearly unsurprised
at Keion’s curiosity. “She must be of childbearing age,” he said,
“but she must still be pure. And she must be in good health.”

A virgin, huh? “I thought those were
the terms for sacrifices,” Keion said before swallowing the rest of
his own drink.

“Yes,” Silas said, lips twitching with
bitter amusement. “It seems it’s not a matter of what is needed,
but what is done with the offering.”

“Except we’re talking about a woman’s
life.”

“We are.”

Keion waited for several seconds, hoping his
father would volunteer the other obvious information. When it
became apparent that he wasn’t going to say more, Keion drummed his
fingers over the table. “Is he going into town to make his
selection? And what happens to the woman when the spirit is done
with her?”

“No,” Silas said. “He believes the proper
vessel to be here, among the candidates at the palace.”

Keion sat up straight, heart slamming in his
chest.

Silas continued. “As for the woman who will
become the vessel, when the spirit is done her body will be buried
in the sacred graveyard with honors.”

“What?”

Silas held his gaze again. “Two souls cannot
occupy one body, Keion. But to offer oneself up as vessel to the
spirits is the greatest honor, and whoever she is, she will be
remembered thus.”

Keion clenched his hands into fists to keep
them from shaking and fought to keep his voice cordial. “If you
have no control over the selection, what’s to keep the Spiritualist
from choosing Mali?” Again, Orchid’s face flashed across his mind,
but he couldn’t protest on her behalf. If his father was going to
intervene for anyone, it would be for his sister.

Silas looked away and his shoulders slouched
just a little, the way they often did when he felt guilty over
something. “Mali will be present at the selection process,” he
said, “but just for appearance’s sake. Iban assured me the spirits
don’t wish to take any more from us…”

Keion knew why his father all but whispered
the words, just as he shared his father’s obvious radiance of
sadness. He wondered if Iban had volunteered that, or if his father
had asked for leniency, to spare his remaining daughter—he didn’t
have it in him to ask. Still, his fists clenched over the armrests
of his chair and his heart pounded too loudly in his ears. He
needed to know one more thing. “When?”

With a quiet exhale, King Silas straightened
and looked at him again. “The women are being gathered as we
speak.”

****

“Whatever’s going on, just slip into the
middle of the crowd, no one will pay you any attention.”
Taylin’s words had been well-intentioned, but Orchid knew in her
heart she couldn’t abide the instruction. Ashamed as she was over
the poorly concealed bruise on her face, if she and a group of
other assorted staff were being summoned to the throne room, Orchid
would not hide herself. Not from the King who had allowed her to
stay and live out her life in the palace she had been technically
abandoned to.

Queen Miriam had told her the story more
than once when she was a child, including how glad she was that
King Silas had agreed to let baby Orchid stay.

Orchid was a bit perplexed at the particular
gathering she found herself in when she followed a pair of younger
girls she didn’t know too well into the throne room. With the
exception of the guards at the doors, they were all female, most of
them young. As Orchid looked around, she saw several staring at her
and murmuring, and she was sure they were whispering about the
darkening bruise she hadn’t been able to fully hide with what
remained of Taylin’s cheap concealer. She felt guilty about using
the last of it, too, but Taylin swore she rarely used it.

The royal house staff and the staff that
typically serviced the noble wings seemed to be sticking to each
other, which made it easier for Orchid to make her way to the
front. She spotted more familiar faces the closer to the front of
the room she got. The rest of Princess Dahlia’s former attendants
scattered from the middle forward, all of whom smiled and offered
subtle finger waves when their gazes met. Orchid missed working
with them. Ahead of them she spotted a much more startling set of
faces, however.

The seventeen-year-old daughter of a
nobleman who spent most of the year in the palace, and beside her,
Princess Mali. Behind Princess Mali, all of her attendants were
perfectly lined up.

Orchid wanted to slip in and ask if Mali
knew what was going on—or at least why the beloved Princess was
waiting with the crowd—but she hesitated, and instead opted to slip
into the group two lines behind her. For as much as she loved
Princess Mali and believed Mali cared for her, she also knew Mali
still hurt to look at her. Orchid couldn’t take it personally. In a
twisted way, in a way Orchid refused to give too much thought, she
felt similarly. It was possibly why she wished she could just go up
and give the younger girl a long, warm hug.

Someone tapped her shoulder. “Hey, garden
baby, do you know what’s going on?”

Orchid swallowed her sigh. The girl who’d
spoken was younger than her, and still she insisted on giving her
grief for her history. She said none of that, and shook her head.
“No.”

The door to the back left of the throne
opened, and the room fell silent.

King Silas swept in, decked out in formal
blues, golds, and whites, his ceremonial cape billowing behind him
as he walked. He strode straight toward his elevated throne before
adjusting to face them all. Behind him, by enough paces not to take
a cape to the face, Keion followed in his own formal attire of
elaborate blues and patterned whites. He seemed to have foregone
his cape this time.

Orchid’s attention was derailed from
Seyraka’s handsome prince when she spotted the other man who had
entered with them, a man she didn’t recognize. But she recognized
his robe. He was dressed very similarly to the previous Spiritual
Advisor, and he carried a tall, carved staff. She assumed, then,
that he was the new Advisor to the King, Spiritualist Iban. He was
the man Keion was supposed to have met with at lunch.

“Who is that?” one of the maids behind her
whispered.

“Who cares?” another, slightly younger from
the sound of her voice, replied. “Prince Keion is so good looking.
I wish I could just … touch him.”

Orchid closed her eyes and drew a slow
breath.

“Hush!” the first maid all but hissed.
“Don’t you recognize who’s in front of us? She’ll report you!”

Spirits have mercy. She wished Taylin
could have come with her.

King Silas spread out his arms, and they all
lowered promptly to a knee. “Welcome, ladies, and thank you for
hurrying here on such short notice.”

Orchid watched through the tops of her
lashes as King Silas and Crown Prince Keion took their seats. She
flicked a glance toward where she’d last seen Princess Mali, and
couldn’t quite stop the frown. The Princess was kneeling alongside
the rest of them. Why?

“Please stand,” King Silas said. “You have
all been summoned here because our devout Spiritualist has had a
revelation.” He paused to allow for the shuffling as they rose to
their feet and straightened their skirts. “As you undoubtedly know,
Seyraka has been long suffering a merciless drought for many years.
But the resolution to our kingdom’s plight is at hand, and one of
you will have the honor of
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