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AUTHOR’S NOTE


If you’ve read the paperbacks of Brand of Light and Dawn of Vengeance, you’ve had a brief, albeit broken-up look into this story already. You’ll probably want to forget you read that. Haha!

What follows is a story that quickly took on a life of its own. Intended to be a short 50,000 word story, Lady of Basilikas, battled its way to nearly 90,000 words. There were snippets in the paperbacks that were out of order, and some that—after I’d written two full-length novels in the universe after those snippets were drafted—ended up being wrong for the storyworld.

It grieved me to shift course, but in keeping with the full storyworld and lore surrounding the infamous Ladies of Basilikas (the Faa’Cris), I had to change them. Yet for this author, who is not known for writing short stories—there was not enough word count to do all the things I’d hoped to reveal for King Vaanvorn Thundred and his Lady of Basilikas, Valiriana. But in the end, I think we did a smashing job of delivering the heart of their story, and it’s my earnest wish you will love it!
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PROLOGUE


ONE YEAR AGO
FORGELIGHT, JHERAKO, DROSERO

Oaths were meant to be upheld and hold a man secure within the embrace of honor. But it was another kind of embrace that challenged his ability to stay within strict boundaries—that of a woman. Yet those littering his past paled against the one he had fallen for.

Was that why guilt tormented him? It needled and nagged, digging beneath his heart’s armor. Somehow reached that center of his being where honor and integrity took shelter from his more nefarious behaviors. Prince Vaanvorn Thundred had to make this right. The thought had struck him before with others, but in every case he’d dismissed it as easily as a gnat buzzing about his head. This time, however . . . Yirene, however . . .

Yirene of Iaison was different. Better.

He must make her his own. He would make it official at dinner tonight.

Vorn closed the door to find the house already starting to awaken. He tussled his hair, wishing he could shake the nerves plying at his well-rested mind. Rounding the corner to the main corridor, he fought the urge to slow at the arrival of a contingent forming outside the guest chambers where Yirene slumbered.

He kept moving but then slowed. Glanced back. “Furymark,” he called, using his Commander of Armies voice. “What do you here at this hour?”

“Prince Vaanvorn.” Captain Harlen Crow gave a sharp nod. “We are sent by the king to deliver an invitation to Lady Yirene.”

Now they had his full attention. “The lady . . .” He frowned. “An invitation to what?”

The captain faltered. “To sit at the king’s table for the festivities.”

Another festive dinner—the very one at which Vorn had intended to set petition for her. An invitation from the king was more a summons and no small favor. What purpose did Tamuro have for directing his attention toward . . .

Vorn’s gut tied in a knot. “Quite an honor,” he muttered, hoping his pointed words elicited the right response. “One usually reserved for royals and other family.”

“The king intends to make her his queen.”

“What?” His accursed brother had hit hard this time. Not waiting for a response, Vorn pivoted on his heels and stalked toward the royal apartments. In no way would he allow his brother to take this happiness from him. He should have known that the long look Tamuro gave him at the garden party yestereve as he walked with Yirene down by the boxwoods meant trouble.

Boots thudded, his Four—four captains assigned as his personal guards—no doubt catching up. “My prince,” Tarac said in a placating voice. “Please, think—”

“I always think,” Vorn bit out. “It is my brother who does not.” He hiked the stairs two at a time. Pitched himself up the last three in a leap.

“He could have your head for intruding,” Azyant hissed from his left. “No woman is worth losing you.”

If it had not meant a delay, he would have physically countered his man. “Wrong.”

The four sentries guarding the royal residence came to life at his swift approach, shifting into position before the door. “The king is not—”

“Stand aside!” Vorn demanded.

“I cannot,” the tallest of the kingsguard said.

Vorn strode straight to the man, who stiffened, and cuffed him by the throat. Pinned him against the door. “Try me.” With a glower, he released him and gripped the handle. Thrust it open.

Tamuro stood in the center of the chambers, arms outstretched as his steward dressed him. He started and scowled. “Great seas, Vorn. How dare you enter my private chambers uninv—”

“You knew I intended to set petition for Yirene.”

His brother’s surprise at being intruded upon washed away. Morphed into salty arrogance that said he was king and Vorn was not. He gave Vorn his back as he said to his chamberlain, “Black-and-grays.”

Black-and-grays. The official attire.

“Tam,” Vorn said, his heart beating hard, “do not do this. It is true that Iaison is an integral sovereignty, but—”

“Iaison has agreed to send carnaraks and foot soldiers to add to our number.”

Waves of providence. “Cows? You—” Vorn bit back the oath. Tamuro had already negotiated the petition with the Prime Minister of Iaison—and earned a pittance of benefit for Jherako. “Tell me you are not this stupid.”

Tam’s expression darkened. “You dare speak to your king—”

“I speak to my brother, who even now is taking the only woman I’ve loved to effect a political move that will have catastrophic—”

“You don’t know of what you speak!” Tamuro barked, then lifted his jaw. “As well, it is sad you have set your affection on a woman not interested in you, Vorn.”

“In that, you have it backward.”

Tamuro sniffed as he shrugged into his undervest. “A woman does not agree to a petition without interest in me.”

Vorn stilled. “You . . . jest.”

His brother smirked. “That has ever been your failing, brother. Not mine.”

Vorn’s anger plummeted, taking the pit of his stomach with it. He struggled to breathe. “Yirene agreed?” His mind wandered back to the woman he had left hours ago.

“Aye, over dinner last eve, after you and your rabble departed.”

Shock rooted Vorn to the hand-knotted rug. So that’s where Yirene had been coming from when he found her in the passage. Why had she said naught as they shared berries and cream, fermented cordi, and passion?

She used me. The hypocrisy of that thought scalded him, but the rising anger in his churning gut focused on the impudent king before him. On one of the greatest betrayals yet perpetrated by a spiteful brother.

“You always knew how to pick them, Brother,” Tamuro said, ambling over to the sideboard, where he lifted up a snifter of liquor. “She is quite easy on the eyes and should produce attractive heirs.” He shot Vorn a cocky grin. “Would you not agree?”

Only as he heard crystal shatter did Vorn realize he’d crashed into his brother, knocking the snifter from his hand. Red liquor bathed the wall as he hauled Tamuro up and jammed his forearm into his throat. “You had no right!”

“I had every right,” Tamuro sneered. “I am king!”

“You are a waste and know nothing of the woman you steal from me. Your own kingsguard do not even intervene to save your pathetic life!”

The door cracked inward, and the Furymark hauled Vorn backward.

Only then able to regain his composure, Tamuro straightened his shirt and undervest. Ran a hand over his long, thin hair. “You were saying?”

“You are a disgrace to the Thundred name,” Vorn shouted as they dragged him from the solar. “I swear you will pay for this! You do not deserve her!”

Tarac and Lathain deflected the kingsguard, holding calming hands to them even as they led Vorn from the royal residence.

“Get me out of here before I do something I regret,” Vorn growled, his anger and humiliation acute. “She knew . . .” Grief and rage choked him as he stalked away.

“You are but a waste of breath and blood, given to passions of pleasure and violence,” Tamuro yelled after him. “The better man is king. And the better man will take Yirene to wife.”
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VALIRIANA
DEVERSORIA

Trials were going perfectly. Just a couple more and she would advance to triarii level. Lined up with the other hastati for the race through the city to the Nest within the coliseum, Valiriana had no concern about advancing. But she was focused, intent on being among the first, if not the first, to reach the top. Valiriana gave a devious grin to her friend, Relissa, formed up next to her.

“You have two minutes to reach the Nest—no wings! Readyyy.” Decurion Cybele snapped a hand down. “Go!”

Valiriana sprinted from the training yards with the other hastati, surging down the hewn passages to the coliseum. She deferentially avoided Faa’Cris warriors walking the ancient streets of Sacrum Lapis—more commonly known as Deversoria, the vast underground city that rivaled the greatest of Droseran capitals—and beat a hard path toward the coliseum. At the stone steps leading into the great coliseum, she was a fraction ahead of her friend and scaled the stairs two at a time until her thighs burned beneath the lightweight, intuitive armor that molded to her form.

Laughing, Relissa slipped ahead.

No! Valiriana lunged forward, refusing to be outdone. They should be more serious, yet merriment filled the passage spiraling upward, upward . . . They jostled and jockeyed for lead position, giggling and rebounding off the ever-curving stone wall.

“You’re slower than a Licitus learning the sword,” Relissa taunted.

With a growl, Valiriana threw herself up several steps. Ahead—the door. She pitched herself at it. Exultant, shoulder to shoulder with Relissa, she burst through the opening. Stumbled onto the wide-open path that ran the circumference of the upper level of the amphitheater. She skidded to a stop, panting hard. Gripped her knees, grinning and breathing a laugh at Relissa, who slumped against a wall, laughing.

A scent whipped out.

Sensing something different—off, odd—Valiriana darted to the side, putting her back to the wall. In the blink, the other hastati gained the upper reaches of the chamber and did the same. All apparently sensing that strange tremor in the air as she had. She sought protection and scanned beyond the wrought iron rail that protected them from the drop into the cavernous coliseum with its pale gray plaster and the carved images of the Resplendent. What had she detected?

The upper level swung around, a twelve-foot-wide ledge encircling the empty amphitheater, where sparring matches, operas, and theater productions took place in the sandy pit below. But the scent came from the right, the dingy, darker—

Her breath backed into her throat at what her eyes finally relayed to her brain. To her right stood six sentries. “Licitus,” she breathed around a curled lip.

Males. In the coliseum with Faa’Cris. As if they had the right to share the same space. Their training ground was elsewhere—the brutal passions of men had no place in the pure calling of the Faa’Cris warriors. Stomach roiling, she glanced over the thin iron rail to the coliseum floor a hundred feet below, where more Licitus were gathered.

Her skin itched. What is this? Men did not belong here, especially not during training hours. She was not even sure why they must endure their presence in the city at all.

“What are they doing here?”

Sharing a look of disapproval with Relissa, Valiriana moved to the far end of the ledge and took a knee, awaiting Decurion Cybele’s instruction.

“Ferox is here,” Relissa whispered as she knelt beside her.

Though Valiriana should not look—one more demerit due to distraction and she would not advance to triarii—she found herself staring into the gold eyes of a Licitus captain. Ferox. Brown hair. Well sculpted by the Ancient’s hand.

Handsome? Yes.

Penitent? Amazingly, yes.

Annoying? Blood and boil, yes!

“He favors you.”

“Of course he does,” Valiriana bit out. “He is Licitus.”

“We must appreciate the Allowed,” Relissa taunted. “Even Revered—”

“I appreciate all Allowed, just as I do the cats crawling the cities of this planet, keeping the alleys clear of vermin.” Why Decurion Cybele allowed men within the sacred walls was beyond her, but she would trust the Resplendent’s decision. The hastati were here to test their combat skills against height, new landscape, danger, and—“Distraction.”

The only thing Licitus did well. That is why the Licitus were here—to provide distraction during the final trial.

“When innocent blood,” boomed Decurion Cybele as she emerged from the main gate, flanked by her triarii captains, “drenches the parched deserts around Deversoria, the rocks will cry out.”

“So spake Vaqar,” Valiriana and the other hastati replied, reciting Poenitentiam, one of the training tenets. Her gaze again struck Ferox, who remained silent. Licitus dared not speak the sacred words.

A smile flashed into his eyes. Rank admiration soiled his Signature.

Valiriana huffed and refocused.

“War will come, and the Ladies will emerge,” continued Decurion Cybele.

“So spake Magna Domine.” As Eleftheria’s title left her lips, Valiriana felt the ripple in her clypeus, her wing ridge, as anticipation of battle skittered beneath her armor.

“What say you, hastati?” demanded Cybele, hovering midair, her glorious double span fanning the air with challenge.

“Laborare pugnare parati sumus!”

To work, to fight, we are ready.

And by the Lady, was she ever! Valiriana’s spine twitched, wings itching for freedom.

Around the coliseum, Licitus hit buttons that dropped the wrought iron rail into the stone, removing the safety barrier. A thing so small yet symbolic of the danger the men presented.

“Incipere!” Decurion Cybele ordered.

As she rushed the edge, Valiriana stole an imperious glance at the Licitus captain. Pleased to find his attention wholly fixed on her, she lunged off the upper level and rotated her shoulders, freeing her span. Fine, supple feathers exhaled greedily and caught air. Inwardly, she embraced Crepidine—the settling of her heart and will deep within the cradle of the Ancient’s. She spiraled upward for higher vantage. Wings teasing the air to stay aloft, she sighted enemy targets zipping toward her.

As a top-tier hastati, she was often targeted in these exercises—and welcomed it. Deftly, she sideswept the triariis’ attack. Whirled to meet them. Struck one. Struggled with another, angling to hit center. She spiraled into the other Faa’Cris—Maristikior—and they rolled in the air. Then Valiriana hiked her legs and flipped Maristikior toward the far wall. Valiriana shot toward the stone, nailed it with her boot, then used it to launch back toward the fray. Sighted Haruwerian just at the brink of the ledge and—

A foreign efflux shot from the side.

Angling without thinking toward the one who’d spewed the scent, Valiriana immediately realized her mistake as, at the same time, she registered an attack from behind. No time to correct course. No time to turn and defend herself. An impact rattled down her spine and sent her headfirst into the coliseum wall.
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VAANVORN
FORGELIGHT, JHERAKO
PRESENT DAY

“Clear the road! Make way for the queen!”

With a shared look at his First, Vorn dismounted, wary of the crowds the royal carriage had already attracted. His nerves jounced beneath some odd sense that things were not right. Something was off. He noted even daylight struggled to exist amid buildings and canopies. No stranger to the vagaries of the deep city center and market, he scanned the gawkers, hand on his hilt.

After one more probe of the streets, buildings, windows, and stoops, Vorn pivoted and strode toward the carriage, signaling to the footman, who opened the door and set down the step. Vorn stood with the emerging queen to his right and the crowds before him.

“You are overly perturbed this rise, Prince Vaanvorn,” Queen Yirene said quietly as she adjusted her gray gloves.

“I am not, Your Majesty. You insisted on shopping in the market, so here we are.” When her eyes rose to him, he refused her gaze, instead remaining vigilant on the thrum of wrongness. Odd—he had been here countless times in his life, but never had he felt . . . whatever this was.

“Will you always hate me, Vorn?” she whispered, a subtle touch on his arm.

The words yanked his gaze to hers before he could steel himself. He gritted his teeth.

Each brother should strive to live honestly and to set a good example to others in everything, in such a way that those who see him cannot find anything to reproach in his behavior, not in his riding, nor in his walking, nor in his drinking, nor in his eating, nor in his look, nor in any of his actions and work.

The Creed of the Ierean Brotherhood echoed in his head, calming him. Focusing him. “To hate you would be to possess fear and anger, neither of which infect my person.” He held her gaze evenly, grateful for the asceticism that had anchored him in truth these last several months. “We should hurry, Highness. Darkness brings the diabolus to the Bottom.”

Posture stiff at the remonstration, she huffed and turned toward the market.

First he paced her to the fruit vendor, then a small gypsy wagon bearing brightly colored scarves with jangly tassels. A few people ventured nearer the queen but knew better than to tempt the blade of Vorn and his Furymark. As she visited a stand with many wares, he shifted back, strategically placing himself with the broadest line of sight on the market. Hated they were in the middle, with routes to safety equally distant on the far ends. He traced the growing crowds and noted a pair of violet eyes. Unusual for this region. But he focused back on his task.

The queen moved at a snail’s pace until the sunlight eventually sparred with the canopies for the people below. What was so fascinating about glass bottles and baubles that she lingered here, apparently oblivious of the tumult around her?

“It’s the queen,” a girl of ten or twelve gasped from the side where she feigned interest in ceramic wares at a stand. “Whoa, she is beautiful. Are all Iaisonians so pretty?”

“Who cares,” a girl a few years older sniffed with a giggle she shot to her two friends. “Look at the prince regent.”

Great seas. Vorn stalked to the other side of the small gypsy wagon so he could not hear them and nodded to the captain. “Eyes out.”

Waves, what was taking Yirene so long? He glanced in her direction. Started when he realized she was not there. His gaze darted over the people in the tent. Still no Yirene. His heart skipped a beat as he moved in, signaling Tarac to tighten up on him.

Vorn scouted the racks of colorful gypsy dresses. Further in, partially in shadow, he found the queen holding up a striped scarf. Horrid thing compared to the yards of silk and satin she wore. He held a hand to Tarac, staying him.

Someone bumped Vorn. And considering his position, he knew it was no accident. His hand snapped out even as his gaze lit on a woman’s face. Violet—no, brown—eyes, pinched by wrinkles. He snatched his hand back just in time.

“Hello, Prince,” she crooned.

Hone honesty. Develop discipline. Seize sacrifice. Hone honesty. Develop discipline. Seize sacrifice. “Move along,” he croaked, forcing himself to shift away from her. Mouth dry, confused—had not her eyes been purple one second, then brown the next? He stretched his neck. Rolled his shoulders. Heard the seams of his jerkin pop. He met Tarac’s fierce gaze and knew he had seen the encounter. That discerning man never missed a thing. Oh, to be half the man Tarac was.

But wait . . .

Something’s wrong.

Again, Vorn slid his hand to his hilt, drew the sword even as he turned a circle. Noticed quiet falling over the market. Tension rising. “On your queen!” he ordered, a shrill scream drowning his last word.

A blur came from the left.

Instinct drove his right leg back. Fighting stance. He let his sword sing as it arced through the air. Felt the collision of steel and flesh. The sickening slurp of his sword as he cut down the dark, frenzied, feral attacker.

Amid cries and shouts from the crowd, another creature careened at him.

Right elbow up, Vorn readied himself. Angled his arms up and drove his sword into the creature’s chest. There was a luminescent quality to the blood spilling over his blade. A blue, glowing hue. The same pale whorls writhed like glowing tattoos across the face and neck of the now-dead man. “What in the dark seas . . .?”

Realization dawned. “Raiders!” He let out a ferocious whistle, calling the carriage for the queen. Why were the Irukandji here, attacking? “Protect your queen!”

Another scream came from the left. Then the right. A dozen or more. Tarac and Ba’moori were there, swords in action, raiders dying at a rate that should have made the encounter brief, save that a contingent of rabble-rousers joined the fray. Ever were the discontent plentiful these days. Vorn brought one to ground. Saw a blade angle up from the villager beneath him, and with a few quick moves, disabled the man and left him unconscious.

“She’s missing! The queen is missing!”

Alarmed, Vorn whipped toward Tarac’s cry. Forged his way toward the tent where he’d last guarded her. “Lock—”

A howling fury barreled into him. His boots slid on the rocks and dirt, but Vorn managed to stay upright. Foul breath seared his nostrils as the raider pinned Vorn’s dominant sword arm. Vorn, however, had trained with both. He snatched his dagger and drove it into the raider’s neck. The scream died with the savage, who crumpled against him. Pawed at him, caught his sleeve and slumped to the ground, taking the fabric with him.

Vorn stepped back, pulse pounding, anger rising. The queen. Where was she? Had the brigands taken her? “Find the queen!”

Even as the words left his lips, he caught a glimpse of that horrid striped scarf. The queen had donned it, wrapped around her head as if in disguise. He spied hands at the back of the shop exchanging something—a small glass vial. “Your Majesty!” He gestured Tarac closer.

She emerged, face flushed. “Yes, I see. Trouble. I—I took shelter,” she said in a breathy voice.

Vorn would not be deterred. “What did he give you?”

She blinked, then lifted her chin. “Nobody gave me anything. I purchased perfume.” She held out a small blue bottle. But hadn’t the vial been clear?

He stared her down, knowing he could not—should not—challenge her publicly. But her entire demeanor spoke of deceit. “What do—”

The thunder of hooves and the groaning carriage careening into the market sent people running and shouting. Furymark encircled the coach, Vorn, and the queen even as the bell tower began pealing the alarm to take shelter. A little late but it would serve his purpose.

Vorn pivoted, caught Yirene by the arm, and hurried her toward the carriage. He bumped more than one person, forcing them aside. He thrust the queen up into the luxury box.

“For mercy’s sake,” she balked as she scrambled inside. “You do not have to be—”

He slammed the door. Secured it. Pounded the hull. “To the castle. Stop for no one!”

The carriage lurched away, and Furymark mounted and rode alongside, the market strangely empty and quiet, save sniffles, sobs, and nervous chatter.

Burly Azyant trudged toward him, face and jerkin bloodied. “A handful escaped into the streets, but we ran them down.”

“Good,” Vorn growled. “Where did they come from? How?”

“Unknown. It was unprecedented,” Tarac said.

“Agreed,” Vorn said as they moved toward their destriers. “Ba’moori and Lathain, see that the injured are tended. Discover if anyone can answer where these savages came from. I had not thought Irukandji coordinated like this. I will await your report.”

“Yes, my prince.”

Vorn appreciated the way Azyant and Tarac stayed with him as they left the now-chaotic market. They galloped down the street, which would dump them onto the main road back to the castle. Yet, the thought of returning to it galled. He did not want to hear his brother accusing him once more of failing in his duties. The same king who in months had not left the castle or his bottle. Nor managed to sire an heir.

“I am impressed,” Tarac called, hooves clopping loudly against the cobbles. “You handled well a certain reminder by your sovereign of a shared past, did not hesitate to go to ground against the savages. You should be impressed, too.”

“Depressed is more like.”

“He speaks true, sire,” Azyant said. “You are much changed since Tarac dragged you out of The Iron eleven months ago.”

He smirked at the man more prone to revelry than any other of the Four. But the truth was that night had been the bottom of the pit for Vorn, lost in his anger and ale. That night Tarac suggested Vorn adopt the stringent lifestyle that had kept Tarac grounded—the way of the Muqqadas Ritsar, the most holy knights of the Jherakan Order, devout in their commitment to the Ancient.

Azyant gave a grunt and swiped a hand over his mouth and beard. “Speaking of The Iron . . .” He pointed to the tavern just visible down the side street. “We could slake our thirst after such a grand victory. Surely one drink will not hurt.”

From his mount, Vorn eyed the place where he had once spent much time and even more coin on ale and chatelaines. He swallowed against the lure of that place, grateful there was a stronger, more powerful pull northward. “I will meet you back at the castle.” And with that, he guided his destrier down another road, knowing his First would pace him.

Dusk and its scant, dying light doused the people making their way home from mills and factories. Carefully, he picked his way around them and up the hill, lured onward by the somber amber light behind stained glass windows, barely visible ahead.

“Please, my lord.” A boy darted out, spooking the horse, which shifted aside and neighed. “Coin for food. My ma’ma is sick, and we have six mou’vs to feed. Please, sir!”

Hand sliding to the small pouch he kept for such instances, Vorn then noticed a swarm of urchins appear at the edges of the street. An ambush, was it?

A cluster of light-colored patches hugged the corners of a stoop, snagging his attention. After passing a coin to the boy, who then darted off, Vorn felt his heart and courage fall from their high perch. Three more children—two girls and a boy, none older than ten—huddled there, coughing. Sniffling.

What is this . . .?

He diverted around the stoop, but he knew he could not pass them. Ignore their plight. Not with the new Creed he abided. With a sigh, Vorn drew back the reins and dismounted. This is a bad idea . . . Traveling with but one guard in a not-so-reputable area . . . Still, he turned to the children. When they cowered, he pushed a smile into his face and crouched. “Hello. What are your names?”

The younger two shrank away, whimpering and the oldest girl regarded him warily. “Werza,” she said, “but we ain’t s’posed to talk to strangers.”

“A good rule in general. I am Vorn.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you the prince?”

Maybe here his title could buy goodwill. “I am. Can you tell me where your parents are?”

“Dead,” she said morosely. “Blue fever it was. Happened last holiday.”

“Sire,” Tarac said quietly, “we should—”

“And what of your grandparents, aunts? Uncles?”

“We ain’t got none.” Rank odor wafted from the family of children. How long had they been here? “Please don’t call the magistrate. They’ll put us in the dungeon, and what with Sili’s sickness, we’ll die there.”

Sickness? Was he putting himself at risk? The parents had died of blue fever . . . “I won’t let that happen,” Vorn said firmly, heart tugging at the wide eyes and smudged faces. “What of the foundling home?”

“They told us to go away, that they were full.”

He could not leave them here. “I am going to the Sanctuary. Will you come with me? I can ensure you will receive a warm meal and place to sleep tonight.”

“Sili can’t walk. She’s too sick.”

“She can ride my Black. You can, too. Would that be okay?” With her agreement, Vorn lifted the little ones onto his horse. He walked the horse up the last of the hill and into the courtyard of the church. He tied off his Black and lowered the children to the path, then carried the littlest to the small, arched side door.

Two older women in habits and head coverings straightened, then quickly curtseyed. “Your Highness.”

“These children are in need of benevolence, Sisters. See to it.” He was not one to order religious devotees, but he knew his title carried weight, and he did not want an argument about the care of these three. “Clothe them and find a place at the foundling home for them.”

“Oh,” the rounder of the two said, eyebrows lifting. “They been overrun for months, sir. There are no beds to be had.”

“Overrun?” He frowned, confused. “Since when? There are over a hundred beds—”

“Since”—the woman seemed to restrain herself—“the last two years.”

Vorn scowled. That was when his brother had come to the throne. “Then buy a cot and keep them here—in my quarters, if you must. Send the tab to the castle. It will be paid.” He would brook no further argument. With that, he strode in through the interior door and down a long, narrow passage. He let himself through a heavy, machi-wood door. Candlelight flickered and danced down the rows of pews and drew him to the dais. There, he inclined his head. Knelt. Closed his eyes. And paid penance for the taking of lives.
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The next evening, after what must have been an hour on his knees again, he heard the approach of boots. Tentative steps, but he knew that stride. He pushed to his feet and stared at the crafted-glass image of the sun, now lit by candlelight, not its fading kin outside.

For his First to interrupt this time of ritual—one Tarac himself had taught him—told Vorn this must be significant. He pivoted and started out of the small chapel. “What is it?”

“I think you should come to The Iron.”

Scowling, Vorn eyed him. “What—”

“Not to imbibe. But to listen. Ba’moori has returned from scouting.”

“The savages.”

Tarac nodded.

Ten minutes delivered them to the stoop of the tavern.

“My prince,” a reveler proclaimed. “It has been too long since you joined us.”

In spite of himself, Vorn smiled at the greeting. Soon, though, other voices came to his ears.

“Who wants him here anyway? His own brother is breaking our backs!”

“Aye, they live in luxury while we struggle to put food on the table.”

And yet, you spend your coin in a tavern. Expression tight, Vorn navigated the crowds to the rear where Azyant, Ba’moori, and Lathain were already seated. There was something primal about Vorn’s presence, something that drew out the chattel and the rabble. He had not even made it halfway through the common room when he sensed the voluptuous form of Tarielye sauntering his way. And oh, she looked good.

Not trusting himself to speak, Vorn shook his head and finally reached the table. “What did you find?”

Ba’moori shared a grave look with Lathain, who gulped from a tankard. “We found little about the Irukandji here, except that there have been sightings and skirmishes for the last few weeks. It will take scouting patrols along the border to find where they are coming from.”

And this was why Tarac pulled him from his time of penitence? He glanced at his First.

“Tell him about the people,” Tarac said.

Ba’moori gave him a long look. “There is unrest.”

“There’s always unrest. One group or another always feels sligh—”

“It’s more than that. Tamuro implemented another tax while we were here, escorting the queen.”

Vorn bit back an oath.

“The people are crushed and growing angry, desperate,” Lathain said.

“Though none spoke it directly, I believe there may be some sort of . . . collusion between some party in Forgelight and the Irukandji.” Dark eyes sparked with ferocity as Tarac lowered his voice. “It was no coincidence the savages attacked the market today.”

“You suggest someone in our court colludes with Hirakys?” Anger roiled through Vorn. “That is treason.”

“It is the only possibility,” Tarac amended. “But perhaps not with Hirakys itself. That remains unproven. It could be the raiders are acting independently of the Hirakyn court—though they’ve never before shown that sort of coordinated initiative. On the other hand, you have taught us coincidence is the traitor’s excuse.”

“Regardless, we must increase patrols in the city,” Lathain said. “Stay on top—”

“That is merely treating the symptoms,” Vorn said quietly. “Between the market and the chapel, I found a dozen children in the streets, hungry and sick. I’ve never seen it this bad.”

“Aye, the tenements are overflowing and disease rates are soaring.”

“Can you suggest the king—”

“If I suggest anything,” Vorn hissed, “I will be thrown out of the palace on my ear, perhaps even removed from the line completely. Then what good would I be to anyone? I must maintain my position so we can try to stay on top of things. Tamuro knew I would not be there to stop him today.” He balled his fist and sighed. Had Yirene known the role she played? He shook off the thought. “But . . . agreed—increase patrols. Offer rewards for information about the raiders. I want to hear every whisper of a raider or attack.”

He may have no control over what the Crown did or said, but he would not let another Thundred smother the people. Spending time among them for so many years in his rebellious youth—they were more family to him than his own brother.

“Shouldn’t you be back in that palace of yours, finding ways to help your people rather than finding more taxes to break us?”

Azyant and Ba’moori came to their feet. “Beg off—”

“What,” the man taunted, “is the prince afraid of the truth? He can’t handle—”

Vorn rose and stayed his men. “Your words and resentment are heard, good sir.”

The man barked a laugh. “Oh, are they?” The way he slurred his r warned of his inebriated state. “By a drunken prince who spends more time with chatelaines than—”

“Enough,” Tarac barked. “You speak to—”

“Leave it,” Vorn instructed. “It’s not worth it—”

“I’m not worth it, eh?” The man lunged at him.

Vorn deflected the incoming punch, a clumsy effort by a man who’d had too much drink. He caught the man’s arm and twisted him around, pinning him to the wall. “I think, good sir, it is time for you to go home.”

“What home? That Tamuro taxed it right out from under me.”

Vorn released him and stepped back. Looked to the tavernkeeper. “Get him into a room. I’ll pay for the night.” As the tension of the moment faded, the man all but carried to a room abovestairs, Vorn resumed his seat.

“You should have been firstborn,” a gravelly voice spoke.

Was there no peace to be had? Vorn lifted his gaze to the well-dressed man, irritated when he realized who wore the expensive undervest and boots. “You mistake my mood, Gi.”

“How is it possible that both king and heir could be so inept—”

Vorn came up. It was one thing to receive insult from a drunkard, but from a politician who was paid by the Crown . . .

Again, chatter died, tension rifling the thick air as Furymark flanked Vorn.

“Oh, be not offended, my prince,” Haarzen Gi said with smooth deference. “We both know I speak truth. Anyone has but to look around to see the state of the realm.” He inclined a head that brought to mind the Giessen domes—shiny atop with a rim of russet around the lower edges. Being commissioner to the throne meant he owed his livelihood to Tamuro, who had appointed him. But it also meant he had his finger on the pulse of the realm. Which made his next words as shocking as they were believable. “Clearly, the better man for the throne sits here.”

Vorn lifted the drink before him. Only when Tarac cleared his throat did he realize he had grabbed Azyant’s tankard of ale without thinking. He slammed it down, not out of anger, but to let the commissioner know he was not here to entertain politicians. “I neither deserve nor want your flattery.” From his right, a tankard filled with the fruity concoction of chilled cordi slid into his hand. He gulped it.

“You are not the same prince who so often frequented this tavern before the coronation of Queen Yirene.”

“And you know this because . . . your spies have reported it?” Vorn leaned forward. “Because in all the years I did offer my patronage to The Iron, I never saw you here.”

Gi ignored the suggestion and kept talking. “The change is good—and the people are talking about you after the way you protected not only the queen, but the people, and then the children.”

Vorn did not like this. The man was spying on him.

Gi waved to the crowded tavern. “Look around you, my prince. Your people rally and enjoy that you sit among them. It is a very shrewd tactic to gain their approval.”

Vorn barked a laugh. “You mean the lowest of Jherako know I am a reveler and drunkard?”

“A reveler, perhaps,” Haarzen Gi said with a shrug. “However, in these many months since Tamuro gained the throne, never have you left The Iron in your cups. And I have watched the barkeep fill your tankard this eve, not with ale but cordi—unfermented cordi.”

Unsettled, Vorn said nothing, suddenly too aware of the way the tavern had fallen quiet, all attention drawn to them, to the dangerous ideas growing in the yeast of discontent. “Move along, Gi. I would be with friends this eve, and your careless words could land you—”

“I am not alone in my thoughts that you belong on the throne.”

“You edge dangerously close to treason,” Vorn hissed in a lowered voice. “Think you I want a throne whose supports are weakened by the pecking of greedy politicians and rampant treachery? It is a responsibility not my own.”

“So you would perpetuate the complacency and corruption of the Crown?”

Vorn balled his fists at the accusation.

“My prince,” Lathain whispered, voice tight. “An augur.” He nodded to a swell of movement in the dark reaches of the tavern.

“Have you enjoyed the pleasures of the chatelaines this eve, Prince Vaanvorn?” A haggard woman shuffled toward them, her hunched frame seeming to struggle to bear the weight of the dingy clothes she wore.

“No,” he bit out, not sure what she was doing or why she intruded on their conversation.

“You speak true. In fact you have not in some time,” she wheezed. “It is good, for one day soon you will enjoy the pleasure of a Lady—”

“You are mistaken.”

“A real Lady, my prince. A consort.” Somehow she appeared to brighten the closer she came. It was the gray hair—scraggly and wild as the foamy wakes of the sea—rustling beneath an unfelt breeze.

Inside a tavern?

“‘Eschew the woman immersed in the ways of the Fallen and debased,’” Tarac said quietly as he lifted his mug.

Hearing the Code in regard to this augur reminded Vorn of the new path his boots had been set upon. To rely on the Codes and a life committed to the Ancient, not on . . . others. “You are gravely mistaken in that, crone.” To have a consort, he would need to be king, and thank the seas he was not under that burden.

Rheumy brown eyes rose to his as she stabbed a gnarled finger at him. “I speak true. Before this night is out, you will feel that anchor, Prince Vaanvorn Thundred.” As she looked up at him, those eyes grew clear and almost . . . violet. “To your shoulders not only will come the weight of rule but the burden of saving an entire realm on the brink of drowning.”

Vorn’s mind flashed to that day in the market—purple-then-brown eyes distracting him before the attack. Unnerved, he blinked, and the eerie moment passed. He stood, ready to leave this godforsaken place.

“Fail to protect Jherako,” the crone continued, “and you will undoubtedly pay the consequences.”

Gi stood beside the augur now, no doubt pleased that his words had, of a sort, been repeated by the crone. The two seemed one and the same. But what was that?

His four captains arcing behind him, Vorn ignored the crone—she was no threat—but focused on the one who posed a risk, considering the position he held. “Is that a threat, Commissioner?”

“Call it a . . . diagnosis,” Gi said as he smiled down at the augur, “just as a pharmakeia would diagnose the weeping wound of a soldier and predict its outcome based on the rank odor of infection wafting from it.”

The tavern door slammed open, ushering in a contingent of Furymark.

No, not merely Furymark. Kingsguard. The small unit negotiated the crowded tavern, led by a uniformed officer. At the silver waves on the man’s shoulders that indicated he was Sword of the King, Vorn fought back a wash of dread. Knew then that each step the officer took tolled the last minutes of Vorn
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