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        For the soul who stood by me.

        And for Optimus and Megatron,

        the best broken brotherhood of them all.
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        If you are looking for a romantasy,

        respectfully, this is not the book for you.
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        The Gifted King is a tragic grimdark epic high fantasy villain origin story with heavy themes. Reader discretion is advised as this book contains:

      

        

      
        Sexual content, graphic violence, gore, adult language, murder, blood, suicidal thoughts, toxic relationships, vague mentions of (off-page) physical and sexual abuse, vague mentions of (off-page) physical and sexual assault, pregnancy, childbirth, emergency cesarean section (C-section) delivery, a traumatic birth experience, terminal illness, death, sudden loss, death of parents, death of a romantic partner/significant other, death of an infant, death of a pregnant woman, animal (bear) attack, killing of an animal (bear), shapeshifting, strong experiences of grief and guilt.

      

        

      
        If you experience tokophobia, please note this book features pregnancy and childbirth as major events and ongoing themes.

      

        

      
        Please read with care and prioritize your well-being.
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      The Ark - The Ahrk

      Invar - Inn-vahr

      Tzaddik - TZa-Deek

      Rondiel - Ronn-dee-ell

      Erembour - Air-emm-bore

      Vhogare - Voe-gaire

      Elias - Eh-lie-ahs

      Alastair - Ah-lah-stair

      Aadriek - Ah-drihk

      Milan - Mee-lahn

      Einar - Eye-nahr

      Soleil - So-lay

      Maura - Mou-rah

      Anchora - Ann-kor-ah

      Maria - MAH-ree-uh

      Solis - Soul-iss

      Viridis - Vihr-ih-dees

      Nivalis - Nee-vah-lees

      Yigael - Yeeh-gah-ael

      Azrail - Azz-rae-ill
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      If the world burned, I’d be happy to die with her.

      Vhogare smiled as he traced his thumb across Soleil’s porcelain cheek, marveling at the softness of his lover’s skin. In a sea of faces, he’d somehow found the one soul that matched his own. His violent, storming peace. After years of loving her in secret, Vhogare still could not believe she wished to be his.

      Vast swirls of sunlight fell across Soleil’s radiant features. Her hair, black to the point it was almost indigo, splayed over her bare shoulders, reminding him of the garden’s blue roses at midnight. All the years the earth had turned, all the places in the world that such a fire-hearted woman could be, and Soleil woke up next to him. Surely it was some miracle that she chose him, that they lived at the same time and drew breath in the same room.

      Noonlight fractured through the stained-glass windows of Vhogare’s chambers in the west wing—the ruby dragon depicted in the scene painted the stone floor with dancing oranges and reds of fire and blood. Each shard of vivid glass captured the light, illuminating the dust motes floating in the thick summer air.

      With a soft moan at his touch, Soleil awoke, pinning Vhogare with a smile brighter than the sun on ice. She pressed against him, naked, under the sheets.

      His midnight sun. His mirror.

      “You are the wind to my fire, you know that?” Vhogare whispered, still tired from their night before.

      The castle hummed, a hive of bees thrumming with preparations for the celebratory hunt. But Soleil had found some time to sneak away again and meet him in his chambers in the middle of the day. To his shame, he’d dozed off after their rendezvous.

      “And you are my wild flame.” She kissed his cheek. “What woke you?”

      He turned to gaze at the canopy above them. Dark silver fabric draped from the ceiling covered his carved four-poster bed in heavy cloth. The castle might as well have been melting; heat and humidity pasted the thin silk sheets to his skin, and he’d let the fire die out. White-hot ash now smoldered in the hearth, sending smoke curling around the two matching chairs in front of the fireplace.

      To his left, his stone balcony’s curtains billowed, letting in the summer breeze. The thick material rasped against the black granite floor. But it had not been the heat or the dying fire’s sweet smoke that woke him, nor the dutiful servants clattering down the halls outside his door.

      “I was thinking about. . . .” Before Vhogare could speak of his father’s health or Milan’s succession, the thoughts turned to ash on his tongue.

      Soleil propped herself against his chest and raked her fingers through his straight, black hair. “You shouldn’t let Milan trouble you so,” she advised, surmising his thoughts.

      “Easy for you to say,” he scoffed. “Your brother was a saint.”

      “Hardly.” She huffed a sad laugh before gravity stole over her lovely visage. “But my brother died in a ditch before he even made it to serve on your Council. Yours is still alive, and you should try to repair this . . . rift between you.”

      Vhogare sighed and kissed her knuckles. Soleil’s brother, Corbyn, had been her guiding light, her mooring in the world. The poor man had died from a horse riding accident mere months before accepting his appointment to the royal council—a move he’d prepared for all his life. Byn’s death had been more than three years ago, and Soleil still wept for him some nights.

      Since losing him, she spent her days training to be the Crown’s head historian. Their current archivist would abdicate the office soon to spend his final days in the countryside, and Soleil, with her penchant for language and art, was a stellar candidate for the role. She attended every Council meeting, often consulting with the king himself on matters of import, and Vhogare never found himself at a loss of pride in her achievements.

      Meanwhile, Vhogare’s own brother sat in his musty royal study hall most days, reading, and had about as much guiding light to offer as cold ash.

      “Do you think he knows he’s a disappointment?” Vhogare asked before changing his voice to mimic the announcers at the melees and jousts. “Milan,” he announced, waving a hand for dramatic effect. “A steady hand to guide the kingdom, but a vile bastard behind closed doors.”

      Soleil snickered at his theatrics before sobering. “Has he truly wounded you so terribly?” she pouted.

      When Vhogare didn’t answer, she trailed a knuckle along the muscle of his neck. “You shouldn’t be so harsh toward him.” Soleil danced her fingertips over his collarbone, drawing fire across his skin. “We don’t keep those we love as long as we hope.” She pressed a warm, soft hand over his heart. “Mend things. What trouble can Milan cause us behind all those books?”

      “What trouble?” Vhogare snorted. “Whenever he deigns to seek human company, he speaks nothing but ill of you. Of us. If anyone’s going to let our secret out, it will be him.” He ran a hand over his dark beard in irritation, wishing he’d shaved before summer set in.

      Soleil rolled her eyes before pressing her lips against his bare chest, inhaling the rich, distinctive scent of the sandalwood cologne he imported just for her. “He wouldn’t dare,” she whispered against his skin. “Any accusation against you is a stain on the family name, and a coronation is the worst time for a scandal.”

      “Don’t put it past him. Besides, Father has been fighting day and night to secure the succession, even in his fragile condition.” Vhogare’s stomach churned, and he clenched the silk sheets in his calloused fist. “Yet Milan makes no move to step into his crown unless he’s asked. Not a day’s gone by that my dear brother hasn’t reminded me of his birthright, and now that it’s at the door, he lingers to take it.”

      “So make peace with him before he inherits the throne,” she sighed, gazing up at him. “Or else he will shut you out. What good is it to be a prince with no real power?”

      “I will not bend the knee just for his good graces.” He tucked her dark hair behind her ear. “Respect is not begged for. It is earned.”

      Soleil gave him a fierce smile. “Be that as it may, we get one life, my darling. And it is far too short.” She pressed a quick kiss to his lips and sat astride him. Her lilac and lavender scent swept over him, and Vhogare filled his lungs. Pride swelled in his chest at the slight curve of her pregnant belly, and he slid his hands up her sides.

      “We can’t waste any time,” she beamed. “Which is why”—Soleil reached across him, and he kissed her breasts as she retrieved something from the top drawer of his nightstand—“I had your nameday present fashioned early.”

      Vhogare stiffened. “You know I don’t celebrate.”

      No one in the castle did. His mother had died giving birth to him, and it felt heartless to hold a festival on the day she passed. Not to mention his father had outright forbidden it.

      “I know,” Soleil said with an exasperated exhale. “But I do.” She concealed the gift in her cupped hands and gave him a playful pout. “And you never deny me my happiness.”

      “Very well.” Relenting, he folded his hands behind his head and shut his eyes to await her surprise.

      “Don’t be silly,” she said, “you can look.”

      Vhogare smirked and cracked open an eye.

      Grinning, Soleil unfolded her hands and unveiled his nameday gift: a tiny pewter dragon cast in exquisite detail. The silver beast was rendered in mid-flight, its mighty wings flared wide and its teeth bared as if it breathed fire. In its chest rested a blood-red ruby in the shape of a heart.

      Vhogare’s throat ached. Ancient dragons were noble creatures, blessed with such wisdom, grace, and strength that all the kings of the earth admired them. The Crown’s royal guild must’ve worked for ages to deliver such a gift.

      “Do you like it?” Soleil whispered, anxious. “I overheard King Ulrich say your mother loved the old dragons, and I studied for days to get every detail right. I think Queen Seonna would be proud to know her son is the very embodiment of their strength.”

      “It is—” He choked words around the knot in his throat. “I cannot believe you did this for me.”

      Vhogare’s heart seized at her kindness, his eyes stinging as he turned the small statue over in his hand. The beast was majestic, ruthless, and unflinching, powerful in every way. “I’ve never owned anything so beautiful.”

      “I’m so happy you like it,” Soleil beamed. She waved a hand at the row of paltry presents Milan had gifted him over the years, left to collect dust on the mantle. “Promise me you won’t just put it on a shelf somewhere.”

      “Never.” Love burned like a consuming fire in his chest, and Vhogare smudged his tears away with the back of his hand. “I will keep it with me all of my days,” he swore, forcing out words as his chin trembled. He pressed the mighty figure against his heart as if he could meld it to his soul. “How did you even get this in here?”

      Soleil flashed him a mischievous wink, pleased with herself and her gift. “I do whatever I want, my prince. Whether you’re watching or not.” She broke into a brilliant smile. “I’m thinking of making the dragon my seal when I become the royal historian.” Soleil gestured to a chest by the door. “I’ve already had my robes made.”

      His brows shot up. “Shouldn’t you keep them at your manor?”

      “Don’t worry,” she chastised, cutting him off. “No one saw me carrying them up here.” Soleil gave him a wicked smirk. “I wanted you to see me in them first.”

      Vhogare clutched the silver dragon to his chest and reached up to tangle his fingers in her hair, pulling her down for a searing kiss. Her soft, dark hair fell around him like a curtain blocking out the world, and Vhogare lost himself in her lavender scent. For a moment, they were the only souls on the face of the earth, and she was heaven in his arms.

      He slowed their kiss, and Soleil softened against him, moaning before she broke away to press her forehead against his. A lovely blush flamed across her cheeks. “You don’t have to thank me,” she whispered, rubbing the tip of her nose against his.

      “Don’t deny me my happiness,” Vhogare growled, and Soleil sank down onto him.

      Vhogare’s free hand drifted down the smooth skin of her back, and she shivered. Inhaling, he settled his palm on her hip, memorizing every curve. Soleil arched into his touch, and he savored the effect he had on her.

      They’d need to be quick. Soon, she’d have to sneak back through the hidden passageway in his suite and make her presence known at the feast before people started asking questions. Hours in Soleil’s embrace were not enough, but he wouldn’t risk her image at court. It was all she had. All her family had. And she’d been far too careful for him to sully her good name out of selfishness.

      Just this once, he could be fast. Vhogare deepened their kiss and melted into her perfect chaos. He wouldn’t waste a damned second.
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      The castle’s chapel loomed large before Vhogare. Built from black marble, its lofty, vaulted ceiling and ornate goldwork glowed in the light of the thousand candles lining the altars of the sanctuary. Sweet smoke drifted from incense pans and standing braziers, rising through the colossal carved columns depicting the Ark’s three celestial horsemen: Rondiel, Tzaddik, and Erembour—Justice, Judgment, and Chaos.

      Each horseman stood faceless, their figures shrouded in cloaks and mysteries. Only their weapons set them apart—and their sacred metals. Gold for justice, bronze for judgment, and silver for chaos.

      Vhogare’s footsteps echoed like thunderclaps on the stone floor as he strode down the center aisle. Harun, the head cleric, inclined his head at Vhogare as he made his way to the adjacent scriptorium. The other attending holy souls worked to remove wax from the stone altars and candelabras, the rustle of their long, rich robes whispering in the silence. Halfway through the pews, a strange prickle slid down Vhogare’s back like a cold knife. He glanced over his shoulder, unnerved.

      The statue of Chaos flickered. Shadows thrown by the candles shifted in an odd pattern across the stone. The difference was nigh imperceptible, but there was something unnatural about the light’s movement across the marble—something unsettling that tapped at his senses.

      Vhogare suppressed a shiver at the inexplicable perception of being watched and continued his path to the main altar. The faceless horseman seemed to track Vhogare as he knelt beside his father in front of the seventh supporting pillar.

      “You always were impatient,” King Ulrich growled out of the side of his mouth. He did not look up from his prayers. “Could you not leave me in peace for one hour?”

      Vhogare stiffened but pressed his palms over his heart and bowed his head in reverence. “I would never dream of interrupting your communion.”

      His father snorted, and Vhogare concentrated on his prayers.

      The Ark’s pillar rose high above him in the beautiful chapel. Carved in the likeness of living flame, it stood, revered, at the front of the worship chamber. No one knew the Creator’s face, only that He was the well that all life sprang from, the ship that carried all souls. So in His honor, the kings of the past erected a mighty column of rare marble streaked through with veins of fire, bright and powerful and full of life.

      For a heartbeat, Vhogare allowed his shoulders to relax. The chapel always brought him a sense of peace. Safety.

      A basin had been carved into the base of the Ark’s pillar, a vast well of holy fire, and the heat from the eternal flame within warmed Vhogare as he knelt on the cool stone. Kept by faithful holy clerics, the fire never burnt out, never guttered or dwindled low.

      Vhogare wished he could say the same for his father. Forty years ago, the once-mighty king of Anchora had saved the country from a merciless dictator with only his wits and an iron fist. King Ulrich had ascended to the throne with honor—or as much as one could spare with that much blood on his hands. After becoming Anchor King, he’d married a beautiful woman, established a faithful council, and sired two sons late in his days. But Vhogare had killed his mother at birth. He’d turned in the womb, and the holy men had cut him from Queen Seonna’s belly and let her bleed out on the sheets.

      Twenty-five years had passed, and his father had never let him forget it. Time had worn on, and the Anchor King’s sandy hair had grown gray, his full beard patchy, and he groaned every time he moved. The man’s limbs—so strong in youth—were withered and thin. Stale, cloying scents of ointments and cloves clung to Ulrich’s clothes, and a wracking cough plagued him, waking and sleeping. But no sickness in the world could take the steel out of his father’s gray eyes. They were sharp as swords, even as King Ulrich glanced across at him in his vulnerable state.

      Vhogare kept his gaze steadfast on the fire. He used to beg the Ark for his father’s life—plead that Ulrich’s health and strength be restored—but perhaps it was not meant to be. Though it had taken Vhogare years, he’d made peace with the old king’s condition. But that did not mean he had time to dawdle.

      The sand in his father’s hourglass drained fast, and Vhogare needed to ask this final favor while he still could. When the king had finished praying, Vhogare helped him stand and sit in one of the elegant marble pews lining the chamber.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” King Ulrich said before Vhogare could ask the question he’d come for. “Our master of gold was caught stealing from the royal coffers.”

      The attending clerics stopped their busy work and left to join Harun in the scriptorium, giving Vhogare and his father privacy.

      When they had all left, Vhogare snorted. “Midas has had his hands in our affairs for years. Why discipline him now?”

      “Because his wife’s come to town with their daughter, Maura,” King Ulrich answered. He ran a hand over his ornamental silver breastplate, and Vhogare started. His father was not one for showmanship. Most days, he forsook the chains and collars of his high office for practical armor. But today, he wore his black armor and the regal necklace Queen Seonna had given him on their wedding day. The sight of his mother’s blue northern sapphire churned Vhogare’s heart.

      “Zarine has a good mind for numbers,” the king continued, noting Vhogare’s reaction. “I’m inducting a new keeper of laws and captain of the guard before Milan’s coronation. Our current staff has their . . . reservations about your brother’s aptitude, and I need to smooth his way.”

      Vhogare’s face flushed. His father was asking for advice. He thought long and hard before giving it. “Make it publicly known that Midas was stealing from the crown, then behead him in front of the city. All the common folk will cheer you; our royal coffers care for them as well as us.”

      King Ulrich scowled. “His family would not cheer.”

      Vhogare smirked at the blatant test. Einar, the king’s Right Hand and spymaster, had uncovered horrendous things about their master of gold. “His wife and daughter can watch. After all Midas has done to them, they’ll thank you for it. But make the new law keeper and captain watch, too. They won’t dare cross Milan after that.”

      His father studied him for a long, long moment. “And what of blood vengeance?”

      “Vengeance?” Vhogare scoffed. “Justice. Midas stole from us. We steal from him. His name, his honor, and his life should suffice. Say Milan orders it, and my dear brother won’t have to raise a finger to buy the entire country’s fear and respect in one move.”

      “Do you propose a new master of gold?”

      Vhogare cracked a lazy smile. “Not master, mistress. Maura has hated her father for years and with good reason. Have Zarine serve as mistress of gold for now and train her daughter to be her apprentice. When Maura comes of age, she can have the position.”

      To Vhogare’s immense pride, his father nodded. “Consider it done. Now, what is it?” King Ulrich rubbed his knees, already aching from his brief time at prayer. “You’ve got that look about you. Something’s gnawing at your mind.”

      Vhogare had learned long ago not to hesitate when speaking with the king. “Soleil. I’ve no doubt your spies have told you how I feel about her.” Heaven knew his father had not asked about the matter himself. “I’ve come to ask for her hand in marriage. I know she is not of royal blood, but she comes from Pax Anchora’s greatest house and boasts a good bloodline. She is a woman of grace and poise, intelligence, and a strong will, admired amongst ambassadors and scholars alike. Her diligence in preparing for her work as head historian speaks volumes. In two years, when our archivist retires, she will be the first woman in history to hold such an office. And her parents have been nothing but loyal to you⁠—”

      “No.” King Ulrich looked up at him with the hard gray eyes of a man who had seen far too many battlefields.

      Vhogare’s heart flattened. He’d held his one dream out to his father, only for the man to smother it beneath his iron fist. Anger rose in Vhogare’s throat, but he fought his indignation down. Hooking his thumb on his sword belt, he tried to pretend he wasn’t hurt. “I don’t understand.”

      “She is a jewel, aye,” his father agreed. “A daughter of such a great house could have sat back and enjoyed the spoils of court, but she joined an esteemed apprenticeship and has worked tirelessly to carve her own name. I could not have made you a better match myself.” King Ulrich raised a stiff finger. “But she has a bright future, and I will not have a woman of such intelligence tied to a man like you. You are unworthy of her, and you will leave Soleil out of your path.”

      Heat spread across Vhogare’s neck, running down his back like sharp, prickling-hot knives. “You are on your deathbed,” he snapped, dropping all pretense of goodwill between them. “Milan is all but on the throne, and you would deny me this one shred of happiness?”

      “My spies have done far more than tell me of your . . . affections.” His father broke off in a painful cough before raising his gray-bearded chin. “She lights your fire, and you already have too much to burn.”

      “She is the water to my⁠—”

      “Ah ah, do not play me for a fool, boy.” Latching a hand on the pew’s marble armrest, King Ulrich struggled to his feet. “I know that flame well. It is unquenchable. You have been the shadow of my sins since the day you were born. The darkest parts of my nature were given to me again as a punishment. And you will make no fit husband.”

      “Mother loved you well enough,” Vhogare spat.

      Hatred hardened in King Ulrich’s eyes at what Vhogare left unsaid. Mother loved you, and I do not.

      Smothering a cough, Vhogare’s father gave him a mirthless, tight-lipped smile. “Seonna endured me.” The way Ulrich said her name made it feel like her ghost was in the room. “If I could’ve spared your dear mother her pain, kept her from the bloodshed she endured at my side, I would have. Such a faithful woman deserved far better.”

      Better than me? Vhogare almost roared. But the king didn’t need to say it. He’d made his point well enough. So, instead of breaking, cracking apart, and exposing the rawest parts of himself, Vhogare slicked his hair back and stood up straighter.

      His father drew himself up, as well, as if preparing to deliver a blow. “You are my blood, son, but I wish you were not,” King Ulrich said in a tone colder than a gravestone. “And you are not Milan. You are not made for the throne. Yours is the sword, and I will not give you my blessing to lay her on the blade of your ambition.”

      Vhogare’s mind emptied, his shoulders going slack at his father’s words. He opened his mouth to retort, to beg, to demand, but King Ulrich cut him off. “I’ll have Midas imprisoned. The castle will be in your charge while we are away on the hunt. See to it that he is executed before I return.”

      Vhogare gaped at his father. “I am not going?”

      “Have I led you to believe that you were?”

      “Leave the bloody castellan in charge!” Vhogare shouted.

      Harun poked his head around the adjacent doorway and scowled with disapproval. “Your Highness, the chapel is a place of peace.”

      King Ulrich huffed. The high cleric had never been afraid to speak his mind, but the holy men of the Fire were a law unto themselves, and royal though he was, Vhogare could not rebuke them.

      Vhogare waved an apology and lowered his voice. “I am your son,” he continued to his father when Harun had gone. “A prince of Anchora. I should be there.”

      King Ulrich did not so much as blink at him. “Your brother will be there.”

      Vhogare stepped into his father’s face. “Elias and Joanna are my closest friends. I will be there to celebrate the birth of their child. If you wish to stop me, you’ll have to imprison me, and we’ll see how well Milan fares on his own.”

      The king fixed him with a cool, merciless gaze that saw far, far too much. “Very well. But you will behead Midas yourself when we return.” Ulrich put his cane against Vhogare’s chest and shoved his son back a step to clear the path to the door. “And end things with Soleil. When her studies are complete, she will take her seat on Milan’s Council, and I will not have you soiling her integrity.”

      Vhogare’s heart fell out of his chest. He stood rooted to the stone, staring daggers in the king’s back as the man limped down the center aisle with defiant dignity. His father’s rich silver robes dragged across the bare stone with the sound of the wind cutting through thin trees, and Vhogare suppressed a shiver.

      King, he might be, but Ulrich was a ghost with too much blood on his hands and too little battle glory left to outweigh it. Guilt followed around him like a loyal hound. The man’s days were hell, and his nights were miserable. Vhogare often woke to the sounds of his father’s agony winding through the castle’s stone halls, and it broke a part of him to share such hate with the man who gave everything for their kingdom.

      Ulrich was cold and vicious but firm and wise in matters of state and war. His prowess over the kingdom was undeniable. Though Vhogare wrestled against his father’s strict line and iron fist, his heart still broke over the tragedy of a mighty soldier worn down by time. Failures in fatherhood aside, Ulrich ruled well, and the kingdom would be worse off without him.

      But such admirable qualities gave him no right to be such an ass.

      Vhogare’s mind was still wheeling, trying to decipher some way around his father’s warnings, when Milan strode in, freshly shaven and clad head-to-toe in his hunting armor. Vhogare’s elder brother’s honey-blond hair was braided back, and he gleamed in his steel plate and cloak as if he had stepped out of the sun. Everything from his silver collar to his signet ring shone from polishing. But the burning flame behind Vhogare seemed to dampen when the firstborn prince entered the room.

      “So it’s a no on Soleil, then?” Milan drawled. Tossing an orange in his hand, he came to stand next to Vhogare and stared into the eternal fire. The blaze shone too bright in his brother’s red-rimmed eyes, and Vhogare wondered if Milan had been crying.

      Regardless, Vhogare refused his bait. “You heard every word.”

      “And you should not be surprised, dear brother.” Milan poked a few stray hairs back into his half-up braid. “Do you think she’d be with you if you were not a prince?”

      A kernel of doubt tickled at Vhogare’s mind, bitterness rolling into his chest like a storm at Milan’s insinuation. “Soleil is not like that. Which is more than I can say for the lovers you’ve courted over the years.”

      Milan snorted and stripped the peel off the fruit. The sharp scent of citrus erupted into the room, mingling with the warm, cinnamon scent of the eternal fire and tingling Vhogare’s nose.

      “Perhaps so,” Milan agreed, “but spare yourself the pain and put her out of your mind. You delude yourself by thinking you can win his favor this way.”

      “What of you?” Vhogare snapped, rounding on his brother. Harun peeked around the corner again, frowning, and Vhogare dropped his voice to a respectful level until the cleric returned to his duties. “You’re weeks from the crown with no wife,” he hissed, “no children. No spies or staff to your name. What merits you his good nature and favor besides the blood we both share?”

      Any warmth Vhogare’s brother had, he saved for their lessers. Alone in the chapel, there was nothing but frigid intelligence in Milan’s stormy blue eyes. He tore the flesh from a slice of the orange and glared at Vhogare. “Father may have won this throne with an iron fist, but he’s fought forty years to leave his steel behind. A level head for politics and a heart for the people is what will keep our beloved country safe after his death, and that is bought with books and study. Time with the common folk. And meetings. You shirked every hour of statecraft to fornicate with the daughter of our richest, most loyal house without their leave. The king noticed.”

      Cold rage crawled into Vhogare’s stomach, tying it in a vicious knot. “Did he ask you? What to do with our master of gold?”

      Milan’s strong brow knitted together, crinkling his freckles as he popped another slice of orange into his mouth. “Aye.”

      “What did you say?” Vhogare was tired of this humiliating dance with his father and brother. Tired of living under their mercy. It felt far too good to cut Milan open, even if it was just with words. “What should we do with dear Midas?”

      “We should remove him from the Council and send him home.” Milan made a dismissive gesture, unconcerned. “Let the stealing bastard buy his bread some other way. He can break his back at labor for all I care.”

      Vhogare snorted. A steady hand to lead the kingdom. Their father always wanted to believe Milan would be strong enough. The crown prince was smart and fair, if not out of the goodness of his heart, than the intelligence of his craft. He was kind to those beneath him and cunning to those above, and he knew where to stick a knife. But when it came down to it, Milan’s iron fist shook like a leaf, and he chose paper over steel.

      Vhogare curled his lip. “I may have shirked my statecraft, brother, but your level head is useless without a spine.”

      Milan opened his mouth to retort, but Vhogare brushed past him and exited the chapel, striding toward the castle yard. He was already late, and Elias was waiting for him. Relief sloughed through Vhogare like cool water over a burn. Fresh to knighthood, Elias was the brother he never had, and Vhogare would’ve traded a thousand Milans for one hour over a tankard with his friend. At least the spymaster’s son would not sneer at him or cut him with the blades of the past.

      Voices shouting preparations ricocheted off the castle’s high walls. The king had summoned all the country’s great houses to attend the royal hunt and celebrate the expected birth of Elias’s first child. Vhogare plastered a stone smile on his face as he strode beneath the shady fruit trees. Perhaps Milan will fall off his horse, and Soleil and I can elope while Father mourns his precious, scholarly prince.
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      The walk from the chapel to the castle yard was stunning but sweltering. Vhogare ran his hand along the wall of the formidable keep as he went, his fingers grazing the enormous black granite blocks the fortress was built from. The dark stone seemed to devour the sun and claim the heat as its own. Warmth radiated outward, soothing his frayed nerves. Pax Anchora was a living beast, and her crowning castle thrummed with strength.

      A breeze blew through the fragrant fruit trees lining the cobbled path, and red petals drifted across a foreign dignitary lounging on one of the wrought iron benches ahead. The man stood as Vhogare approached, blood-red flowers dancing past him in the wind.

      “Good day,” the stranger said, stepping into Vhogare’s way. Though they were alone, the dignitary did not bow, as all but clerics did to royalty upon first meeting.

      “Good day to you as well,” Vhogare managed after a moment, trying to puzzle out where their visitor was from to abandon such well-known formalities. He swept his gaze over the man. The stranger’s dark armor bore no heraldry or colors belonging to Anchora or her sister kingdoms, and local smiths did not make his distinctive curved blade, but he spoke the continent’s common tongue well enough.

      “Forgive me,” Vhogare hedged, “I don’t believe we’ve met. Have you arrived for the hunt?”

      The dignitary’s black hair and alabaster skin caught the sunlight as he angled his head. “It so happens I am.” He gestured for them to continue walking, and Vhogare fell into step beside him. “Speaking of which,” the stranger continued, “what do you think of such a tradition? Rather bloody business if you ask me.”

      Vhogare shrugged. “Blood buys life. Few things make us appreciate our days more than death.”

      The man nodded. Small streaks of silver decorated the edges of his hair and beard. “Celebratory hunts are . . . uncommon where I’m from.” As they walked, the stranger studied the massive, ancient fruit trees, beautiful with summer’s blooms. His gaze stopped and stuck on the fortress’s colossal protective walls, seventy feet high and thirty feet thick, with battlements that would make the very mountains envious.

      “And where might that be?” Vhogare asked, unnerved by the calculations visible on the man’s face. He checked again for any clue as to where the visitor might hail from and found none.

      “A land beyond the continent.” The dignitary waved a hand in dismissal. “I act as a . . . liaison. An ambassador for powerful individuals. Every so often, I like to dip my toe in the rising nobility to see who I’ll be dealing with as things change.”

      Vhogare’s brows knit together. “Well, then. I assure you, my brother is a strong ally to have.” Best that anyone poking around assumed Milan was formidable, even if it was a lie.

      The man barked a dry laugh. “I’m certain you are more than formidable, as well.”

      Vhogare stopped walking and folded his arms across his chest. He ironed his features out, adopting the cold, unforgiving tone his father so often used in treacherous negotiations. “I try.”

      Unfazed, the dignitary paused to take in the rest of the castle. Each watchtower’s exquisite dark spire pierced the sky like hands raised in worship. The keep’s two beautiful, spiraling towers gave the castle the appearance of a dragon settled against the eastern mountains. A testament to the imagination of the kings of old who’d built such a magnificent stronghold above the glittering loch.

      But the way the man studied everything. . . . He examined their defenses like an invading general surveying a battlefield, or a thief scouting a house he intended to sack.

      Vhogare’s senses itched; he’d seen a similar glint in Milan’s eyes when his brother found an opponent’s weakness at chess. Gut churning, he reached to clasp the man’s wrist. “I did not get your name.”

      “You did not.” The stranger did not take his hand. “But no need to fear, Vhogare.” He smirked and prepared to go, his black cloak fluttering in the gusts of wind. “You’ll know me soon enough.” Walking backward, he sketched a mockery of a bow. “Enjoy the hunt.”

      “Oh, I will.” Vhogare stood rooted in place as he watched the man turn and disappear around the corner of the keep’s wall. He lived his life on gut instinct, and it told him something was wrong.

      Seeking out the castellan, Vhogare informed the man he was departing for the hunt, as well, and left careful instructions to sweep the castle and ensure no one matching the stranger’s description remained behind when they had gone. “And increase the standing guard in our absence,” Vhogare commanded. “I want additional patrols manning the wallwalk until we return. Only your most trusted souls, do you understand?”

      The castellan nodded, and Vhogare patted him on the shoulder in thanks and walked on.

      Perhaps it was a good thing he was going on the hunt, after all. His father, Milan, and Elias would all be in attendance, and no assassin could ask for a better opportunity than a sick man on a horse in the middle of the woods.

      Vhogare’s temper had cooled somewhat by the time he reached the main yard. Normally quiet and peppered with castle folk going about their daily duties, the green teemed with activity. Every head of Anchora’s vassal houses assembled for the royal hunt celebrating the upcoming birth of Elias and Joanna’s child, and they’d brought half the kingdom with them. Magnificent horses barded in blues, reds, and purples tossed their heads and pawed at the earth, turning the verdant castle yard into churned mire. Standard bearers held banners aloft, and knights bore heraldry on their shields, the myriad of colors turning the dark castle into a crown of jewels.

      The kennel master, however, struggled; the wizened old man
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