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Mell Eight


Chapter One

“I’ve been invited to some drinking party tonight,” Rhory said with a sigh of disgust. “Don’t they realize I want to spend my evening relaxing with a book, not drinking and schmoozing for some sort of political claptrap?”

Tycen laughed. “That’s what happens when you’re the younger brother of the king.”

“By only ten minutes,” Rhory muttered angrily. “How do I tell them to leave me alone?”

“Dearest brother, why would you ever turn down an opportunity to drink to your heart’s content?” Tycen vanished into the dressing room, but his voice was still clear. “If you won't go, then I will.”

Tycen returned to the main room and twirled around, grinning cheekily at Rhory. He had changed out of the red and gold lightweight linen robes that marked him as king, and into the deep purple and blue that marked Rhory as honored prince. The different robes were the only visual indication that designated them as two separate people. They were completely identical otherwise.

Tycen’s wide blue eyes were shining with mischief, whereas Rhory knew his were currently cold with disdain. They both had the deep blue-black hair common among the people of their country. Tycen had pulled his into two thin braids, each running from his temple to behind his ear, which kept his hair out of his face and out of the ink of the documents he worked on every day. Rhory usually used one of the ornate, jeweled clasps Mother had left him to pull his hair back into a thick bun at the back of his head.

“You realize as long as you continue to attend these blasted parties pretending to be me, I’m going to keep getting invited?” Rhory sighed, but he was already carefully detangling the clasp from his hair and holding it out for Tycen to take.

Tycen swiftly unraveled his braids. A few quick twists had his hair up in a bun, and he jabbed the clasp through to hold it all in place.

“That’s the point, brother dear. No one ever dares invite the king to little get-togethers. It’s always formal balls or meetings. You get invited to the fun things all the time!”

Rhory couldn’t refute that, but he had to add in a reminder. “Don’t forget tomorrow is Sunsday. We have the prayer session at dawn.”

Tycen nodded. “I won’t forget. I probably won’t have gotten to sleep yet by then, but I promise I’ll be there.” He twirled one last time, grinning cheekily, before heading out the door.

Rhory sighed and tucked a loose bit of hair behind one ear. He settled back on the couch with his book, glad to have the rest of the evening to himself. Unfortunately, duty called, so he only relaxed an hour before heading to bed. Still, even snatching an hour after a long day was better than normal. Rhory was feeling relaxed and happy as he slid into bed, and he fell asleep quickly.

The good feelings were still there in the morning when the servant knocked on his door an hour before dawn. Rhory stretched, warm under his blankets, and let out a yawn. As much as he wanted to stay in bed, he knew if he didn’t get moving now, he would run out of time. He rolled out of bed and padded into the bathing room. Once he felt clean, he went into the dressing room, which was shared between his room and Tycen’s.

The suite of two rooms they used was actually the king’s private residence. Rhory occupied the queen’s room, the room their mother had once used before she and father passed when the cold-fire fever rampaged through the kingdom five years back. When Tycen had been forced to take Father’s room, he had asked if Rhory would take Mother’s. They had never been separated for very long, so Rhory had agreed. He knew one day Tycen would marry and Rhory would need to find other quarters, but for now they shared the space.

Except Tycen wasn’t in the dressing room, fumbling through the shelves, looking for a clean set of robes, still partially drunk. Rhory frowned and abandoned the purple set he had been holding, then headed through the other door and into Tycen’s bedroom.

The room was dark, but the bed was empty and neatly made. There was no sign Tycen had been back. Rhory pushed through the main door, his heart starting to thump loudly, hoping to see Tycen passed out on one of the couches. He wasn’t there.

Rhory swallowed hard. If Tycen had promised to be back in time for the morning ceremony, he would have kept that promise. He should have been back by now.

Rhory rushed to the suite’s main door, but then froze with his hand on the handle. No one could know Tycen was missing. The king vanishing would cause widespread panic, but his younger brother going missing wouldn’t be nearly as bad. Well, Rhory had pretended to be Tycen before, and he could do it now until Tycen was found.

Decided, Rhory took in, then let out two deep breaths. He smoothed his expression, and once he was certain he appeared outwardly calm, he pulled open the door.

The usual two guards standing there immediately straightened to attention.

“Have Captain Adda report to me at once. I have some concerns about the security of this morning’s ceremony.”

“At once, Your Majesty,” one of the guards said, bowing before turning and trotting off. Rhory nodded to the remaining guard before closing the door.

Captain Adda would arrive in a few minutes, which didn’t give Rhory a lot of time. He sprinted into his own bedroom and quickly tugged the sheets and blankets into place, trying to make it look like his bed was the one that had not been slept in. Then he rushed into the dressing room, where he yanked on a set of Tycen’s red robes. The bed in Tycen’s room took only a few moments to rumple. Rhory was standing in front of the mirror in the main sitting room, carefully braiding his hair, his breathing back to normal after the rush to set things up, when the knock came at the door.

“Enter!” Rhory called.

Captain Adda stepped inside. He bowed and waited.

“Captain, come in and close the door,” Rhory said. Adda obeyed. Once the door was firmly shut, Rhory continued. “My brother Rhory went out drinking last night. He was invited to the Blue Blaze Tavern by three minor nobles. The invitation is on the sideboard to your left,” Rhory added. He finished the first braid, tied it off, and turned to look at Adda directly. “Rhory has not returned, which is incredibly unusual. I need you to mount a discreet search party. I want him located and brought back to the palace before the end of the Sunsday ceremony.”

“At once, Your Majesty.” Captain Adda bowed, and when Rhory nodded, he turned and left the room.

Rhory hurried to finish getting ready. He couldn’t be late for the Sunsday ceremony, especially since he was going to be impersonating Tycen. Rhory schooled his face to peaceful blankness before he left the room, hoping the coming ceremony would help him push aside the worried churning in his stomach.


Chapter Two

Rhory lifted his bare hands up to the sun, where the first rays were peeking out over the horizon. He spread his fingers wide so every onlooker in the plaza below could see nothing coated his skin. He was standing over one of the many vents that released the warmth-giving lava that kept his city and country alive, one foot on either side of the rock bed that guided this particular lava flow down into the city.

“As a new day dawns, the gods reaffirm our continued existence in this harsh, beautiful land!” he called, his voice the echoing cry Father had taught him and Tycen when they were children, loud enough to overpower crowds and fill an entire room with his presence. The onlookers below heard him perfectly.

Rhory kept his hands outstretched as he carefully knelt, the high priest offering a steadying hand on his elbow. The hem of Rhory’s robes hung dangerously close to the blazing river below him as the high priest and his chief acolyte pulled up the sleeves of his robe and carefully pinned them to bunch around his biceps.

This wasn’t the first time Rhory had stepped in for Tycen for this duty. He wasn’t particularly concerned that the gods would turn their backs on him because he wasn’t the king, only the spare prince. However, never before had he stepped in because Tycen was missing. Always, it was because Tycen had a hangover, the flu, or some ailment that kept him from being able to perform his duties. Rhory swallowed reflexively, hoping the gods were still with them, as he bowed his head for a moment of silent prayer.

When he lifted his head again, he gazed down at the small crowd in the plaza below the rocky outcropping. “Oh gods of fire and water, sun and moon, reaffirm your love for your people in this sacred right. Bring another month of peace to our lands, with good harvests and your life-giving fire and lifesaving water!” And bring Tycen back home safely, he added silently.

Proclamation done, he thrust his bare hands downward, elbow deep into the flowing lava.

Warmth enveloped him, starting from his submerged fingertips, and traveling up his arms and into his body, until he practically hummed with it. But it was no different to lying in the sun on a warm day.

Everyone in Aish had had experiences with the dangers of lava. The flowing lava wasn’t always a calm stream. It often spat and jumped like a burbling brook, leaving behind terrible burns that pockmarked skin and made the burn remedies Aish created the most sought-after in the world. Rhory had quite a few of the scars himself, and he, like all the people of Aish, had a healthy respect for the lava that kept the freezing snow and ice away from their lands, gave them fertile soil to plant, and regularly took the lives of the unwary. Yet all he felt now was soothing warmth as the gods blessed him and all the people of the land.

When the requisite ten seconds passed, Rhory lifted his hands back up into the air so the onlookers could see them. The high priest and chief acolyte gripped him at the biceps, helping him stand. He carefully stepped over the lava, moving ten feet to the right where a wide stream of clear water flowed—freezing snowmelt from the mountains that surrounded their country—until he was straddling the water exactly as he had been the lava.

“The gods have reaffirmed their blessings,” Rhory called, still showing his hands to the crowd below. From the elbows down to his fingertips, he glowed cherry red, lava coating his skin like a pair of long gloves.

He plunged his hands down, as deep into the stream of water as he had the lava. Steam immediately billowed around him, obscuring his vision. A shot of icy chill ran down his spine, chasing away the soothing warmth. When his fingertips were numb and his teeth were chattering, which only took about ten seconds as the water was that cold, Rhory lifted his hands again. The steam dissipated as the high priest lifted a small, gold-and-silver-plated ceremonial hammer into the air.

The lava coating Rhory’s hands and arms had hardened into smooth black rock. Each of his fingers, the delicate bones in his wrists, and the length of his arms were outlined as if he were one of the meticulously carved statues that decorated the palace and temples throughout the country. Most volcanic rock was porous and lumpy, but it never behaved as lava should during the sun ceremony.

The high priest gently tapped the ceremonial hammer once on the back of each of Rhory’s hands. The rock rang like a bell, then crumbled away from his skin like ash blowing away in the wind. He held his hands out for the crowd below to see not even a speck of ash remained on his unmarred skin. They cheered.

Rhory stepped away from the stream, standing in the clear area between the lava and water. The sun had risen; no part remained obscured by the mountain rims on the horizon. Rhory dropped his hands to his sides and bowed to the sun, his chest nearly parallel to the ground. He rose and turned, walking to the far end of the plateau where a set of steps had been carved. He climbed down into a different plaza, this one private and only accessible by the royal wing in the palace and the priests’ cloisters.

“A perfect ceremony,” the high priest said. He clapped Rhory on the shoulder, but didn’t stop to chat. He and the chief acolyte headed for the set of stairs to the left that would bring them down into the cloisters.

Rhory went straight ahead, to the set of wide double doors that led into a sitting room. Rhory usually waited for Tycen to finish the ceremony there, and he was hoping Tycen would be sitting on one of the overstuffed chairs, grinning sheepishly for being so late. Instead, Captain Adda was standing by the door that led into the royal wing, his face set in grim lines.

“Tell me,” Rhory said.

“We found him, and he’s still alive,” Captain Adda replied, his voice as grim as his face.

Rhory swallowed hard. “How bad is it?” He was surprised how steady his words were, considering his chest was tight as worry set in.

“He’s in the healers’ wing,” Captain Adda said instead.

He waved one hand in the direction of the door, so Rhory began walking, heading out into the royal wing and through the palace toward the healers.

“We found him about a block from the tavern, facedown in the gutter. We suspect he was left that way to make it look like a mugging gone wrong, except they didn’t touch his purse or any of his jewelry.”

And even the most ignorant or desperate mugger would know better than to touch someone wearing royal robes, particularly someone wearing the robes in one of the most affluent areas of the city.

“Was he hit in the head, or too drunk to walk?” Rhory asked, wondering why, exactly, Tycen was in the healers’ wing.

Captain Adda shook his head rather than answering. They walked down the remaining flight of stairs and three more hallways in silence. Captain Adda pulled the heavy door open when they reached the healers’ wing, holding it for Rhory to walk through, then followed Rhory inside.

An argument of some kind immediately halted when Rhory appeared, but he ignored the group of healers standing in the middle of the room, instead heading directly to the bed where Tycen lay. At first glance, Tycen looked like he was only sleeping. A second glance said otherwise. He was breathing shallowly, in puffing breaths. The corners of his lips and the inner corners of his closed eyes were an odd shade of blue, like the blue of a sputtering candle flame seconds before it ran out of wick.

“Poison,” Rhory stated. Tycen had been poisoned last night, a poison meant for him.

“We suspect so, Your Majesty, but we cannot identify the culprit.”

Rhory turned to look at the speaker. He was apparently the leader of the group of healers who had been arguing in the middle of the room moments before, a man in his midforties, with high cheekbones and a pronounced, pointed nose. He wore the white robes of a healer, but the insignia on his breast was only that of the healers’ college.

“Where is the chief healer?” Rhory asked.

“He passed away four months ago now,” the man replied. “He did not name a successor, so I have been acting in that capacity. Your majesty’s missive indicated you were planning to take care of the matter in the coming weeks.” He looked a little too hopeful, as if Rhory would declare him chief right then. He looked like a noble’s son to Rhory, a younger child who wouldn’t inherit. In fact, the entire group of men and women in white healers’ robes looked like younger children of nobles, children who had taken advantage of their parents’ money and station to obtain entrance into the prestigious healers’ college, and then a place in the palace healers’ wing. If these were the only options, Rhory understood why the previous chief healer hadn’t appointed an heir in his will.

“I’m telling you, it’s fire flower berry poison!” a new voice called from the very back of the group.

The healer in front of Rhory spun around, fury written in every deep line of his face and the tight line of his shoulders.

“Fire flower poison exhibits with an extremely high fever and the skin turning red, as if the victim were burning up from the inside! You can clearly see it is not fire flower!” he shouted, as if this was an argument he thought he had firmly ended a while ago. “How dare you flaunt your ignorance in front of His Majesty!”

“It’s not the flower; it’s the berry!” the mystery speaker insisted.

The crowd moved aside and Rhory was able to see the second person. He was much younger than the self-proclaimed acting chief healer, baby-faced, but likely in his early twenties, and he was wearing the light gray robes of a healer trainee. He had the dark-tanned skin and purple eyes of the people of the villages in the far north regions of the kingdom, where the lava burned brightest as the sun only rose for a few scant weeks a year. The fire flower bloomed there, fed by the strongest of the lava flows.

“The berry is not poisonous. It’s a rare delicacy served for special occasions!” the acting chief snapped, his face going red as if he had ingested the fire flower himself.

“It is carefully peeled first, before anyone eats it!” the younger man insisted. “If you take the berry skin, mash it up into a paste, then strain the liquid and put it in a strong drink to mask the bitter flavor, this is the result.” He waved one hand in Tycen’s direction. “We need to have him throw up before more gets absorbed into his system!”

Even Rhory knew the first thing to do for someone who had swallowed poison was to force them to expel it. Regardless of what the poison might actually be.

“You are nothing but a jumped-up trainee from a Podunk town too far north to know basic herblore, let alone high level—”

“Get a bucket. Now!” Rhory cut in before the so-called acting chief healer—soon to be ex-acting chief healer—could spew more vitriol. “Now!” he repeated when no one moved.

One of the other healers scurried off, while a third headed toward Tycen to help prop him up.

“Here,” the trainee who had been arguing said, holding out a vial to Rhory. “Activated charcoal to absorb the poison in his stomach and make him throw it up.”

“Give it to him,” Rhory said, stepping aside.

The trainee’s eyes went wide for a brief moment of surprise before his lips firmed, and he nodded. The third healer already had a long tube of some kind in hand. She popped Tycen’s mouth open and began carefully sliding it inside. The trainee measured out the charcoal, mixed it with water, and once the tube was in place, began slowly pouring it down Tycen’s throat. The second healer returned at a run, a large metal bucket in hand. He dropped it next to the bed, then moved to help the woman remove the tube and bend Tycen’s body forward so his head was over the bucket.

For a long moment, nothing happened. And then Tycen’s torso convulsed, his mouth opened, and he vomited out copious amounts of black sludge. Within that sludge, Rhory saw brilliant streaks of bright blue, the same blue as the color marring Tycen’s face and the color of fire flower berries before they were peeled. Every time Rhory thought Tycen was done, his stomach heaved again and more came pouring out. Over and over until Rhory almost wished he had a bucket of his own as his stomach roiled in sympathy.

Finally, Tycen appeared to have finished. The trainee came forward with a damp cloth, gently cleaning Tycen’s face, wiping away black splatter and sweat. The healers laid Tycen back down on the bed, and the one who brought the bucket picked it up and walked away.
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