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Golden Tongue

Megan Derr

Prince Allen has trained his entire life to follow in the footsteps of his illustrious mother, who has made their kingdom one of the wealthiest and most influential in the empire. He has trained the past few years, after being selected from a short list of candidates, to become the new consort of the High King. The only thing no one prepared him for was the stubborn, arrogant High King himself, who declares Allen useless and throws him out of court.

High King Sarrica is ruling an empire at war, and that war will grow exponentially worse if his carefully laid plans do not come to fruition. He's overwhelmed and needs help, as much as he hates to admit, but it must be someone like his late consort: a soldier, someone who understands war, who is not unfamiliar with or afraid of the harsher elements of rule. What he doesn't need is the delicate, pretty little politician foisted on him right as everything goes wrong.
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Chapter One

Allen had never been so terrified in his life. That he was thoroughly trained in the courtly manners of nine nations and had practiced ruthlessly for life in the High Court for the past two years did nothing to assuage his fit of nerves.

He smoothed his hands down the front of his jacket. Normally his clothes made him feel better, gave him armor to rely upon when all else failed. The new jacket was dark gold and embroidered with amber and pearls, had a subtle rose and feather pattern in the fabric. It fell to mid-shin, as latest fashion dictated, slit up the sides to his hips and cut so that the white pants beneath showed well, flaring slightly where they were tucked into high, glossy brown boots. Lace-trimmed cuffs fell to just past his wrists, longer than he cared for but also a dictate of fashion. But though he admired the clothes, had felt confident as he put them on, at present they brought him no comfort.

Reaching up, he lightly touched his hair. He hadn't brought his own servants, so he'd been anxious that he wouldn't be able to see it arranged properly, but a palace chamber servant had swept it up in an elaborate twist of several braids, secured with jeweled pins and clips. It had taken her well over an hour, but Allen had been immensely pleased with the results. He had always been particularly proud of his hair, but at present even that failed to bolster him.

Nor did all the beautiful jewelry he wore, the crowning piece a diadem of sapphires and yellow diamonds gifted to him by his parents. One thing to be told, over and over again, that he had been chosen as High King Sarrica's new consort. Quite another to be minutes away from meeting the man he had been preparing to marry for the past two years.

What if, despite all the preparations, the High King did not want to marry him? It was, unfortunately, a possible outcome. Everyone knew High King Sarrica had been madly in love with his late husband, High Consort Nyle, who had been well-known and greatly liked despite the fact that he'd left the empire as a child and hadn't returned until he was sixteen. Sarrica himself was a fierce soldier; stories of his deeds in battle were still told, over and over, usually right alongside rumors that he would never marry any but another soldier.

Which couldn't be true, or Allen wouldn't be there. He'd been specifically chosen because he wasn't a soldier, because he was meant to complement the High King's strengths and abilities. Allen's battleground was the court. His weapons were words and other people. He was precisely what the High King needed, or so he'd been told by those who had prepared him for the role. Their words had been echoed by his mother, who was rarely wrong. Who'd fought so fiercely to see Allen was chosen, had been so proud when he had been—happier even than Allen, it had seemed at the time. If he'd thought her relentless with his training when he was young, it did not compare to his High Consort training.

Allen had been thoroughly trained in law, diplomacy, court manners, and the traditions of every kingdom in the Harken Empire. He spoke fourteen languages and also knew three dead ones. Further training ensured he could dance, sing, ride, and even host many religious ceremonies if necessary. He had been crafted since birth to rule a kingdom, and more recently molded to rule an empire.

All he had left to do was meet the High King and formalize the tentative engagement. Surely after everything he had done to reach this point, accomplishing that one tiny goal would be a simple matter. Nodding, he abandoned the mirror where he'd been fretting over his clothes and returned to the sofa, pouring himself a cup of tea—and promptly abandoned it as his anxiety-knotted stomach rebelled at the smell.

Striding over to the bookcase against the far wall, he browsed the offerings, somewhat heartened to see so many languages crammed onto one shelf. Most surprising was the row all the way at the bottom, dusty tomes written in Pemfrost, Lumor, and Charm: dead languages, all of them. His mother had taught him Pemfrost, but she'd had to pay heavily for the tutors who taught him Lumor and Charm.

He pulled out a volume on the history of Gearth written in Pemfrost. Most of it was grossly inaccurate, amusing at best, horrifying at worst, but working through the dense language kept him occupied—so occupied he startled when the door opened and someone cleared their throat.

Allen snapped the book shut and shoved it back into place, then rose, dusting off his clothes and adjusting his lace cuffs. "Beg pardon."

"Your Highness, His Majesty will see you now."

Anxiety came rushing back like a storm-tossed wave. "Thank you." Allen followed the servant from the waiting room and across the hall, through the enormous, gilded double doors that led into what was, apparently, the lesser receiving hall.

He was long used to the lavishness of his parents' palace, but even that was dwarfed by the grandeur of Harkenesten Palace. The lesser receiving hall was beautifully done, with gold and scarlet walls and carpet, a rainbow of stained glass across the tops of the walls and nearly all of the ceiling. It was breathtaking and, as much as he hated to admit it, very good at intimidating.

Firmly pushing back all unsettled feelings, Allen focused on the man at the far end of the hall.

Well. On a purely physical level, he would have no problems keeping the marriage bed warm should Sarrica ever indicate he wanted such a thing. That was a relief. One thing to be like his cousin, who simply did not care for sex. Another thing entirely to hate a spouse so much that sex and affection must be found elsewhere. He'd seen what that could do to a marriage firsthand, courtesy of his aunt and uncle, and his brother Chass and his wife, and he dreaded sharing their fate. He did not expect the kind of romance his parents enjoyed, but he wanted a happy marriage.

Allen had expected Sarrica to be handsome, or striking perhaps. He had not expected Sarrica to be beautiful. Or so big. Sarrica would tower over him exactly like Allen's brothers, and those shoulders were broad enough that he probably wore armor like it was linen. He had olive skin, and dark brown hair that had the faintest hints of red where the sun struck it, and an extremely close-cropped beard Allen wanted to stroke. Even the scar on his forehead, the two cutting across his left cheek, did not distract from his stunning features. His eyes were the softest moss green… and currently glaring at Allen as though he was guilty of some unforgivable crime.

He ran quickly over all that he had done since entering the hall, and then since arriving at the palace, but couldn't pinpoint anything he had done wrong. Court etiquette had been some of his easier lessons growing up, and he'd practiced and practiced until he was sick of it. He'd done everything correctly, he was certain of it.

Allen counted slowly in his head, matching his steps so he did not accidentally start walking too fast as he made his way steadily down the hall. When he reached the base of the dais he knelt and bowed his head, hands splayed on the floor on either side of him for balance. He waited for Sarrica to greet him, but the heavy silence stretched on, as troubling as the glare he sensed Sarrica was still casting him.

There was no doubt he had completed the first step of their meeting perfectly. His manners were impeccable, his skill absolute. If his mother were there, she would have been proud. He was dressed properly, had acted properly; his only aberration was to arrive alone, and that break in tradition was a good rather than bad. He had journeyed alone to Harken as a show of absolute trust and faith. The majority of his belongings would not arrive for a couple of months. The bodyguards who'd escorted him had already left the palace and would begin the journey home in the next day or so. He had put himself completely at the mercy of the High King.

"Rise," Sarrica finally said.

Lifting his head, Allen rose smoothly, letting his arms fall to rest easy at his sides. "It's an honor to at last make your acquaintance, Your Majesty. I bring you humble greetings and gratitude from the House of Gaulden. Blessings of the Pantheon be upon you." Oh, thank the Pantheon, he had not stuttered or stumbled over a single word. If it had been at all appropriate, he would have smiled.

Sarrica did not appear to be impressed. If anything, he seemed even less impressed than he had already been. The dread filling Allen's stomach began to spread through the rest of him, and sweat prickled at the back of his neck.

"I was informed today that a candidate for High Consort had arrived. I took that to mean that I would be presented with someone who was of use to me. You do not look like a soldier, however," Sarrica said. "Indeed, you look like someone has yet again accidentally let the songbirds loose. All feathers and pretty song, little prince. Is there anything of substance to you?"

Only two and a half decades of training allowed Allen to retain a calm he no longer felt. "With greatest respect, Your Majesty, if I lacked substance or usefulness I would not have been selected as a potential consort."

"Hmm," Sarrica replied and started to say something more when the man beside him bent to speak in his ear. The man was slightly taller than Sarrica, with a tight, lean build that wore armor with ease. He had dark olive skin and hair cropped too close to his head for the color to be clear—dark brown or black, possibly. He was smooth shaven, with pale gray eyes and a nose that looked to have been broken more than once. Sarrica was thirty-seven years old, and the man speaking to him seemed to be about that, perhaps a little older.

He must be High Commander Lesto Arseni, who controlled the Harken Imperial Army and was in charge of coordinating with the twenty-odd mercenary bands that supplemented the army. His brother, Rene Arseni, was Captain of the Three-headed Dragons, one of the most famous mercenary bands in the empire.

Lesto and Rene were also the older and younger brothers, respectively, of Nyle Arseni, Sarrica's late husband, dead now for the past four years. They were a powerful military family of Harken and held one of the oldest titles, the Duchy of Fathoms Deep, which had given its name to the mercenaries that had first formed there. Their bloodline hailed from the days when Harken was only a minor kingdom struggling not to be crushed by Tricemore and Cartha. The Harkenos and Arseni families shared a long history, a bond that had grown even stronger when Sarrica and Nyle had married.

Lesto met his gaze, the faintest smile flitting across it, chased by a bare nod. Reassurance? Allen tried to take heart and not let despondency get the better of him, but it had never been such a difficult struggle. Not even when two of his brothers had whipped him so badly he'd been unable to attend his own birthday festivities had he been as miserable as he was in that very moment, so immediately rejected and all but called worthless by the most powerful man in the empire—the man he was meant to marry.

Sarrica made a dismissive motion, and Lesto stepped back, a tight frown on his face. These men wore so much emotion on their faces, it left Allen dumbfounded. His tutors would leave his knuckles black and blue for revealing his thoughts and feelings so carelessly.

Pantheon, he hoped he was controlling his expressions as well as he knew how, because revealing anything would not help him in the slightest. He tried not to tense as Sarrica finally looked at him again. "I do not suppose you are more of a soldier than you appear?"

"No, Majesty. My talents lie elsewhere." Allen's heart sank even further. Whatever frayed thread of hope had been left snapped and fell away.

"Where, pray tell? I am an empire at war. I have no need of simpering fools who sit around court all day spinning lies and stabbing one another in the back over frivolous matters. I need someone who understands how battlefields work and the best way to move armies. You do not seem capable of even holding a sword."

Allen tried to gather his thoughts, which had been shattered to pieces right alongside his pride and confidence. Movement caught his eye, and he flicked a glance at Lesto, caught him staring at Sarrica with the barest pinched, pained look on his face before it was smoothed away.

The dread coursing through him hardened into an awful, terrible realization that all of a sudden seemed obvious in retrospect: Sarrica knew nothing about him. Two years of correspondence and training, two fucking years of preparation, and instead of arriving to finalize matters, Allen was a complete stranger to the man he was meant to be marrying. No one had told Sarrica that he had been tentatively bound to a diplomat rather than a soldier. Or warned Allen that they'd left the High King clueless.

Tamping down on anger, Allen carefully chose his words and said, "No, Your Majesty, I am not a soldier. My skills lie in language, diplomacy, law—"

"Your skills are of no use to me," Sarrica cut in. "You are—" He broke off as Lesto's hand clamped on his shoulder, and he bent to once more whisper in Sarrica's ear. Sarrica scowled and twisted to glare at Lesto, muttering something in reply. Allen could not make out anything they said, but there was no mistaking the anger on Lesto's face when he replied. Finally Sarrica snarled and turned back to Allen. "You are dismissed for now, until such time as I decide whether or not I want to continue this discussion."

It did not require Allen's level of training to note the way those last words had been dragged out of him by force. "Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you for your time, my best to you and yours." Allen swept him an elegant bow, then rose, turned, and left the hall as calmly as he arrived.

It took every scrap of training he possessed to ignore the tittering, the whispering, the fluttering fans lifted to poorly hide derisive looks and mocking commentary.

Arrived to marry the High King, and he had been thrown out of court in less than fifteen minutes. He had waited hours to be received, though he should have been seen immediately. He'd been derided, mocked, and dismissed out of hand. Worst of all, not once throughout the entire audience had Sarrica used his name.

Numbness overtook him as he reached the hall and a servant appeared to lead him to his rooms. Training alone recalled him to thank the woman, retain his decorum until he was well and truly alone. Even then he could not bring himself to unbend, let go—what if another servant arrived abruptly? What if he was recalled to court? If he lost control of himself now, gave in to the anger and hurt, he would have trouble tucking it all away again in time. Then Sarrica would think even less of him, for what good was a master of the court who could not control himself?

Of course, proper control of a situation required having all necessary information. Like being informed that Sarrica knew nothing about him. The entire situation might have played out differently if anyone had warned him that he was going to come as a bit of a surprise to Sarrica.

Instead, the lack of information had guaranteed the whole thing was a disaster. He almost wished he could track down the bastards responsible for withholding the information and do something truly heinous. What, he wasn't sure, but there would be a great deal of suffering involved.

Allen strode over to the table where a carafe of wine and a single glass had been set out and drained an entire glass in several quick, greedy swallows. It was too sweet, a gold wine Allen knew to be favored in Harken. He had been drinking it with increasing frequency so as to become accustomed to the practices of his husband and the high court, but right then he would cheerfully cut off his hair for a glass of the dark, dry violets favored in Gaulden.

He would give quite literally anything for a familiar face, for some comfort of home. Anything to make him feel less alone. Traveling by himself had been a carefully calculated move, but it was the sort of move that succeeded beautifully or failed miserably. And it most certainly had not succeeded.

Sitting down at the table, he poured a fresh glass of wine and took a healthy swallow before slumping in his seat, appearances be damned, and stared morosely out the window a few paces away. Despite all the languages he knew, Allen could not find words adequate to describe how he felt. If tears had not been beaten out of him at a young age he would have been a sobbing mess. Years of preparation for nothing. Sent to Harken to become the second most powerful man in the empire and he'd been thrown out of court like a child. If not for Commander Lesto, he suspected he would already be on his way home.

How in the Pantheon was he going to explain his abysmal failure to his mother? Explaining it to the rest of his family would be bad enough. His brother Larren would be disappointed, his brothers Chass and Manda would be sneering know-it-alls who claimed not to be surprised. His father would be crushed, and his dame heartbroken for him. His mother was by far the worst, though. All he could see was her disappointment, the way she would lift her chin higher, fold her hands, and be every stitch the stately queen because it had been she who taught him to hide his emotions, and she would not falter even in the face of such a devastating blow.

There had to be something he could do. Lesto had convinced Sarrica to simply leave him hanging about court, awaiting a possible second chance. There was no telling how much time he had before Sarrica completely lost patience and sent him packing, but surely he had at least a few days. That was enough time to manage something to impress Sarrica. To prove his worth. He was a silver tongue, for Pantheon's sake. A silver tongue who far outstripped most since the standard was two to four languages, and he knew far more than that.

Patience would be the key. Sarrica was not a man whose mind changed in a moment, that much was clear if he was so stubbornly set on having a soldier, and only a soldier, for a spouse.

Allen took another sip of wine, weighing his options. That he'd been thrown out of court was going to be an impediment. Nobody would willingly spend time with a man mocked and derided by the High King. He chafed at the idea of working slowly, circling carefully, picking and feeling step by incremental step—but wars were most often won not by those who hit the hardest, but by those who could endure the longest.

Sarrica had struck a brutal blow, but Allen would wager a kingdom he had superior staying power.

Another key to war was knowing the lay of the land, and he would not learn that remaining in his chambers. Finishing his second glass of wine, Allen headed into the bedroom and stripped out of his formal court clothes. Standing in front of the wardrobe, he considered his options.

After several minutes, he settled on dark green pants, black boots, and a long, heavy jacket of dark blue, with an under robe of green and gold. The jacket fell to his ankles, fastened down the front with gold buttons. It was slit in four places, all the way to his hips, to display the under robe. The cuffs were long, but thankfully did not get in the way of his hands as had the formal jacket.

Unbinding his hair, he combed it out before tying the long, dark blond strands back with a green and gold striped ribbon. Jewelry he eschewed, save for gold hoops for his ears and his Gaulden royal signet.

A signet he had hoped to have replaced that day with an engagement ring, surrendering his ties to Gaulden and giving his loyalty wholly to Harken. Sarrica should have also given him a welcome banquet to introduce him to the High Court and make him a part of it. In return, Allen's own gift would have been to contribute to the court by way of sponsoring some event or project or hosting a lavish ball or banquet.

His mother had posed several ideas, but Allen had latched onto some of the ideas posed by his dame. They were more social leaning and light-hearted than his mother favored, but Allen had always liked his dame's light-heartedness. Envied it, even. There was no time for such things when he was working so hard to rule a kingdom—an empire. His dame, Eila, youngest sister of his father, had given up her life back in her homeland to join his parents in Gaulden, had agreed to be dame to them and bear the children his mother sired. Afterward, Eila had been free to return home but had chosen to stay in Gaulden, a bright, cheerful counterpoint to an otherwise serious-minded family.

Together with her, Allen had made an entire list of possible sponsorships, determined to do something that would make a real difference and tie in to his own abilities. Something with language or law, two professions that always needed more support than they ever received.

Perhaps he could find a way to still do that. He ran the risk of overstepping himself, acting presumptuously, but only if he failed. If whatever he chose to do succeeded nobody would mind, and Sarrica might be willing to give him a chance.

Abandoning his rooms, Allen wended his way through the halls, attempting to memorize the layout as he went, determined to have no need of a servant in order to get around the enormous palace. His determination faltered, however, when he immediately lost himself trying to get to the gardens he had caught a glimpse of hours before. Twenty minutes of wandering did not get him unlost, unfortunately, and he finally conceded defeat when he found himself in a gallery. He sat on a bench padded with dark violet cushions, and glumly studied the rather dull, if technically sound, landscape before him.

A Delfastien artist, if he was not mistaken, though he only knew art just well enough not to embarrass himself in general conversation. Delfastien artists tended to favor heavy blues and purples, and it was currently the trend to show a heavy hand on the brushstrokes. Allen much preferred the works where it was nigh impossible to see any sign of brushstrokes at all.

He pulled out his pocket watch to check the time and sighed to see so much of the day was already gone and nothing even remotely positive had been achieved. Perhaps he should give up his wandering for the day and return to his rooms on the chance an invitation to dinner was extended.

On the other hand, given the way Sarrica had treated him, that only Lesto's interference had kept Allen in the palace, dinner was highly unlikely. Best to keep wandering about the palace like an imbecile until it all started to become familiar.

Which would not happen if he continued sitting. Allen stood and shook out the heavy folds of his jacket, fussed with his cuffs, turned—

And paused when he heard a voice, sharp and angry, speaking in clumsy, stilted Tricemorien. Another voice replied in fluent Tricemorien, but it was cut off by the angry voice, which was cut off by another angry voice speaking some horrible mish-mash of Harken and Tricemorien. Occasionally he caught slips of Selemean, one voice native, another moderately fluent.

Allen followed the voices until he located a discreet doorway tucked behind what looked like a flat wall until one was right up on it. A cluster of five servants stood together arguing, arms flying, faces flushed, occasionally remembering to keep their voices down but more often than not failing. He could not even sort out what the argument was about, there was so much disorder to the conversation. That was easy enough to fix. Allen brought his hands together in a sharp, ringing clap.

The servants all jumped, looked at him, and blanched. The one who seemed to be in charge darted forward and nearly fell over in his haste to bow. Speaking Harken, he said, "Your Highness, I apologize that we have disturbed you."

"You have not disturbed me," Allen said. "However, I am concerned." He repeated the words in Tricemorien and Selemean. They all gaped at him. Were silver tongues so peculiar a thing in the palace? Surely not. Allen directed his attention to the man who had spoken to him. "What is your name and position?" he asked in Harken.

"Remis Thatching, Your Highness. I'm Head Footman of the West Wing." He raised an arm to gesture about them.

"Who are your comrades?"

"Marta, Joffre, Fen, and Carnac, Your Highness. All recently hired."

"They have not a single language in common?"

Remis shook his head. "No, Your Highness. Servants come and go from all over the Empire. We try to teach them Harken, but…" He shrugged.

Allen nodded in understanding. Of all the languages in the kingdom, Harken and Mestan were the most difficult to learn, especially the formal versions used in court—and the informal versions weren't all that easy to begin with. Harken was also an extremely dense language, and that it was the language of the High Court did it no favors. "Harken isn't a practical choice, but we'll address that in a moment. What is the problem here?"

"The rooms aren't being cleaned properly, and if we mess up one more day we are going to be thrown out, every one of us. The dusting hasn't been done, the rugs need to be taken out and shaken, and the incense and candles replaced. Never mind the usual sweeping, polishing, so on and so forth. I can get them to partially clean some of the rooms, but… It's a mess, Your Highness, though it is not your mess."

"Nonsense," Allen replied, beckoning all of them closer. "If the problem is communication, it is a problem for a silver tongue." He turned to the two that seemed to speak Tricemorien. "Tell me the problem."

"We don't know the problem," said the woman. "We try to clean what he says, go where he says, but all we get is yelled at and told we are going to be terminated today if we do not do it correctly. Only we do it all correctly and just get screamed at more."

"I see," Allen replied. "I will sort it out. Do you speak Selemean at all?"

The man beside her, Fen, regarded him warily. "Passably, Your Highness. We lived not too far from the border with Selemea; we speak it enough to go to market."

Allen smiled and nodded, then turned to the two men who had been speaking Selemean, switching to that language. "What is the problem?" Their explanation matched with everything the others had said. Allen turned back to Remis. "Do you speak anything other than Harken with passable skill?"

"No, Your Highness. I've lived here all my life. I speak some Tricemorien, but nothing I would take to market."

"Would you be willing to learn another language?"

Remis looked confused but nodded. "Yes, Your Highness."

"Good. Is this problem common in Harkenesten Palace?"

"Does the moon come out at night?" Remis asked wryly, then flinched and bowed low. "Apologies, Your Highness. I did not mean to be so rude."

Allen shook his head. "I'll pay it no mind this time. You answered my question clearly, which is all anyone can ask. You may rise. I will relay your instructions to this group, and they can convey them on to anyone who needs to know. After that, you and I will speak further."

"Yes, Your Highness."

Turning back to the other servants, Allen quickly laid out their duties first in Tricemorien, then Selemean. When they all acknowledged they understood, he dismissed them, smiling when they bowed and thanked him. After they had gone, he turned back to Remis. "Who is in charge of the staff and ensuring they are capable of understanding each other? Who instructs them when they come to Harkenesten Palace but cannot speak Harken?"

"You would need to speak with the Seneschal, Your Highness. He does the hiring and assigning. Generally he tries to group people together according to language, but it gets to be impossible after a point. The Chamberlain may be worth speaking with as well."

Such a gross lack of effective communication was puzzling, to say the least. But it was not something to be discussed at length with a servant. It wasn't really his place to be discussing the matter with anyone, not yet. It was a problem he might be able to help fix, however, and he had been hoping for a way to prove himself… Well, at the very least it couldn't hurt to ask if he could help. Reaching into a pocket of his jacket Allen extracted one of his calling cards. "If you would please explain tonight's incident to the Seneschal and inform him that I respectfully request to discuss the matter further with him, I would be most grateful. He may call upon me in my suite, or send a note as to where I should meet him. He might invite the Chamberlain, or a suitable representative from that office, to attend the interview as well. Any further questions, he should feel free to contact me directly."

"Yes, Your Highness." Remis tucked the card away and bowed. "I thank you most humbly for your assistance. There are never enough silver tongues to go around this place: the soldiers steal them as fast as they arrive. Can't remember the last one as good as you. I can't tell which of those three you speak natively."

Allen's mouth curved. "My native language is Gaulden. Good evening, Mr. Remis. If there are any further troubles with which I can assist, I am happy to help."

"Good evening, Your Highness." Remis bowed and remained that way as Allen left the gallery.

The palace bells were just ringing the eighth hour of the evening when he finally found his rooms again. He opened the door, immediately glanced at the table by the door where messages were left… and tried not to feel disheartened that no invitation to dinner had been left.

His wine had been refilled in his absence, at least. He had been in Harken twelve hours and all he had accomplished was sorting out a minor tiff amongst secondary staff. His mother would be weeping into her sleeve.

Striding into his bed room and over to the chest the servants had placed at the foot of his bed, following his instructions to leave its unpacking to him, he unlocked it and threw back the lid. He had left most of his belongings behind in Gaulden, determined to throw himself into his new life in every way.

But he'd not been able to part with some of his favorite books, or even wait for them to arrive with the rest of his belongings. The books were mostly collections of folktales, legends, and particularly famous historical moments. He had brought twenty volumes, all old and well-maintained but requiring regular care as well as proper storage. It should have been a simple enough matter to request they be stored in the palace library—if he was the High Consort.

Since he was, apparently, just a songbird, he would either have to keep the books in his trunk or beg a favor of the Master Librarian. A task for another day, though he was half-tempted to address it immediately since he would rather do anything than stay tucked away alone in his suite.

Carrying his chosen book to the table, Allen poured a fresh glass of wine and settled in. He opened the book to his favorite story, a silly tale of a silver tongue in disguise joining the army against his father's wishes. To a boy stuck inside studying at least fourteen hours almost every single day, the story had always held strong appeal. Tales of heroes were always tales of soldiers. Every once in a while the story went to a dashing, sword-swinging crown prince. Sometimes a wise wizard. No one ever told tales of brave and daring silver tongues. If they appeared in stories at all it was simply as side notes to help the hero along.

The sound of knocking made him startle, splash wine over his hand. Huffing at himself, he pulled out a kerchief and mopped up the mess as he called, "Come in." A servant stepped inside and bowed. Nervous anticipation sped up the beating of Allen's heart.

"Your Highness, Seneschal Pallman extends a humble invitation to join him in his quarters for dinner, though he of course understands if Your Highness is otherwise occupied with matters far more important. If dinner is not to your preference, he says that he will be happy to call upon you tomorrow at the hour most convenient for Your Highness."

It was certainly better than eating alone. "I would be honored to accept such a gracious invitation to dinner, and I appreciate the Seneschal's generosity on such short notice. When I should arrive?"

"Entirely at your leisure, Your Highness. He says if you prefer to come with me now, he has a wine that might appeal to you and is happy to share it while dinner is prepared. He has also invited the Chamberlain to dine as per your request."

Allen wondered what the High King would say if he knew his servants were kinder and more gracious than he had proven to be. "I'll come now, then." He closed his book and set it on his bed, abandoning the used handkerchief as well and retrieving a new one from his bureau before following the servant.

She led him through unfamiliar halls to a wing of the palace decorated in a much darker, more somber manner than the others he had visited that day. The West Wing, if he recalled Remis' words correctly, which had been all green, gold, and cream with the occasional splashes of blue and teal. Whatever wing he was in currently, it was all purples and reds, dark woods, accents of silver. His parents' palace was fairly uniform in design, but Harkenesten Palace was so enormous he could see where harmonizing it in full would be an insurmountable task.

The servant stopped at the end of a narrow, dim-lit hallway and rapped on a door carved with the griffon of the High King clutching a bundle of flowers, representing the nine kingdoms of the Harken Empire: Harken, Tricemore, Selemea, Delfaste, Rilen, Gaulden, Mesta, Gearth, and Outland.

"Seneschal, His Royal Highness Prince Allen Telmis."

"Thank you, Kara. If you will be kind enough to fetch our dear Chamberlain, after that you are free for the evening."

"Yes, Seneschal." She bowed to him, gave a deeper bow to Allen, and departed, closing the door quietly behind her.

"Your Highness, I am honored to have you for dinner," Seneschal Pallman said, rising from the chair where he had been sitting—one of two, along with a small sofa, clustered around a small, low table, arranged in front of the large fireplace. On the opposite end of the room was an enormous desk, a wall of bookshelves behind it, though few books and many other items occupied them. The office was of the same dark wood that filled the rest of the wing, and there were only two small windows, but lamps and brightly colored tapestries and paintings lent light to the space.

Pallman was a handsome, dignified looking man. He had pale skin, red hair liberally touched with gray, pale gray eyes, and heavy lines cut into his face. Despite the gray and the wrinkles, he did not seem all that old—not more than mid-forties. "Thank you for indulging me despite the short notice. I received your note, and am most sorry that your early impression of us must convey a sense of disarray." He clapped his hands. "I am getting ahead of myself, though, Your Highness. My apologies. I promised a wine that would please you and I shall deliver. Sit where you like, of course."

Allen took the sofa, suspecting the chairs were a longstanding tradition of Pallman and the 'dear Chamberlain'.

"My late wife, Pantheon welcome her, was from Gaulden. She would drink the wines favored here, but she never loved them." He picked up a carafe resting on the desk and carried it over to the circle of chairs and sofa, along with three glasses.

Homesickness washed over Allen, hurting like a fresh wound, when he saw the familiar purple-red color of Coresta wine, the most famous wine in Gaulden, unique to the Coresta Valley where it was made. Gaulden pulled in obscene sums every year on the taxes levied on wine exports. "You were correct, that is a happy sight. My thanks, Seneschal."

Pallman made a dismissive noise. "Seyn is my name, and Master Seyn will do fine, Your Highness. We—" He broke off as a knock came at the door, bid the knocker enter, and rose as a large, striking woman stepped into the room, purple robes shimmering in the fire and lamplight. She reminded Allen fleetingly of his Delfastien tutor, with dark brown-black skin and hair dyed purple at the ends before being coiled up into an elegant arrangement he would never be able to duplicate. She was so big around his arms would not meet if he wrapped them around her. His Delfastien tutor had been the only one to hug him, bring him sweets, or teach him how to do something more than speak her language. The only one he had missed when she'd gone.

He rose as she bowed to him. "You must be the Chamberlain."

"Yes, Your Highness. My name is Anesta Demray."

"An honor to make your acquaintance, Lady Demray." They all took their seats, and Seyn poured wine, handing Allen's glass over first before offering the second glass to Anesta.

Seyn took a generous swallow from his own glass before saying, "I was just about to tell His Highness that many of us were positively mad with excitement today to hear that he was chosen as a candidate for High Consort."

Allen froze with the glass at his lips, taking a hasty sip before lowering the glass and saying, "Were you? I am pleased, of course, but I did not know the announcement would provoke such a reaction."

Seyn and Anesta shared a look, then turned back to him. Anesta replied, "Perhaps we speak out of turn, Your Highness, but we heard you are quite the accomplished silver tongue, and there are not many of those at your level. Master Seyn shared with me your message from the footman, so you've already had a taste of the problems we have here at Harkenesten Palace. I promise it was only a taste—the problems created by language gaps and barriers grow every day. Pantheon bless His Holy Majesty, he is busy with war and other matters of state, but… Well, it will be nice to know that someone in court understands other problems and may help us address them. I apologize, Your Highness, if my words are too brazen."

"Brazen? Perhaps. But I respect honesty, and that unfortunately compels me to admit what you clearly do not know: His Majesty was not pleased with me and dismissed me from court only a few hours ago. I am sorry to prove a disappointment so immediately." He took a sip of wine, fought an urge to drain the damned glass. Appearances mattered, and he was already leaning precariously over the line of propriety.

They both seemed to slump in their seats, though their expressions did not reveal as much as they could have. Allen refused to be a complete disappointment when there had apparently been hopes pinned upon him. "That being said, I would like to help howsoever I am able. That is why I requested to see you tomorrow. I appreciate you were willing to see me immediately."

"You are the gracious one, Your Highness, I assure you. If you've already thoughts upon the matter, by all means share them."

Taking another swallow of wine, Allen set his glass on the table and folded his hands in his lap. "You may have already attempted my suggestion, which is this: stop teaching the servants Harken. It's a difficult language, requiring at least five years of focused study just to take to market. Impractical in a place where turnover is high and communication is already scattered at best. I recommend using Selemean as the main language for servants and that you require only primary servants to know Harken. You should have staff aplenty who already know Selemean, which will help speed the learning of it, and you may even be able to find people in the city willing to act as tutors for a time. Every person in Harken is given an hour a day to devote to prayer, and that hour can be given to study instead. Encourage staff to use that hour to focus on language for at least the next six months, and I promise that should be sufficient time to ease many of your difficulties."

"Harken is the language the High King wants to be the common language," Seyn replied.

"Harken is the language of the court and all primary staff will know it. No one cares below that, as you well know. It cannot hurt to experiment, and I will happily provide the funds to see the project started if that will help settle the matter." It was not as though he had anything else to do with his gift money, or even his personal funds, until he had a place in court. Hopefully Sarrica would be too busy to note that he was overstepping until too late.

Anesta and Seyn had another silent conversation. After a few minutes, they nodded to each other then turned and gave him a half-bow. "As you say, Your Highness. It shames me to admit that it is not something I thought to try before. All my plans have revolved around trying to teach Harken, but it never takes. We will try your suggestions."

"Calculate the necessary funding, and I will see it is given to you," Allen replied and raised his glass to them before draining it.

Anesta smiled and refilled it for him. "Your Highness—"

The door slammed open, making them all jump. A fierce-looking man strode into the room, jangling with every step, and turned toward the desk. "Seyn—" He broke off as he realized the desk was vacant, and turned, poised to speak again. He paused when he saw Allen, eyes flicking to the marks on the shoulder of his jacket. "Your Highness, I'm sorry to interrupt. Master Seyn, is there anyone is this damnable palace that can speak Outlander? I need them now, or it will—"

"I can speak Outlander," Allen said, standing. "Take me where I am needed."

The man did not look as though he quite believed Allen, but he only nodded and spun sharply on his heel, storming from the room with the same loud jangle with which he'd arrived. Allen turned to Seyn. "Thank you very much. I hope to speak with you again soon. My apologies for the abrupt departure." He hastened after the soldier, stifling a sigh because at least this man seemed to need to hurry, unlike Allen's brothers who only walked quickly because they knew he could not keep up.

Allen followed him through another maze of hallways until they were suddenly outside, the air cold, the sky so clear the stars looked like sharp-edged bits of glass. Voices milled about him, speaking at least half a dozen languages. Torches and small fires lit for the guards on duty to keep warm provided the only light, dark and flickering, casting strange shadows that lent an eerie quality to everything. Allen caught snatches of words: blood, battle, mercenaries, dragons, ambush. He ignored them, focused on keeping pace with the stranger.

Until they came to an abrupt halt in front of a cluster of men, all dressed in the same black tunics and leather armor as the man Allen had followed. They were sweaty, bloody, rank with recent battle. They parted in front of Allen and the man, the word Captain floating on the air.

Their tunics bore a crest of a three-headed dragon… So this was very likely Commander Lesto's brother, Captain Rene Arseni of the Three-headed Dragons. The resemblance seemed obvious now that he was paying attention. Rene was a younger, rougher-edged, yet also prettier version of his brother, hair long enough to note it was black and prone to curls.

Someone moaned, and Allen turned his attention to the bloody, battered man lying on the dark stones of whatever pavilion they were in. He had the gold-brown skin and brown hair common to the Outlands, but that wasn't Outlander he was speaking. Allen knelt beside him, trying to ignore the blood that covered the man's robes. Pantheon, he was used to blood, but there was so much of it. The man was clearly dying.

Allen wrapped an arm behind the man to help him sit up slightly. Holding one of his trembling, bloody hands, Allen said, "I am sorry for your pain."

"It was—"

"What does he say?" Rene demanded.

Allen's head snapped up and he met Rene's eyes as he said coldly, "Be quiet." Not waiting for Rene's reply, he looked back down. "Tell me what we need to know."

"The Swan wrecked off the coast of Yryma, and Benta took all the survivors prisoner. There were Carthians among the Bentans. I managed to get away, but they got me at the base of the mountains. Thank the Dragons for me. Tell my family I love them."

"Rest in the arms of the Mother Sea, brother." Allen held him until he went still, then set him back on the ground. He stared at the man's ears, which were bare, but showed several holes in each where he'd removed all the piercings in his ears, and there signs of others over the rest of his face. Piercings, especially earrings, were an important part of Farlander culture. As were the tattoos Allen could see hints of on his arms and the base of his throat. He should be in Farland, not dead in the heart of Harken.

Breathe in, breathe out. Emotion had no place in court. He would not fall apart in front of a group of damned soldiers. When he was certain he had himself under control, Allen rose to his feet and looked at Rene. "He is a survivor of a ship called The Swan. It wrecked somewhere off the coast of Yryma, and the survivors were taken prisoner by Benta. He managed to escape, but the Carthians caught up to him at the base of the mountains. He said there were Carthians mixed in with the Bentans."

"Damn," Rene muttered, raking a hand through his hair and sighing. He nodded as he looked up again. "Thank you, Prince—uh."

"Allen. I hope I was of some use. Do we know his name?"

Rene shook his head. "No, but it will be figured out. There aren't that many Outlanders on military vessels."

"Farlander," Allen corrected.

Staring at him blankly, Rene said, "What?"

Allen's mouth tightened. The man was dead, had died to bring them important information. Couldn't they at least bother to get that one detail about him right? "He wasn't from Outland. He's from the Farland Islands, the South Star Island, if I had to guess, though his accent was hard to determine. I am guessing he was pressed into service to pay off debts, or because he looked at someone wrong. That's how the islanders usually wind up as… what is the charming term soldiers use? Ah, yes. Easy targets."

Rene opened his mouth, but immediately closed it again and stared pensively at Allen.

"They all sound the same," someone else muttered.

Allen knew that was fair enough. Knew how hard it was to tell the difference between Outlander and Farlander without training. But Pantheon damn them all, the man had died in his arms. They could care where he was really from. Not even trying to fight his temper, just letting it consume him, Allen drew himself up and said coolly, "They only look and sound and feel the same to those who do not care enough to note the differences. The next time you think 'they all sound the same' put yourself in that man's place and imagine how your loved ones would feel if your body was lost because Tricemorien and Carthian 'always sound the same' and they shipped you to Tricemore instead of Cartha."

"How did you know I'm Carthian?" the man demanded.

"Your speech is stilted, and you speak too flatly, like someone accustomed to the tonal languages of Cartha and overcompensating. You use pronouns with ease, which faded out of frequent use in Tricemorien well over a century ago, but which Carthian retains. Among other things."

"Silver tongues," Rene said, shaking his head again. "Thank you again for your assistance, Your Highness. I will ensure that the Farlander is returned to his proper home. Goodnight." He turned and strode off, his sword belt and spurs jangling, the sound echoing off the stone walls surrounding the courtyard.

Allen wondered if anyone would be willing to show him back to his rooms, but the scowling faces not quite looking at him seemed a definite no.

"Your Highness…"

He turned and saw that Seyn had followed them. "Seneschal, my apologies again for leaving you so abruptly. I hate to abandon dinner, but I think perhaps our conversation is best resumed on the morrow."

"Of course. I'll have someone show you to your rooms if you like. Um… might I ask… how many languages do you know, Your Highness? I was impressed already that you were fluent in Harken, Tricemorien, Selemean, and of course Gaulden. You also know Outlander, Farlander, and Carthian?"

Allen stifled a sigh because his sudden need to be left alone was not anyone's fault, and they should not have to endure his temper. But he was long past ready for the day to be at an end. "I speak fourteen languages. If you will pardon me, it is time I call this night ended. Goodnight to you all."

"Of course." Seyn motioned to a servant, who hastened forward and bowed.

Managing a thank you, Allen followed him, ignoring the whispers that chased him inside, trying not to think about how it felt to hold a man as he died. When he finally reached his bedroom, Allen stripped off his bloody jacket, sat on the edge of his bed, and cried.


Chapter Two

Sarrica wished his head would stop hurting for one damned hour. Goddess grant him mercy, just one hour of relief was all he needed.

He looked up when the door to his private inner office opened, beckoning Lesto and Rene to enter. "Did you manage to learn anything from the sailor before he died?"

"A little, thanks to your feisty little silver tongue."

"My what?" Sarrica motioned impatiently when Rene started to answer the question, though the startled, curious look that overtook Lesto's face almost gave him pause. "What did he say?"

"The Swan wrecked off the coast of Yryma and Benta took the survivors prisoner. There were Carthian soldiers cooperating with the Bentans."

Sarrica slammed a fist on his desk. "Damn it. If they bothered to capture a bunch of sailors, they must know one of them is much more than he seems. If they figure out they have Prince Morant, that is the end of Korlow, and Benta will be in a position to challenge Harken outright."

"Especially if they've managed to gain the cooperation of Cartha," Lesto said from where he leaned against the wall opposite Sarrica's desk, arms folded across his lean chest. "Korlow's loyalty and Cartha's apathy were all that kept Benta in check. Korlow isn't strong enough to hold out."

"They will be if we can still figure out a way to put Morant back on his throne. Benta can't do a damned thing in the face of a rightful heir," Sarrica said. "With Korlow shored up, Fyr Dane and Vemeteria will turn on Benta, and after that we can start to oust Benta from the rest of the northern continent." He leaned back in his seat, smacking his desk lightly with the flats of his hands. "Ideally, anyway. If only saying it were enough to make it true."

Rene shook his head. "I would not want to be the man with that kind of power."

Sarrica smiled briefly.

"The council won't like it," Lesto said, and they both turned to look at him.

"If I was concerned with the council's opinion on a matter about which they are not fit to opine, I would have told them of the scheme in the first place. Espionage is not the council's purview. As to hearing we may have to prepare for war… If that comes as a surprise to them, they are greater fools than I had already believed." Sarrica scrubbed at his beard, noting absently it needed a trim. "We need to get into Benta and get Prince Morant back out—or confirm that he, and therefore Korlow, is lost. I can prepare the council for war in the meantime, but I would much rather infiltrate Benta and end this war with far fewer casualties."

"The Dragons can handle it," Rene said. "We've done that kind of work before. It wasn't with Benta, I admit, but we're here, fully recovered from our last mission, and no new orders have been given. We can be ready to leave in three days."

Sarrica's mouth tightened as he stared at Rene and Lesto, who looked so much like Nyle that some days it still hurt to look at them. In the days immediately following Nyle's death he hadn't been able to be in the same room with them for very long. Rene and Lesto were five years apart; Nyle had been younger than Lesto by two years, older than Rene by three, and had considered himself the easily missed middle child, especially since he hadn't returned to the empire until he was sixteen, and he and Sarrica hadn't properly met until Nyle was eighteen. It had taken Sarrica a long time to convince Nyle that it really was him whom Sarrica loved.

And he honored his Nyle's memory by sending his brothers into battle again and again. "Do it," he said quietly.

Rene nodded and left, as quick to come and go as ever, as if he was afraid he would be trapped if he held still too long. Lesto swore, shot Sarrica a look that was tired-angry-understanding all at once, and chased after Rene.

The office was silent in their wake. Sarrica hated silence. He also hated not eating; the fact he could not remember when he last had eaten certainly explained part of his foul mood and probably his headache. A glance at the clock confirmed what he had vaguely noted earlier: dinner had long since come and gone. He could not recall the last time he had been able to attend a public dinner. Which was unfortunate, because though the dinners were exhausting and he had no real talent for the talking and mincing that went along with them, they were occasionally useful for accomplishing some small matter that otherwise would require hours of tedious meetings, court hearings, or summoning people to his office to issue orders or threats. The best way to convince someone to listen, Nyle had always said, was to ply them with food and drink and music. They had both hated giving up the battlefields and fortresses to return to the palace and settle into court life, but Nyle had been better at handling it—at first, anyway. But Sarrica did not feel like further ruining his mood by dwelling on things that no longer mattered.

A mood that would never improve if he did not eat and his head did not stop hurting. Which reminded him of the other reason he had hoped to attend dinner that night: Prince Allen Telmis. The poor timing of his arrival, and the surprise that he was not the soldier Sarrica had requested, had not been Prince Allen's fault. He could not be expected to be aware of all that was happening when Sarrica could barely keep up with it himself.

Perhaps it was for the best he had been such a bastard to Prince Allen. Sarrica had conceded to a second marriage, but with the stipulation that the candidate be someone who could help him—an experienced soldier who could also endure court life, someone strong and capable and who understood it would be a partnership of state and nothing more. Prince Allen had a cold demeanor, but he'd also been soft and pretty, and meticulously dressed, practically dripping with jewels. He had looked like a songbird in need of careful handling and plenty of attention.

Sarrica had no time for such nonsense, or the aggravation that inevitably came from such persons when they did not receive the attention they required. He had an empire to run, small wars to stop—or at least keep manageable—and a much larger war to prevent. He did not have time to hold the hand of a pretty little prince from…

Where did Prince Allen hail from? Sarrica thought over the brief encounter in court, but all he remembered of the man was his beauty and cool demeanor. He had spoken Harken like a native, but that pale, gold-toned skin wasn't common in Harken or the immediately surrounding kingdoms. Whatever. It hardly mattered when he was just going to send the man scurrying off back home, no matter what Lesto said or threatened.

He scrubbed a hand over his face, tried to wake himself up because there was still quite a bit of work to do even discounting the new problem with The Swan. In addition to everything else, he was going to have to work out what exactly he was going to say to the council so that they could begin to quietly prepare for full war without alarming everyone. He also needed to make certain they took long enough that the Three-headed Dragons had time to accomplish their mission.

The door to his office opened, and Sarrica looked up, sighing when Lesto stepped in, closed the door, and locked it before striding across the room to join Sarrica at his desk. "I'm sorry," Sarrica said.

Lesto shook his head. "We all have our duties, and Rene is an adult; he can make his own stupid decisions. I'm more annoyed with him for always wanting to run into every fire that sparks to life. I wish I could figure out, once and for all, what he is always running from."

Sarrica was at least sixty percent certain Rene was running from Lord Tara, but he had promised not to say anything. "I want Fathoms Deep ready to move on a moment. At this point we must assume that everything is going to go wrong."

"Fathoms Deep is always ready to move on a moment," Lesto replied. "Dinner should be waiting in your suite by now. Everything is locked up for the night."

"Then let's go have dinner," Sarrica said and locked his desk and cabinet. Slipping the steel ring that held all his keys back onto its loop on his belt, he followed Lesto across the room to a hidden door built into the wall, concealed by a profusion of paintings, statues, and plants. Lesto lit a small torch, leading the way through the dark maze of secret passages that connected the main rooms of the High King: offices, bedchamber, solar, and a secret escape route. They connected to a few other places as well, but Sarrica and Lesto seldom used those passages.

Lesto paused as they reached one of the intersections, casting Sarrica a look that, even in the dark, was clearly sly and faintly amused. "I learned something interesting from Rene."

"Oh?" Sarrica asked and slipped by him, more interested in food than gossip.

Following him, Lesto replied, "Apparently when he went in search of a silver tongue he could not find one. He finally went to demand Seyn locate him one, but a pretty prince speaking with Seyn and Lady Anesta said that he could speak Outlander. Except when he was finished speaking with our poor, dead sailor he revealed the man was actually from Farland. In the span of a few minutes, he snapped at Rene to shut up, reprimanded the imperial army for its longstanding bad habit of pressing Farlanders into service, and implied Rene and his men were halfwits for not being able to tell the difference between Outlander and Farlander—and after only listening to a few short words, was able to identify the Carthian defector in Rene's group."

Sarrica stopped, half-turned, and scowled. "What is the point of this tale? That there is a talented but rude silver tongue on the premises? That is hardly new. Silver tongues all think they're special for speaking multiple languages and scoff at those of us who cannot. As though I have time to sit around studying all day and talking just for the sake of talking." His scowl turned into a glare when Lesto laughed. "What?"

"Sarrica, the silver tongue who helped them was your fiancé, the man you threw out of court today after humiliating him in just about every way possible. If not for him we would not know anything because silver tongues who bother to learn Farlander are few and far between."

"I hadn't realized he was a silver tongue," Sarrica said. "He spoke perfect Harken; I thought he must know it natively."

"He's from Gaulden. Did you bother to read or listen to anything we've said about him, Sarrica? I know you have little interest in the marriage, Sarrica, but this man would be good for you—at least so far as running the empire goes." Lesto grinned briefly. "As to what other uses you put him to, well, that is between you and him, but I would not let something that pretty go to waste."

Sarrica turned away, angry and sad and tired. How could Lesto speak so easily of him fucking someone else when it was his own brother that Sarrica had loved? Still loved, even if he was painfully aware he must move on.

"Nyle would want you to move on, you know."

"I'm not discussing this right now, Lesto. I just want to eat, visit my children, and see if I can't make some order of the mess at my feet."

Lesto sighed but nodded. "Don't forget to sleep."

As if he ever did much of that. He hadn't slept more than four to five hours at a time since Nyle had died. Some nights, he didn't sleep at all. Sarrica had the feeling he was in for another one of those sleepless nights.
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