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Prologue

PRINCE CLAMENT OF the country of Namin walked through the campsite on the shores of Lake Estaral only half listening to the mercenary captain bitching in his ear about how long they had been left to wait with dwindling supplies. He tried to keep the sneer twisting his lips in place, but all he really wanted was to roll his eyes and go back to his own campsite where he could get some sleep. He really, really didn’t want to be here.

The whole plot was a harebrained idea doomed to failure, but no one back in Namin had wanted to hear Clament’s opinion. Instead, they had assigned him to lead these sorry excuses for mercenaries. The plan was simple: the mercenaries would descend from the Spikehorn Mountains into the lush northern farmland in the foothills less than a day’s ride from here, where they would pillage the local villages into oblivion. The country of Toval, within whose borders those villages were located, would be forced to respond to protect their people by sending a large military contingent to repel the mercenaries. The military would be focused on rescuing the people and on rebuilding whatever was left of the villages. While Toval was distracted by what was happening in their north, Namin planned to invade in the south, using their forces to establish a new border where Namin could claim the land in those even lusher foothills.

There was no damned way such a moronic plan would work.

A glance around at the maybe two hundred mercenaries in the camp told Clament exactly how poorly the plan was going to go. Not a single mercenary had a properly maintained set of armor or weapons. Also, none of them would be particularly pleased with the idea of having to work together and split the spoils.

Assuming the mercenaries even agreed to participate—rather than just cutting their losses and heading out to find a better job—Clament knew what would actually happen. Should this ragtag group descend into Toval’s northern farmland, the result was very likely going to be the exact opposite of Namin’s grand, hairbrained plan: the mercenaries would attack and pillage the villages and Toval would respond. If Namin was lucky, Toval might send one full contingent of forces in response. A full contingent was probably overkill to defeat the mercenaries, if Clament was being honest. The rest of Toval’s large and extremely well-trained army would remain in full readiness, completely able to respond to an incursion in the south.

Clament would probably be killed by Toval’s forces in the battle, which, in hindsight, might explain why he was sent to lead the mercenary part of the plan. A convenient way of getting rid of him—having Toval remove his head. Clament would go from the hated bastard prince to a martyr killed by the great enemy of Toval, a dead figurehead used to unify the people of Namin under the king’s call to arms. He was much more useful to Namin dead than alive, for this part of their grand plan, at least.

Two soldiers held open the flaps of the command tent as Clament ducked the low awning and stepped inside. The complaining mercenary captain followed, his mouth still running with yet more complaints. One by one the rest of the captains entered, each of them scowling and trying to look more intimidating than the others. Clament tried to out sneer them, in hopes that acting haughty would convince them to obey his orders. Last of all came the captain wearing the red patch on his piecemeal leather armor, denoting he was in charge of the Blood Lions. He ducked into the tent and looked up, immediately catching Clament’s eyes.

Prince Fenwick of Toval, Commander of His Majesty’s Royal Forces. Clament recognized him immediately.

And then all hell broke loose.

*

CLAMENT HADN’T BOTHERED counting the days since Toval had captured him; since Fenwick’s pet chef had interfered and ruined the doomed-to-failure plot before it could even be implemented. Clament’s hands were tied to the pommel of his horse’s saddle, and his legs tied to the stirrups. One of the soldiers guarding him held the reins. Clament couldn’t go anywhere. He couldn’t even lift his hands to wipe away the deluge of rain dripping down his face.

They finally reached a fork in the road. The majority of the royal forces went left, while Clament and his cadre of guards took the righthand path. Not too much later, they arrived at a gate set into a thick wall. The momentary reprieve from the rain as they went through the long tunnel under the wall was the only good thing he could remember happening in a very long time. Unfortunately, they emerged into a courtyard soon after and the rain resumed.

The guards cut him free and hauled him down from the saddle, then they frog-marched him across the courtyard, two guards, one on each side, gripping Clament’s arms. They walked for quite a few minutes, following the outside wall of what Clament wanted to assume was the palace of Etoval, the capital city of Toval and the royal seat, until they reached a nondescript door with a very heavy-looking lock. One of the guards banged on the door. Even over the dripping, pounding rain, the heavy thunk of a bar being removed, the rattle of a thick chain, and then the thud as the lock was turned was perfectly audible. Someone pushed the door open from the inside and his guards marched Clament into the building.

Clament dripped onto the gray flagstones for a few long seconds, taking in the narrow room. A sturdy chair sat off to one side, and the room was barely big enough for it. A second door with an equally large lock was across from the chair, and the guard who had opened the first door pounded on it.

Another thunk, rattle, thud, and the second door swung open, revealing yet another guard and a long flight of stairs heading downward. A third door that must be the access route directly from within the palace was to the left, but Clament’s two guards took him down the stairs, which had two landings as it switched directions on the descent.

At the bottom was a dimly lit hallway of more gray flagstone floors. Six barred doors dotted the walls, three on each side. The guards took him to the farthest door on the right, pushing him inside and slamming the door shut behind him.

Clament was, thankfully, finally left alone. He reveled in the peace of it—of not being tied to another person when he wasn’t tied to a horse—and took stock of his surroundings. The place wasn’t cold, which was a small mercy since he left behind a puddle as he walked forward. A hard, wooden bedframe with a thin mattress and thinner blanket was set to the left, a hole in the floor in the back right corner was his latrine, and that was it. No window, no chairs, no obvious light fixtures. Nothing except the blanket and bed and pit.

Footsteps echoed down the hall. Clament turned to face the door, and a moment later, a new face appeared. Light brown hair and intense hazel eyes set in a face that would have been handsome if not for the stern scowl currently twisting his full lips—Prince Braxton of Toval, officially a captain in the palace guard, but Clament knew better. Braxton was the kingdom’s spymaster and chief of all that happened in the dark and dank corners of the world. If he was here, it meant the king thought Clament had useful information, no doubt for their endless fight with Namin.

“You know who I am,” Braxton began, his voice powerful but not too deep. He didn’t mince words or try to pretend to be something he wasn’t, or to be after something else. Clament respected that, even if it was in regard to the person on the other side of a barred and locked door. “You know what I want. Are you ready to talk?”

Clament only glared in response. He might not be liked by his family, but he wasn’t a traitor. Braxton was going to have to wait a very long time to get any answers out of him.

“Very well,” Braxton continued, shrugging. “I’ll leave you to your thoughts for now, but I will return later. Perhaps you’ll be in a better mood for talking then.”

He left and blissful silence returned, but only momentarily. Enough time had passed for Braxton to have left the dungeon when Clament heard footsteps again. Two of the guards who had been with Braxton walked into view outside the bars, both of them grinning, their eyes shining with glee.

“You heard our dear prince,” one of the guards said, his tone singsong with happiness. He pulled out a key ring and unlocked the cell door, pushing it open and stepping inside before relocking the door behind him. “He wants you to talk. We’re here to convince you.” The smile grew and the guard clenched his fingers into a fist hard enough to make the knuckles crack.

Clament closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh. So much for Braxton’s veneer of civilization. Well, it wasn’t like Clament hadn’t been beaten before, and at least this guard didn’t know all his weak points like his so-called brother. Still, Clament braced himself for what was to come. The best defense was offense, so he reopened his eyes and glared, hoping this wouldn’t be too bad.


Interlude

Three Months Later

 

BRAXTON WALKED DOWN the last of the steps into the dungeons, stepping onto stone-flagged floors that were cheap, but easy to mop. Only political prisoners ended up in the palace dungeons; the prison complex for everyone else was about five miles north of the city, heavily fortified with specialty guards. Braxton didn’t like going there, so it was nice Prince Clament was one of their pampered guests here in the palace. Braxton visited every couple of days to ask one simple question.

He walked down the hall, which had barred doors for six cells, three on either side, and stopped outside the last door on the right, peering through the bars at the lone person lying on the bed inside. Prince Clament had the blond hair and blue eyes of his entire family, the royal family of Namin. Normally, those brilliant blue eyes were glaring at the door, fierce and powerful and wonderfully defiant even with hair disheveled from months in a cell. This time, Clament was curled into a ball, huddled underneath the thin blanket.

“Are you ready to talk?” Braxton asked, his usual question feeling flat today.

Clament didn’t answer, and Braxton could see he was shivering.

Braxton turned to one of the guards stationed in this wing. “Summon the healer,” he ordered. The man dashed off, and Braxton turned to a second one. “Open this door.”

The second man produced a key ring and fitted the key into the lock, which groaned as the lock was turned. The door hinges let out a screech as the guard yanked it open. And Clament didn’t twitch.

Braxton hurried inside, his two personal guards following closely, and paused at Clament’s side. He was definitely shivering, his nose curled up to his knees, and clutching at the blanket in clenched fists. Braxton slowly reached out, tentatively resting his palm against Clament’s forehead and yanked his hand back with a hiss. Clament’s skin was boiling.

“Why the hell am I back here so soon?” someone whined from the hallway. “I just put this bastard back together last night! Can’t you wait a few days before ripping him to pieces?”

Braxton sucked in a sharp breath at the healer’s words, clenching his own hands into fists to keep from lashing out. There was only one reason the healer would be familiar with this particular prisoner, a reason for which his words also implied. Braxton straightened and turned to face the door, catching both prison guards and the healer in his harsh, angry glare.

“Who signed the writ approving torturing this man?” Braxton asked, his voice eerily calm considering the fury churning inside, absolutely ready to explode like a volcano. “Answer me!” he roared.

“You wanted him to talk,” the guard who had fetched the healer began, his voice a whine that had Braxton clenching his teeth and taking in slow breaths through his nose to keep from screaming again.

“The law is clear,” he said, trying to sound reasonable and logical when all he really wanted to do was grab the guard and shake him until the stupid fell out. “Torture of political prisoners requires a royal writ, signed by the king or crown prince, and sealed by whichever one didn’t sign. Tell me where you got a writ to touch this man?” Braxton prowled closer, and his two personal guards spread out to encircle the three men.

“You want answers, this is how you get them,” the guard continued, still whining but sounding even more desperate as he glanced around the small space.

“Hands in the air. You’re under arrest. All of you,” Braxton added pointedly to the healer, who had opened his mouth to protest. The healer might not have participated in the torture, but he must have realized what was going on and done nothing to stop it. That made him equally guilty in Braxton’s eyes.

Slowly, all three obeyed, although the loudmouthed guard and healer both looked like they wanted to argue. One of Braxton’s guards, Mark, moved forward to disarm the two prison guards—he checked the healer, but he wasn’t carrying anything—the other personal guard, Sapson, drew his sword and stood ready to intervene if needed. Braxton watched, arms crossed and scowling, seething inside.

How dare these mere guards presume to know what Braxton wanted! How dare they touch Clament! All the fire, his fierce beauty, now shuttered and hidden behind a thin blanket and high fever. And there was no telling what mental issues Clament bore since torture was more effective at breaking a man than getting actual answers.

“Luckily, we’re already in a prison,” Braxton said, bending down to retrieve one of the sets of keys on the ground next to the pile of weapons. He passed the keys to Mark. “Mark, put them each in their own cell. Quickly. I need to get Prince Clament to the healers’ ward.” He wasn’t going to believe anything the healer down here had to say, not right now. The healers’ ward had people Braxton knew he could trust.

Mark took the keys and dragged the three prisoners off, Sapson following, sword still at the ready. Braxton left them to it and turned to Clament. He gently slid his arms underneath the curled body, feeling the shivering rattle through his own bones, and picked Clament up. Clament’s golden head rested against Braxton’s shoulder, his puffing, panting breaths blowing against Braxton’s neck. He walked out of the prison, heading for the secret passages that would keep Clament’s presence and illness secret from gossipmongers and spies alike. Mark and Sapson caught up quickly, following as Braxton led the way through the passages to the healers’ ward. Braxton walked as quickly as he dared, trying not to jostle Clament, and hoping he wasn’t too late to save Clament’s life.


Chapter One

HIS BODY’S SHIVERING knocked Clament out of what had been a rather pleasant dream of being curled against a warm chest, strong arms carrying him, and a comforting voice telling him it would be all right soon. He felt a bone-deep iciness, as if his actual bones had been replaced by icicles, and the shivering only made his frozen joints ache even more.

Clament clutched at the thick blankets on top of him, trying to wrap them tighter around himself to preserve some warmth. They didn’t help. The cold was coming from within his body, not outside, so the barrier couldn’t stop the cold. At least the blankets were plentiful and the mattress underneath him soft; he could attempt to derive some comfort from that.

Except… Clement forced his eyes open, looking blearily around at his surroundings. The white walls wobbled as he shook, and the space slowly spun around him too, but it was definitely not a prison cell. He shut his eyes again before he added nausea to the cold he was feeling, but at least his brain was engaged and whirring again.

He was clearly very ill. Perhaps being captured and tortured was all a terrible fever dream? But that couldn’t be it. He remembered starting to feel bad after the healer had finished with him a few sessions ago, an odd tightness to his lungs and a slow cough that said something wasn’t right. Which meant he must still be in Etoval, but that didn’t explain why he wasn’t in the dungeons. Prisoners didn’t get soft blankets and mattresses, even if they were princes.

The click as the door opened seemed loud in the room, and Clament tensed instinctively, his body curled to protect his vulnerable stomach. Soft footsteps clicked closer, as if whoever had entered the room and was approaching Clament was trying to be quiet. Even despite his body’s constant shivering, Clament was ready for whatever was about to be inflicted on him. A moment later, soothing warmth filtered through his body rather than sharp pain, and Clament risked opening his eyes again, surprised and anxious to figure out what was going on.

The woman standing at the side of the bed was wearing a light green tunic over brown pants. Green light glowed around her hands, which she held about an inch over Clament’s blanket-covered body.

“How is he?” a familiar voice asked quietly. Clament thought it sounded like Braxton, but Braxton had never before sounded so gentle and meek. When he showed up at the prison to question Clament, he presented the picture of a man certain in his skin, one who was always confident and aggressive in getting what he wanted. Braxton had to have been the man who had ordered Clament’s torture, but then had him all healed up so he wouldn’t have to see the ugly parts of what breaking a man like Clament entailed.

“He is healing surprisingly well, considering, Your Highness,” the healer replied. “As you know, the pneumonia was really advanced, with significant damage to his lungs. I have repaired the worst of it, so his lungs are almost cleared of the fluid buildup, but he still has quite a ways to go. I exhausted a lot of his energy while I was healing him, plus his muscles were somewhat starved of oxygen, so I expect him to feel weakness in his limbs for a few weeks, if not months. The poor boy is going to have a very a long recovery ahead of him. The problem right now is reducing this stubborn fever so we can get him started in that direction.”

“You’re the best healer in this palace, Alina,” Braxton said, his tone half joking, half serious. “I know you can help him feel better.”

“I’ll certainly try,” she answered, the green glow intensifying.

More soothing warmth filtered deep into Clament, cracking some of the ice surrounding his bones. The feeling was so comforting. No matter how badly he wanted to stay aware when Braxton was in the room, Clament’s eyes slid closed and his mind drifted off, sleep taking him away.

Waking a second time was better. He was still tucked beneath thick blankets, on an incredibly comfortable mattress in the white room. He wasn’t shivering, though, which made for a very nice change. Instead, he felt completely worn out as if he hadn’t slept for a week, coupled with doing multiple stints in the gladiator’s ring. Namin’s national sport was fighting, and the ring was the grandest place to show off the best of the best. Clament would never come close to being good, let alone the best, at any kind of fighting. He was passable with a sword, although Prince Fenwick had handily beaten him there. He knew how to hand fight and wrestle, but he wouldn’t want to test his abilities. Clament’s skills had always leaned toward his ability to reason—he knew he could outthink every one of his family members—but that wasn’t something that impressed in Namin. Brawn always beat brains. Yet another reason for his so-called family to despise him. And apparently, he also felt nasty enough for his thoughts to go morose. Clament let out a huff of air and carefully pushed the blankets away. He sat up slowly, waiting for the moment of inevitable ache. Except, it didn’t come. He didn’t feel up to actually getting out of bed, but at least he could look around.

White walls. White ceiling. White blankets on a white bed. Even the floors were pale gray that did nothing to break up the stark unpleasantness of the room. The wall to his right had a tall cabinet, also white, and aside from the bed, that was it for furniture. The opposite wall had a window covered with an opaque white shade that blocked the light so Clament couldn’t guess the time or even whether it was day or night. He had no idea how long he had been here rather than in his cell.

The door clicked as the handle turned, cutting Clament’s swirling thoughts short as a spike of adrenaline shot up his spine and his heart rate accelerated. He turned to look, trying to school his features into a bland expression to conceal the fact that a moment ago he had been wide-eyed with fear at the idea of someone approaching. Thankfully, only the female healer from before stepped into the room. She smiled when she saw he was up.

“There you are,” she said, still smiling. “Glad to see you’re feeling better. Terrible what happened to you.”

Clament swallowed, trying to push back the feeling that his heart was beating in his throat. She seemed harmless, and Clament’s experience with healers—albeit admittedly limited—was that they didn’t inflict additional pain on their patients.

“The orders of a royal prince…” Clament forced out with a fatalistic shrug, trying to seem nonchalant about it all. She might be a healer, but she was still in the employ of Prince Braxton. Clament couldn’t afford to come across weaker than he already did. Except, she adamantly shook her head in response, making him blink in surprise.

“That’s the most terrible part of it, or so I’ve heard.” She tapped the side of her nose. “The main guard who tortured you was executed,” she whispered, her tone full of horror. “The second guard and the healer who failed so spectacularly at patching you back up both got life sentences. And Prince Braxton delivered the orders in court himself. He was that furious.”

Furious Clament had gotten so ill Braxton had needed to pause his ministrations and make what he was doing to Clament public knowledge, no doubt.

“Never fear though,” she continued, not noticing the direction of his scornful thoughts. “I’m the best healer here in Toval, remanded to the royal family almost exclusively. Prince Braxton was most insistent. I’ll have you fixed right up in no time,” she finished, grinning at him.

Which meant, of course, in only a short period of time Clament would find himself back in that dungeon under a more capable torturer’s care. Well, at least he had a little longer to enjoy a comfortable bed and warm blankets. The last time he had slept in a real bed had been well before his assignment at Lake Estaral which had been a rather long time ago. Clament didn’t actually know how long had passed since his capture. Weeks, probably months, but his torturers hadn’t come every day, nor had Braxton, so he couldn’t count the days by their appearances. His cell hadn’t had a window either. He was certain his healer had been instructed not to answer any of his questions, so Clament didn’t bother asking.

“I appreciate your help,” he said instead.

“Oh! Where are my manners!” she gasped. She stepped back and executed a perfect curtsy. “Healer Alina, at your service. A pleasure to meet you.”

Clament bowed from the waist, not certain he could stand long enough to give a proper reply. “I can’t say it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Healer Alina, but I appreciate your help.”

She giggled at his cheekiness as she stood straight again. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t be. Anyway, now you’re awake, I suspect you’ll be wanting some food. Prince Fenwick’s personal chef sent over some chicken broth for you. Said it would help heal you even more than my magic, and I have to agree. I tasted it, and it’s like drinking liquid gold. I swear.” She tapped two fingers to her heart in the sign for a heart’s promise. “Be right back.”

She scurried from the room, leaving Clament trying to hide a frown. Fenwick’s personal chef was probably the man with blue cooking magic who had saved Fenwick when Clament had been following through on his orders to kill anyone who might interfere with the grand plan—such that it was. Clament had seen the way Fenwick looked at his chef, and the way the chef had looked back. The chance the chicken broth was poisoned was very high, and Clament knew he would have to eat it. Alina seemed to think he was safe here, but he knew better. He very much knew better.
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