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      Aria woke in his arms, her pulse pounded against her chest feeling as though it would leap out at any moment.

      The nightmares of her time as a courtesan had yet to cease. James had been kind and comforting.

      However, when they left the stone walls for food and supplies, she knew they were not safe, and each day their safety wavered even more in the palace.

      The protection of the guards was gone. The rebuilding of a society was no easy task. Many were happy about the dissolution of the monarchy, but just as many blamed the princes.

      He was on the countries’ hit list.

      Photos of Prince James were tacked to the market with a bounty on his head, worth more money than Aria could ever earn in ten lifetimes.

      It did not seem to matter that he helped the rebels; there were still many who wanted him dead because he was once a prince. They blamed him and his brothers for their daughters, who were lost to the slave trade.

      She didn’t know how to keep him out of harm’s way except to leave.

      Molotov cocktails were thrown nightly through the palace windows. S

      tones were constantly battering the outside of the building, cracking windows.

      What would be next, an explosion, a bomb? They were buried in the farthest rooms of the palace, facing the courtyard, but Aria waited for the day for men to climb the wall and breech her room.

      The guards were not in the towers. It was only a matter of time until the palace was under enemy hands.

      The rebels were a mix of good men like Rhys and bad ones who wanted retaliation.

      Aria and James had only one choice: to leave Brayleigh and travel into uncharted territory. It was their only option for survival.

      What would they find? Were there survivors after the war?

      “You’re shaking,” James said, and Aria gently pushed herself away, not wanting him to see the fear instilled in her.

      The palace terrified her, and though she hadn’t spent a single moment in the royal harem or her old room, the smell of the building, the feel of the cold marble floor under her bare feet, she couldn’t erase the memories either.

      “I can’t help it.” It was a confession she hadn’t been ready to admit, though she felt confident James knew already.

      Watching the guards die, Ethan’s execution, and her mother’s murder all overwhelmed her.

      Aria sat up in bed.

      James’s hand rested on her back, moving in soft circles. She opted not to wear the nightgowns or dresses since the fall of Brayleigh. It was a reminder of the royal harem and her time as a courtesan. Aria knew she needed to move past it, for both their sakes.

      “What can I do?” James asked. She knew he wanted to help, and she could hear the concern in his tone.

      Aria shifted on the mattress and turned to face him. “Come with me, far from here.”

      Leaving the palace might save both their lives, or it could bring them closer to death.

      They would make that decision together.

      James emitted a soft sigh as he considered Aria’s request. It was not the first she had spoken of escaping the city, and he had to realize the danger he posed to himself the longer he stayed at the palace.

      He was a wanted man and would eventually end up dead.

      There were no guards, police, or military of any kind. Though the rebels were trying to instill order and form a new government, those things took time—a luxury they didn’t have.

      “If it’s what you want,” James said, “then we’ll go.”

      He sat up and pulled Aria into his lap, cradling and protecting her.

      “Good.” Aria leaned in and brushed her lips over his. She had not seemed to get enough of his kisses. “The boat leaves in three days, at sundown.”

      “Boat?” James asked his lips against hers. He pulled back slightly. “We’re going to do this? Try and discover the rest of the world and what’s left after the destruction from the Gem Apocalypse?”

      Aria took his hands in hers. “It’s been decades, James. Besides, we’re not going alone.”

      A wealthy merchant funded the voyage, hoping to get richer by traveling across the sea and finding antiques. They would have to buy their ticket onto the ship, but no one would know who he was once he reached foreign soil.

      “I’m in if you’re in,” he said, resting his forehead against hers.
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      They traveled over the open ocean for months, heading west across the Pacific toward the coastline.

      Heading toward what was once the Philippines, James didn’t care where they landed, so long as Aria was safe and they could make a home for themselves.

      His concern back in Brayleigh was for her. There might have been a plentiful bounty on his head, but he did not wish her to get hurt by being at his side.

      No one in Brayleigh knew of what had become of the outside world. They sailed into an abyss of the unknown, waiting to reach sovereign soil. James just hoped it would not be like in Brayleigh, with the rebels suffering to control the population and a devastated monarchy.

      The engine’s hum died, and James heard the scream of unfamiliar words in a language he didn’t recognize.

      Shots were fired in every direction, forcing him to duck, throwing himself onto Aria as they were planted against the floor of the ship.

      Had they been seen?

      Who were the men with guns?

      A man covered in tattoos, his arms a canvas of ink, grabbed James by the arm and dragged him across the ship’s floor. The second man accompanying him lifted Aria from the floor and escorted her up the stairwell.

      What did they want?

      James walked just a few feet in front. The gun poised at his back, a constant reminder of death lurking.

      He couldn’t fight without risking his life or Aria’s. James hoped the men would steal what goods they came for and then leave.

      Forced outside, the lifeboats were just a few feet away.

      The sun began to set, and the sky twinkled like a sapphire without a cloud in the heavens.

      Even at dusk, beads of sweat trickled against Aria’s forehead. Her black shirt stuck to her back, and the cargo pants she wore were too hot for the climate.

      James felt the heat of the sun too and with the adrenaline pumping through his veins, it only made him sweat faster.

      He didn’t dare ask where they were. He didn’t believe anyone would answer.

      They were forced against the wall.

      Would the lifeboats even float anymore? The old luxury cruise liner’s paint faded from years of sun exposure.

      What would it have been like fifty years ago, before the devastation and destruction that their parents created, taking a luxury cruise?

      The Gem Apocalypse had resulted in a war with only survivors, no heroes.

      “Move!” the man behind Aria said. His gun dug farther into her back, and she pushed forward on James’s heels. “Down!”

      They got down onto the ground with the other crew and passengers. Six men towered over them with guns.

      “We’ll be okay,” James said as he sat beside Aria, reaching for her hand. He tried to offer her what little comfort that he could.

      Hope shrank like a beacon of light fading in the distance. These men were thieves.

      James could smell the treachery and greed from where he sat. At least they would not know he was a wanted fugitive.

      How did they end up there? This was the safer option, leaving Brayleigh and starting over.

      They never imagined facing pirates. It was the only explanation he had for the men boarding the ship.

      Had they wanted the vessel for themselves?

      Was it a hijacking?

      James clenched Aria’s hand and nodded in the distance. A small strip of land with beaches grazed the shore, and trees shaded the sand.

      Would they walk upon the sandy shores, or would their bodies wash up along the bank?
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