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Prince Kenwei has begun dreaming the dreams meant for his twin sister. His sleep was haunted by visions that should be calling to her, not him and his sister had no dreams at all. The ancient ritual that will bind his twin to the lake god — a fate every royal daughter has accepted without question - was only days away. 

Twins had never been born to a Deliverance King. Now Kenwei must face a terrifying possibility that the gods may have made a mistake...and if they have, the ritual meant to save the kingdom could destroy his sister instead. 
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The Micato people had forgotten the old ways. They no longer listened to the whispers of their ancestors. They have neglected the land, letting fields lie fallow and rivers run dry. When provisions failed, they turned to trade with neighbors instead of tending their own soil. Friendships with other tribes grew, but the land withered, and so did the people. 

The Water God of Karibo was watching. When the people stopped offering prayers, and stopped honoring the gods, the consequences came swiftly. The God favored the largest lake in Micato for his dwelling, a mirror of still, sacred water. His duty was to bring rain, to preserve life-giving streams and lakes, but the people’s disobedience angered him. He withdrew the rains and called forth a terrible drought. The soil hardened and cracked. Crops withered into dust and the animals fell over lifeless. Every river and stream dried up, leaving only the lake untouched.

Hunger gnawed at the people. Clean water became a memory. Neighboring tribes refused to trade for fear of the curse that clung to Micato like a heavy cloud. Finally, the elders bowed before their young king, desperate and broken. 

“You must pray to the gods,” they urged. “The old king refused our council, and we were punished for it during his reign. You must restore what has been lost, or the people will perish.” 

The new king obeyed lifting his voice in daily prayer. He followed the elder's advice and taught his people to honor the land once more, to care for it, to raise their children with the wisdom the old generation had scorned. Decades passed. When the last of the old ones who had a hand in the famine died, the Lake God rose from his waters. He moved with a grace that seemed impossible on land. His form, elegant and imposing, shimmered with a brilliant aura that surrounded him. The villagers fell to their knees as he approached. From the growing crowd, a man in rich purple and gold robes pushed forward. His crown wobbled as he bowed low. 

“My lord,” he said, voice trembling, “I am King Roma, the first ruler born after the punishment. We have waited for your return and humble ourselves before you.” 

The god’s sparkling brown eyes swept over him. 

“Rise, King Roma. Those who destroyed this land are gone. Now that you rule, what will you do to ensure their mistakes are not repeated?” 

Roma swallowed. “We teach our people wisely, my lord. We will honor the old ways and strive to guide this generation better than the last. Where once we were thousands strong, now our numbers barely reach one hundred.” 

“Do not mourn what is lost,” the god said. “Treat it as a beginning. The ruler after you will see brighter days.”

Roma’s throat tightened. “I have no sons, my lord. Only daughters.” 

The god’s gaze lingered, unreadable. “I see.” He began to turn, the ripple of his power brushing the villagers like wind over water. 

“Wait!” Roma’s voice cracked. “We seek your wisdom and protection. 

We ask to go into a covenant with you!” 

The god paused, brow lifted. “And what do you offer in return?” 

Roma hesitated, then bowed lower. “We will obey the laws you set for our people. We will celebrate your greatness each year with song, dance, and feasts from sunrise to sunset. And...my eldest daughter, my lord. I offer her to you as your mate.” 

The god’s eyes fixed on the princess as she was summoned. She bowed first to him, then to her father. 

“I am here at your request,” she said softly, her voice steady despite the awe in the air. 

Roma nodded. “Daughter, you are offered to the Lake God. It is an honor if he accepts you as his mate.” 

The god stepped forward, aura glowing. He studied her with an intensity that made her pulse quicken. His hand brushed her braids gently. A small, approving smile touched his lips. 

“Your beauty honors your father’s teaching,” he said, voice low but resonant. “Your respect is clear. You have been prepared well.” 

Roma’s face brightened. “Thank you, my lord.” 

“Then I accept your daughter and all that you offer,” the god said. “I will restore this land to its former glory. Because you have no sons, King Roma, I will allow your daughter to bear a son, who may become your heir. After that, she will belong to me.” 

Roma sank to his knees. “Your blessing exceeds my words, my lord.” 

“When she bears the child, she will return to her people until it is time for me to claim her. With my mate beside me, I will no longer dwell in this lake but join my brethren in the great beyond. In one hundred years, I will send my successor to renew this covenant with your descendants.” 

The villagers trembled, hearts full of hope and fear alike. The Lake God had returned. And with him, the promise of new life—and a destiny that would echo through generations. 
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“Every one-hundred years the ancient agreement between the Lake God and his people was renewed. The reigning king and his bride were required to have a daughter to offer to the god. The babe born of their union would be next in line to rule the land, but the king and queen must have a son born to them as well.” 

Kenwei dragged a hand over his face as he paced the floors reading the ancient lines aloud. “It was his marriage to a princess in a sister city that would bond the Micatons to other nations by blood. Blah, blah, blah,” he muttered. “None of this is sticking to my brain!” 

He plopped down into his chair and stared at the page. 

“His marriage to a princess...” he repeated with a sigh. “How the hell is that going to happen? Uhhg I can’t study anymore. My brain hurts.” He ran his hands over his face and sat back in the chair. “I’ll close my eyes for a few and then get back to it,” he promised himself. 

* * * * 
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Kenwei did not remember falling asleep, only the hands that were suddenly on him, strong and certain. He was rolled onto his back and a mouth abruptly claimed his in a slow, intoxicating kiss. Warm breath, a teasing tongue, the kind of kiss that stole thought and replaced it with heat. When the mouth lifted, Kenwei opened his eyes.

“You’re back,” he whispered. 

A soft chuckle brushed his ear. “I will come to you until it is time for you to come to me.” 

The voice wrapped around him like a warm blanket making him smile. 

“You visit me night after night, yet you still refuse to tell me your name.” 

Lips drifted along his neck, unhurried. Long strands of cool, silken hair brushed his chest, carrying a scent like fresh rain. Kenwei shivered as a mouth traced his collarbone, then lower, leaving warmth in its wake. 

“You may call me Clesteen,” the voice murmured against his skin. 

Kenwei breathed the name as a shiver went up his spine. 

Clesteen. 

“You are beautiful, Kenwei,” Clesteen whispered, hands roaming over his chest. 

“Perfect.” 

Clesteen’s mouth moved even lower and Kenwei’s breath fractured into a groan as pleasure rolled over him in waves. Clesteen's continued touch sent sensations beyond his reality. He trembled when release overtook him, the pleasure so intense it left him momentarily boneless. When he could see again, Clesteen’s face hovered above him, smiling softly. 

“Now, my sweet prince,” Clesteen said gently, “let me feel you in return.” 

Kenwei hesitated. “I don’t know how.” 

“You do,” Clesteen assured him. “I have shown you.” 

Clesteen guided him patiently, wordlessly, and Kenwei discovered that giving pleasure stirred his own desire. The closeness, the intimacy, the sounds Clesteen made—soft and breathless—sent new heat rushing through him. Kenwei continued touching Clesteen’s body and was struck by how unreal he appeared. Dark hair framing an almost
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