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      Terena Luca - the main character, arguably. It’s me, I argue.

      

      Gabriol “Croak” Luca - Terena’s handsome younger brother

      

      Sonah Yahn - Terena’s twin but strangely, four years younger…

      

      Hermes - Olympian god with anger issues.

      

      Daris Antonius - Commander of the Liodari. Not trustworthy. But the heart wants what the heart wan—ouch! Stop!

      

      Rydon of Decu - mercenary and a Eudaemon, which is fancy for “immortal guardian”. Croak is his best friend.

      

      Gabriol of Rois - another mercenary. Amazing hair. Tall.

      

      Ormano “Orry” Peredor - Cleric, so, boring as fuck, but Terena finds his research valuable. Croak’s best friend.

      

      Lerek - that’s right! He’s alive! Crown Prince of Heylisia.

      

      King Altos - King of Sparta.

      

      Pytho - oracle. Seems nice but has really strange eyeballs.

      

      Migela - assassin. Mute, but funny as shit when you understand the hand gestures she makes.

      

      Vassori - tracker. Xoran’s sister. Very cute in a scare the shit out of you kinda way.

      

      Xoran - Captain of the Imperial Guard to the Emperor of Heylisia. Not a good guy. Slimy.

      

      Melanos - a god and a very cool… god. Gigantic.

      

      Bethana - a nymph and Melanos’s ladylove who was cursed by Poseidon and turned into a serpent.

      

      Jason - heroic, Liodari, and newly appointed lieutenant.

      

      Fane - former Liodari now just an average Spartan soldier.

      

      Leander - Heylisian Riverman, where Heylisian officers send their psychopaths.

      

      Cassandra - a seer. Came from somewhere called Troy.

      

      Duke Ovenno - Sonah’s pretend dad. Not a good guy. At all.

      

      Galen - Duke Ravos. Asshole.

      

      Solon - Emperor of Heylisia. Evil if evil were a person.

      

      High Cleric Christos - claims to be pious but really, an asshole.

      

      General Peleon - brother to the emperor and the general of his armies. Need I say more?
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      OLYMPIA

      Ormano Peredor scribbled furiously, glancing back and forth between the scroll he was referencing and his notes. Shuffling aside one of the many papers strewn across the table, he frowned in concentration as he searched for the one he needed.

      “Any luck?”

      Startled, Orry spared a glance at Terena Luca strolling to his side, her hand tucked into her belt as she looked at his work.

      She must’ve just come from training, Orry thought when she leaned against the desk. Her sable hair was in its usual style, secured high on her head so the mane hung down to sway gently as she walked, but there were strands loose and a flush of color high on her cheeks. Snow had melted on her leather breeches, leaving behind dots of moisture, and her fur-lined boots were wet when she crossed her ankles. Her hazel eyes narrowed as she looked down at the scrolls in front of Orry.

      “Nothing yet,” he muttered as he dipped his quill in the ink, careful not to drip any on the ancient scrolls. Hermes had presented Orry with the scrolls when he’d first arrived, months ago.

      Orry was searching for anything he could find on the Shroud of Faybhen. He’d yet to discover how it opened a portal to the Olympian gods.

      A month after Terena and Croak arrived, Orry was still no closer to discovering the shroud’s secrets and his frustration was eating at him.

      “What’s this?”

      Orry glanced at where Terena’s hand was settled and he did a double take as she lifted it, frowning at the ancient words.

      “Careful!” he snapped and swatted her hand with the feathered end of the quill.

      She bent closer as he casually read the dead language and grinned.

      “This,” he said, “is a fascinating story I’d not heard before. It is of a goddess we never knew existed, at least, not in Heylisia.”

      “What goddess?”

      “She had many names. I saw a reference in one of these scrolls to her as Até, but this text refers to her as Kaïra. The God of Ruin. Her power was so terrible, even the other gods feared her. Except Thanatos. The God of Death loved her and they were to marry, but she was killed.”

      “What? How?”

      Orry shrugged. “It doesn’t say. Only that Zeus defiled her corpse, stealing one of her emerald eyes and fashioning it into an amulet he then gifted to a mortal. A shepherd. The goddess had many powers, the most insidious allowed her to invade the minds of mortals and gods, twisting their desires and ambitions to cruelty, depravity. The affected would turn on one another, becoming so corrupted they destroyed their families.

      “Kingdoms were ruined, generations wiped out. She could do this with the gods too, but she was not malicious. Although that’s a guess on my part, with what little is written of her. And while she never threatened the King of the Gods, Zeus was not happy there was someone out there with this kind of power, something that could be used against him.

      “Thanatos, of course, thought it was Zeus behind her murder but Apollo put an end to the rumors with his gift of foresight. But his visions could not find the real culprit. Didn’t stop the God of Death from raging when Zeus used the goddess’s eye as an ornament for some random mortal. He was broken by her murder, and to have Zeus use her eye for a trinket and gift for a mortal was something Thanatos could not forgive. In his grief over her loss and fury at Zeus for his callousness, the God of Death altered the power of the amulet.”

      “Well? Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      Grinning, Orry turned back to the wonderful scattering of texts across his workspace. “He made it so even those who did not have bad intentions would have their minds corrupted if the shepherd willed it. The halls of the afterlife filled with so many souls, at one point the Olympians convened about taking the amulet back. They were overwhelmed with prayers from their people, begging the gods to do something about the shepherd’s power. He took over a kingdom, but I cannot find which one.”

      “Did Zeus get the amulet back?”

      “He did not,” a deep voice called out, startling them both.

      Orry tensed as the trickster god, Hermes, lounged against the doorway to the library, his arms crossed at his chest. As usual, he wore a black silk tunic opened to reveal the golden skin of his chest, his black leather breeches tucked into the immaculate boots laced to his calves. His blond locks were pulled back and tied at his nape. Hermes watched them with a slight frown.

      “Did you know her?” Terena asked, waving a hand at the papers before Orry. “The God of Ruin?”

      “Aye,” Hermes said. He pushed away from the door, strolling toward them with his arms still crossed. “She was lovely. Spent much of her time alone, though. None of us wanted to be anywhere near her. Not because she was an asshole or anything. But the power she wielded made us leery, lest Zeus think we were plotting his demise.”

      “And yet,” Ren said, moving away from the table as Hermes neared, “Thanatos was the only one among you who didn’t care about that. I find that interesting.”

      “Find it interesting all you want,” Hermes snorted as he looked down at the ancient pages. “But I daresay, even you, niece, would quake before Zeus.”

      “So who killed Kaïra?”

      Hermes shrugged. “We never found out. Shortly after, war broke out and then we were banished.”

      “And what of the shepherd’s bloodline?” Orry asked, twisting in his seat to face Hermes. “What kingdom did they rule?”

      Hermes spared a glance at him as he picked up a corner of a parchment near his hip. Dropping it back onto the table, he sighed. “Olethros. Tinos was the shepherd-turned-king. The first and only of his line to have the amulet. He was killed during the war, that I know.” He clicked his tongue and looked over at Terena. “I don’t know what became of the amulet, obviously. We were no longer around to care.”

      “So it could still be out there?” Ren asked, her hazel eyes narrowed.

      “Possibly.”

      “And where was Olethros located? Perhaps we can trace the king’s lineage and see if we can find the amulet.” Orry looked up at the god with barely concealed excitement.

      Hermes winked. “Olethros is now called Metilai.”
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      Terena laughed.

      Of course.

      Dropping her chin, she grinned as she closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “So, it could be in Emperor Solon’s vaults as we speak?”

      Hermes waved a hand dismissively. “If it was, I’d imagine Solon would’ve used it by now. He’s been rounding up trackers who all possess amulets of power. And I do not believe he’s descended from Tinos’s bloodline. From what I’ve learned of his empire, that region’s been conquered several times before Justinian the Fair took the crown and Heylisia was born.”

      “Right,” Orry murmured. He was picking at his fingernails, biting his lip in a way Terena knew meant he was deep in thought.

      “This arrived just now,” Hermes said after a beat. He held up a folded slip of paper between his fingers, his aquamarine eyes on Terena.

      Straightening, Terena took a step toward Hermes and snatched the missive, squinting at the words. Her eye twitched as she read. When she was finished, she lifted her gaze to find Hermes smiling faintly back at her.

      “When do we leave?”

      Orry turned, his eyes moving back and forth between Terena and Hermes. “What’s going on?”

      “Sonah’s in Sparta.”

      Orry’s brows shot to his hairline. “That’s… what you expected, right?”

      “Aye,” Hermes said without taking his eyes off Terena. “We will leave in the morning.”

      Terena’s pulse thrashed as she struggled to maintain calm. “Good. I’ll be ready.”

      “I’ve already sent a note back confirming we’re on our way. The cleric stays here until he figures out how to open the fucking portal.” His gaze shifted at last to Orry.

      Her friend visibly deflated. “I’d like to join you,” Orry said, his eyes shifting to Terena. “Please? I’ve never been to Sparta, and perhaps the king would let me see⁠—”

      “I need you here to finish your studies,” Hermes interrupted in a tone brooking no further argument.

      Terena gave Orry an apologetic shrug.

      “Go find your brother,” Hermes said as he strode away. “He needs you.”

      “What did your men do now?” Terena grumbled as she strode after him.

      “You’ll see.”
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      SPARTA

      Sonah Yahn stared at Crown Prince Lerek of Heylisia as if she’d seen a ghost.

      He was a ghost.

      He had to be.

      Prince Lerek was murdered on his terrace in Metilai seven months ago.

      And Sonah should know; she was accused—along with her sister, Terena Luca—of his murder.

      Clutching the towel tight in her shaking hands, Sonah took a few tentative steps toward him.

      “Prince Lerek?”

      “Aye, Sonah,” he said, with the same heartbreaking smile she knew so well. “It’s me. I heard you were back here and thank the gods, I found the right tunnel exit this time.”

      “Tunnel? Prince⁠—”

      He came at her so fast she gasped as he  threw his arms around her in a fierce embrace. Sonah froze, then lifted a hand to his back in a feeble attempt at a hug. Her mind struggled to keep up with reality. She trembled, and Lerek’s arms tightened.

      Dropping a kiss on her head before pulling back, Prince Lerek grinned at her, his brown eyes swimming with unshed tears. He swallowed a few times and chuckled.

      “I didn’t think I’d see you again,” he said, his voice gruff. “Where’s Terena? Is she with you?”

      Sonah’s stomach fell. She felt like throwing up. Images of Terena fighting Daris Antonius in Messene over what Sonah had told her flashed behind her eyes.

      She was an idiot. And she should’ve kept her big idiot mouth shut.

      “No, Prince⁠—”

      “It’s Lerek, Sonah. For the millionth time.”

      “Lerek,” she said and cleared her throat. “No, Lerek. By now, she’s with the new king in the north.”

      He seemed dejected at her answer. She reached out and grabbed the sleeves of his tunic. When his cheeks colored, Sonah fumbled at her towel and ducked back into the bathing chamber.

      Snatching her robe from the chair near the tub, she called out apologies to the prince. After cinching the sash tight around her waist, she smoothed her hair and walked out of the room to face him.

      “What happened to you? How are you not dead?”

      He looked the same as he had all those months ago, except his hair was much shorter and he wore the clothes of a Spartan courtier.

      Then it hit her.

      Isher. Isher is dead.

      Sonah shook. The blood leeched down her body and she felt cold. So horribly cold.

      “Gods,” she whispered, shaking her head as the tears Lerek had held back finally fell. Sonah choked on a sob and Lerek rushed forward once more. He held her close as she cried, thoughts of Isher throughout the years flooding her mind, tearing at her soul. Her knees buckled and Lerek bent with her, cradling her as she kneeled on the floor and sobbed.

      At length, her trembling settled, and she hiccuped as she pulled back to look at the prince.

      “Was it… was it Daris? Was it Daris Antonius that killed him?”

      “No,” Lerek rushed to respond. “No. Gods, Sonah. There’s so much to tell you. I fear I don’t have time⁠—”

      “We have time!” she cried, her fingernails digging through the silk of his sleeves. “I need to know! I made a terrible mistake, Lerek, and I need to see if I can make it right!”

      “Sonah, you were bathing,” Lerek said and looked pointedly at the robe barely covering her.

      Sonah’s cheeks heated, and she pulled back, scrambling to her feet. She looked around frantically but Lerek turned his back.

      “I’ll let you get back to your bath,” he said in a loud whisper, “but I will be back at midnight. Try not to fall asleep.”

      Before she could respond, he stalked toward the large gilded armoire opposite her bed. Sonah’s mouth dropped when she noticed the doors were open. Her dresses were shoved to one side and a panel at the back hung open. She gawked as he pushed the panel back and stepped inside, shutting it firmly without a backward glance.

      Sonah stood rooted for a long time before she lurched forward, touching the panel that was now just the back of her armoire.

      As she felt around for the seam, a loud knock sounded at her door. Frowning, Sonah ducked out and took a step toward the sitting room.

      “Yes?”

      “Lady Sonah, King Altos requests your presence at dinner,” the muffled voice of her guard, Jenos, replied through the thick oak.

      She rushed into the sitting room and opened the door a crack. Peeking out, Sonah smiled when the guard stepped into her line of sight. “Thank you, Jenos.”

      When she made to close the door, Jenos reached out, his weathered hand curled around the wood. He looked down at the marble floor before he lifted his light blue eyes at her with a frown on his lined face. “Apologies, lady, but this time you are to come dressed… appropriately. The king has guests.”

      “Do you know whom he hosts?”

      “Aye, lady,” he said in a low grumble as he shifted his feet.

      Jenos was much older than most of the Royal Guard, and when he’d first been assigned to her, his sheer size and frightening visage had kept Sonah from befriending him. But she’d soon realized he was little more than a giant puppy; his scarred countenance and big warrior’s body hid a soft heart. She often wondered if King Altos knew her better than she realized.

      It was clear, seeing him shuffling uncomfortably before her, whoever King Altos was entertaining was not to Jenos’s liking.

      “If you cannot say, I will not force you,” Sonah said softly, and from the way he rubbed the back of his neck, Sonah knew she’d guessed correctly. Reaching out, she laid a hand on his vambrace and smiled. “Do I have time for a quick bath?”

      Jenos lifted his blue gaze, his cheeks flushing deep red beneath his salt and pepper beard. “Aye, lady,” he said in a rough voice. He ran a hand over the short grey hairs atop his head.

      Sonah gave him a wide smile and thanked him again before shutting the door with a soft snick of the latch.

      Turning back to the large sitting area of her rooms, Sonah leaned back against the door and closed her eyes.

      Dinner with the king and mystery guests.

      And a midnight meeting with a dead man.

      Great.
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      Standing tall with Jenos at her side, Sonah unclenched her hands once more. She hated how her body unconsciously betrayed her anxiety. Puffing out a breath, she pushed her shoulders back and lengthened her stride.

      Jenos slid a glance at her.

      “All right, lady?”

      Sonah didn’t look at the warrior, but she moved closer to him. “Aye, Jenos. Thank you. Just a little… it’s been a while since I’ve worn dresses. I’m a bit uncomfortable.”

      “If it’s not too bold to say,” he replied in a low voice, “you look lovely.”

      Surprised, Sonah stumbled as she looked up at the old warrior. He shot his hand out and gripped her elbow so fast she knew no one watching would’ve seen her misstep. She silently thanked Altos again for Jenos’s companionship.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, then looked up at his stoic face. “Thank you, Jenos.”

      He nodded without looking at her, but she saw the color creep up his neck.

      They arrived before the doors to the king’s private dining room and Sonah blinked. She’d only ever been in this room for dinners alone with King Altos. When he had entertained guests in the past while she’d been in residence, it was always in the main hall next to the throne room.

      The doors opened, and Sonah took a deep breath. When she caught sight of the king seated at the head of the large table, she strode in, chin up and shoulders stiff.

      Her eyes shifted to the man who rose at her entrance.

      Sonah balked.

      Her throat tightened and she took a reflexive step back, stumbling into Jenos.

      A woman she knew very well sat regally next to the man on the king’s left, her eyes the same piercing dark brown Sonah had seen every year at the abbey for the first ten of her life before being sent to the White Palace.

      She looked away from Sonah, her eyes falling to her plate.

      The man standing stiffly beside the king, wearing a dark velvet doublet with a high collared tunic and satin breeches, stole her breath. His pale face looked even more colorless as he stared back at her through small brown eyes beneath a heavy brow.

      Duke and Duchess Ovenno.

      The people who’d pretended to be her parents her whole life.
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      Come back to me.

      Daris Antonius shook his head for what felt like the hundredth time that day, pacing the small study he used as his office within Arestia Castle.

      He’d had another awful night; sleep eluded him until the small hours of the morning when he was roused by his lieutenant, Jason Sotoris. The same dream he’d had since that day in Seleste a month ago haunted his sleep last night. Terena wrapped in his arms, sated after a night of passion. The last night before everything had gone to hells. In his dream, she nestled against his neck, her lips brushing the whorl of his ear as she whispered those words, over and over.

      Come back to me.

      Daris had taken to working himself to the bone during sparring sessions or out on scouting missions so as to fall into bed too tired to dream.

      It failed every time.

      Muttering to the gods about how much he needed to rest without Terena harassing his sleep, Daris stopped his pacing to scrub a hand down his face as he awaited the arrival of King Altos. Rubbing absently at the damnable ache in his chest he couldn’t seem to soothe, he paced the confines of his study.

      Compared to the king’s rooms and the rest of the castle, this room was bare.  There was a large round table to hold his maps and papers, and a small hutch where he kept some of his personal books and items. There were only enough chairs for himself, the king and one of the other officers in Altos’s armies that would sometimes occupy the room. No curtain decorated the lone window overlooking the training yard and barracks.

      The king had told Daris they’d meet after his dinner with Duke and Duchess Ovenno. Daris had fumed at being surprised by their visit, having had only a few days notice from the Spartans patrolling the eastern border. Even then, the king had warned him to say nothing to anyone until their arrival, especially Sonah.

      Not that Sonah was speaking to him.

      She’d made her opinion of him known—loudly—most of the trip back from Seleste. He’d tried to see her once more while at the castle, to no avail. The handful of messages he’d sent to her rooms were returned unopened and with messages of her own that made Jenos, her guard, color and stutter when he’d been forced to repeat them.

      Daris cursed. He resumed his pacing, his thoughts once again occupied with the duke and his unexpected visit. Daris had warned King Altos there was no benefit to Sparta for the duke’s visit. The only motive Daris thought made sense was Duke Ovenno planned to use Sonah. For what, though?

      A knock sounded at his door, and before Daris could answer, his lieutenant, Jason, entered. His hair was mussed and clothes mud-spattered. He scowled as he caught Daris’s eye and shut the door before cursing under his breath.

      “What is it?”

      “Heylisia’s legion from Elis has crossed into Ibros. They’re headed south.”

      Daris roared, swiping a hand across the table. Paper scattered and rained onto the floor with his uncharacteristic loss of control over his emotions.

      Fuming, he ran a hand through his hair, cursing when it snagged over the ties to his eyepatch. Turning away from Jason, he adjusted it before glancing at the Liodari. “Find Captains Athanasi and Leonidas. I want them here within the next ten minutes.”

      “Aye.”

      “Jason.”

      His lieutenant turned back.

      “Ready the men to ride out. I’ll speak to the king after his dinner. I have a feeling Duke Ovenno travelled with the legion. And if I’m right, he’s once again sided with Emperor Solon. I need you and the men ready in case they’re here for Sonah.”

      Jason stilled at Sonah’s name but recovered quickly, nodding as he strode for the door.

      Daris closed his eye.

      He was in for a long night.
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      SPARTA

      Sonah’s head pounded. She was sure the throbbing at her right temple was fast enough to burst a vein. She stared at Duke Ovenno as she struggled to still her trembling.

      “Sonah! Come, please, join us,” King Altos said with a smile more like a grimace. When Sonah turned her gaze to him, she noted how stiff he seemed, how tight his face.

      She jerked out of her trance when she felt Jenos’s hand at the small of her back.

      “Lady?”

      In silence, she moved on leaden legs, her steps heavy as she made her way to the table. With his guests already seated, Sonah was unsure of where she should sit.

      Duke Ovenno stepped behind the chair at King Altos’s right side and pulled it out. The loud grating of the chair against the marble floor made her flinch.

      Looking to the king for help, Sonah soon realized none was forthcoming. Altos dropped his gaze, his lips pinched as he stood, waiting.

      Sonah walked until she stood beside the seat Duke Ovenno was still holding, her eyes not daring to meet his. When she moved to sit, she shuddered as he pushed the seat in for her.

      Her eyes lifted to meet those of the duchess. The woman’s face was ashen. Her hand shook as it lifted her crystal wine glass to her pinched ruby lips.

      “Now,” King Altos said brusquely after taking his seat, “as Duke Ovenno is still your… guardian, he and the duchess have come to take you home.”

      Sonah blanched. Cold flashed over her and the blood left her face.

      While she’d been the Royal Taster to Crown Prince Lerek during her time at the White Palace, she was thought to have been Duke Ovenno’s daughter. Now, months after the assassination of the crown prince—no, it had been Isher who was murdered—the ruse was no longer necessary.

      So why come here? Why continue this game?

      “To that end,” the king continued after an awkward pause, “you will return with him⁠—”

      “What?!” Sonah shot to her feet, her chest heaving as she stared in horror at the king. “You would⁠—”

      “Silence!”

      Sonah stood for a long moment after the king’s bellow, then quickly sat. She alternated between fear and rage. She had not gone so far as to think of him as a friend, but she had thought King Altos would at least have fought harder for her. But he seemed more than fine with handing her over to the very man who had set her up as a pawn in a madman’s palace.

      The quiet thickened as Altos gestured for the servants. Sonah fumed, the sounds of plates and glasses and cutlery filled the taut silence around them. With their work completed, the servants vanished, save for a footman standing far enough behind the king’s chair as to be out of sight.

      “Dear Sonah,” Duke Ovenno said, his booming voice making her cringe. “I regret I was unable to come to the White Palace after…”

      Sonah lifted her eyes enough to glare at King Altos, who was watching her with a glare of his own.

      “You continue this—” Sonah flung out a hand, almost knocking over her water glass. She righted it and turned her glare from the king to the duke. “You continue this farce even now? I will go nowhere with you.” She turned her narrowed eyes to Altos. “I hope⁠—”

      The king stood so abruptly his chair crashed to the ground before a servant scurried over to pick it up. Sonah flinched but otherwise did not back down.

      “If you’ll excuse us, Ovenno,” King Altos ground out. Pulling Sonah’s chair out roughly, he seized her wrist, all but dragging her out of her seat. Sonah gasped, her face hotter than the sun as she rushed to keep up with the king’s stride.

      She hadn’t been looking where he led. Thrusting her into a room she’d never been in before, Altos slammed the door shut before rounding on her with fury blazing in his eyes.

      “There’s more going on here than just Duke Ovenno coming to Sparta,” Altos seethed as he stepped dangerously close to Sonah. She had the wherewithal to shrink back. “You know I am aware they are not your parents. I had hoped you’d also know I would never put you in harm’s way. You are very important to me. To Sparta. But I need you to play along so we can find out what exactly is behind this unexpected visit. Why he’d have the audacity to come here in the first place!”

      Sonah was taken aback by the fury punctuating his words. She’d known the king long enough to form an opinion of the man she believed was shared by all who knew him.

      This was not that man.

      Altos must’ve seen something on her face because he blinked as if waking from a trance and took a step back. He ran a hand over his mouth and took a deep breath. “I need you to play along. And I need you not to defy me in front of them. You will not like the consequences, Lady Sonah. I promise you will not.”

      Sonah’s eyes stung with tears, turning the king’s face blurry. She gave him a curt nod. An endless moment later he turned, cursing under his breath as he strode to the door, yanking it open with enough force, the wind from it cooled Sonah’s hot cheeks.

      Quickly wiping the few traitorous tears escaping her control, Sonah rushed to follow the king.

      As Sonah retook her seat, she dared a look over at him. King Altos was a master of disguise. No longer the wrathful sovereign he’d been a moment before, the man at the table now looked jovially over at his guests and gestured for them to eat.

      Across from her, the duke began to eat as he spoke of how happy he was to see Sonah again. The conversation made her ill, as did his stupid smile.

      “Sonah,” Altos said, his voice kinder than his countenance, “your… parents will remain at Arestia for a few days before you all leave together. I will have Commander Antonius and a contingent of his men escort you back with the duke and duchess when it’s time to leave.”

      “That’s not necessary, Your Majesty,” Duke Ovenno said with an oily smile. “I’ve men of my own capable of escorting us. As you know.”

      The king’s smile could wither freshly budded wisteria. When he deigned to respond, his words were harsh.

      “If I trusted your men over mine, I wouldn’t need to send my best warrior to protect Lady Sonah. You’ve proven once you’re incapable of guarding her.” His lips twisted in a derisive smile, Altos lifted his wine goblet in a mock salute. “It wasn’t an offer, Ovenno. It is my command.”

      Sonah barely heard. The loud buzzing in her ears had taken over almost all of her hearing. She sat there, numb, her eyes dropping back down to her plate filled with food that made her nauseous. Her lip curled as Duke Ovenno chimed in, his loud voice grating on her nerves.

      Sonah looked across at the duchess. She swore she had seen sympathy there before the older woman dropped her gaze.

      “May I be excused?” Sonah asked abruptly, interrupting the duke.

      Sonah did not wait for King Altos to respond before she pushed away from the table. “I feel terribly ill.”

      Color bloomed in the king’s neck and cheeks, but he waved to Jenos, who came quickly to her side. Catching her elbow in his large hand, he guided her away from the table.

      As they made their way to the doors, Jenos grunted. “That was not wise.”

      Sonah was beyond caring. She needed to lie down for a bit.

      And prepare for her midnight meeting with Prince Lerek.
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      Daris was honest with himself that the tension with Heylisia and being surprised by the simpering duke and his wife were not what bothered him.

      It was that gods damned dream.

      It had been over a month since the events in Seleste. Longer since Terena had fought him over his betrayal. And while he hadn’t killed Prince Lerek, he hadn’t told her about his role in those events.

      She had every right to be angry. To hate him.

      He hated himself for it.

      The door swung open behind him and Daris turned, with rage at the intrusion ready to be unleashed on whomever made the unfortunate mistake of bothering him.

      He stopped cold when King Altos entered.

      The king paused when he saw the look on Daris’s face. He glanced at the scattered papers, then back at Daris. Closing the door behind him, the king turned with a scowl.

      “I need you to ready a company of your men,” he said, stepping further into the room. Daris straightened. “The duke will leave in two days’ time, and you are to go with them.”

      Daris remained silent as he watched his king.

      “As you’d thought, they’ve come for Sonah Yahn,” the king added, his hard eyes narrowed. “There’s been another development.”

      “You’ve heard already?” Daris asked, crossing his arms across his chest. He trusted Jason’s discretion and would not suspect him of circulating the news of Heylisians moving through Ibros. He could only assume it was the scout who’d returned, but he was still annoyed word had spread before he’d had time to plan a response with the other officers.

      “Heard what?”

      “Heylisians have crossed into Ibros. The duke forgot to mention it?”

      The king’s face darkened. “That insolent weasel. No, he failed to mention an army at his back. Fuck.”

      “What did you mean, then? What other development?”

      “I received word from the northern king yesterday,” King Altos said. “I put off responding, but with Duke Ovenno’s arrival and demands, I’m glad I did.”

      “What’d he say?”

      “Either the Fates play games with us, or the plan is unfolding as it should,” Altos said absently. He turned back to face Daris. “The king is on his way here. For Sonah Yahn.”

      Daris smothered the curse burning the back of his throat and closed his eye for a beat before responding.

      “Terena?”

      “He did not say. I will send him a note after this, but I cannot think of a way to stall the duke until the king’s arrival. Duke Ovenno is still under the impression we do not know who Sonah really is, and I’ve done nothing to disabuse him of the notion. So here’s how we’ll play it to our advantage. I’ve told him you’ll be joining Sonah as her escort. Pick ten of your best to go with you. I want to know what that fool is up to, and with you in his castle, you can monitor him and his dealings as well as protect Sonah.”

      “And the army in Ibros?”

      “Let me worry about that. Your concern is Sonah.”

      “Sire, I don’t think⁠—”

      “You are Sonah’s guardian,” Altos said, narrowing his dark brown eyes. “You will go with her. If I can convince the King of Olympus to send Terena Luca after you two, Sonah will never reach Ovenno.”

      Daris’s heart stopped, then sped up painfully. Carefully schooling his features, he stayed silent as he waited for Altos to say more.

      The king looked at him for a moment before he nodded and turned away. He walked to the window and stared out, his back to Daris.

      “It is not going well for them,” Altos continued. “I believe the duke and his allies seek to use Sonah for the same purpose as us.”

      The king turned back to him and smiled at the look on Daris’s face.

      “Aye. I believe they wish to bait Terena to their side. To lure her into their war against Emperor Solon. To use gods to fight against the emperor’s growing power. Somehow, he has managed to find gods of his own.”

      “Impossible,” Daris said before he could stop himself.

      “That was my thought as well,” Altos said with an arch of his eyebrow. “And yet the duke brought news of a situation prompting his journey here.”

      The king paced back to the window and stared out in silence. Daris waited, fists clenched at his sides.

      “The emperor has reclaimed Ravos. Duke Ovenno was not forthcoming with details, except to say the emperor sent General Peleon to treat with Duke Ravos. It was a ruse. The general had someone with him who had powers similar to Terena. This… god, was with Peleon. They were sent with a message for Duke Ravos’s allies.”

      “What message?”

      Daris felt a prickle of unease slide down his spine as the king shook his head.

      “Duke Ravos was the message. He was dumped outside the gates of Calla. Ovenno’s men found him after the morning shift change.”

      Daris’s blood went cold. Calla was the capital of Ovenno. If Solon’s men could get that close to the duke and not be seen…

      “They killed him?” Daris asked, steeling himself for the answer.

      King Altos rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger, then opened his bloodshot eyes, staring at Daris with resignation.

      “They melted his face. The duke said they didn’t even know it was him until after the healers revived him. He told Duke Ovenno the emperor has gods fighting for him, and that they are coming for him and Duke Aurora next. He died shortly thereafter.”

      There was a loud ringing in Daris’s ears. A long time passed before the king spoke again.

      “We have to send Sonah with them, Daris,” Altos whispered. “We’ve no choice now. The northern king has threatened war if we do not return Sonah to him and Terena. I’d rather he visited his wrath on Solon than Sparta. You will go with Sonah, ensure her safety. I don’t want Duke Ovenno getting any stupid ideas about leveraging her for amnesty.”

      Daris opened his mouth to speak but Altos held up a hand to stay him. “Terena will come for her, Daris. I want you there when she does.”

      “She hates me,” he bit out, his eyes on the ground in frustration.

      “Aye, well, hopefully some of what she felt for you before remains and she’ll listen to you when you explain about Lerek. It’s time. We’ve no choice.”
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      OLYMPIA

      Croak stayed close to his sister as they rounded the corner and saw the men milling about in the main hall of The Keep. She’d found him yesterday moments before the blood rushing to his head made him pass out.

      With Rydon and Gabriol’s help, they’d lifted him back from the battlements where Hermes’s scum had ambushed and hung him over the wall upside down. Croak had screamed his head off, panicking when the rope slipped. His heart had lodged in his throat as he’d tried to remain still so as not to further tempt the Fates. A lifetime later, he looked up into his sister’s grim face and cried with joy at seeing her—and being rescued, of course.

      Hermes’s idiots had laughed at Croak when he followed his sister into the dining hall. They weren’t laughing when she left, though. Hermes had berated her for unleashing her fury on his men, one of whom lost a leg during their argument. She’d pushed back, telling him they’d started it by picking on Croak, although he took exception to the ‘picking on’ part. He was certain he threatened their masculinity with his own virile personality and lashed out like a bunch of babies.

      Or perhaps it was the innocent prank he’d pulled on them with the snake he and Orry had found in the old ruins outside the palace.

      Hermes looked up as they arrived and he motioned for Terena. Croak hurried to stay close, casting a scathing look at one of Hermes’s men who had the audacity to smirk at him. His black eye and split lip made Croak feel better, though.

      “Another message from Altos,” Hermes said when Terena stopped beside him.

      “What now?”

      The god’s usually smiling countenance was no longer on display. He looked annoyed as he thrust a crumpled note at her. “Duke Ovenno is in Sparta, asserting his parental rights. He wants Sonah to go back to Ovenno with him. The king suspects it has something to do with Emperor Solon putting pressure on the provinces no longer under his control.”

      “So we go to Calla,” Terena said as she handed the message back to Hermes.

      “No.” He stroked his chin and turned away. “I will still take my army south, for Sparta. You take Gabriol and Rydon and go to Calla. Take Migela too,” he added, motioning to the tall, Offeni assassin who’d joined them a fortnight ago. Migela strolled up, her hand on the hilt of her sword as she smiled grimly at Terena.

      The raven-haired Offeni wore all black, her hair long on the right side while the left side was shorn to the scalp. Her nose twinkled from the jewel through her left nostril as she tilted her head and signed in greeting. Migela was mute, her tongue taken when she was a child during an invasion that killed her family. She was now one of the deadliest assassins on the continent and Croak was glad to have her on their side.

      She was also a little sweet on a certain cleric.

      “It’ll take them a few weeks to get there,” Terena said after she acknowledged Migela. “Why don’t I go south with you and we can intercept them?”

      “I need you to do something else for me,” Hermes said distractedly as he nodded at something one of his men whispered in his ear.

      Turning back to Terena, he said, “I want you to find a tracker that has… eluded some of my finest mercenaries. One of my scouts found her in a village west of Vesala. I was going to put it off for now, but since that’s where your sister’s headed, I thought it best to send you now.”

      “If your man found her, why can’t he bring her back?”

      Hermes sighed dramatically. “Because she gave him a message for me. She will only go with the Royal Tracker.”

      “Me?”

      “I assume that’s who she meant,” Hermes sang out sarcastically. His goons chuckled as Hermes turned to leave. Terena dogged his steps just as Rydon and Gabriol descended the staircase to their right. Croak caught Rydon’s eye and strolled over to him.

      “She said it like that? She called me the Royal Tracker?”

      “Aye.”

      “What’s going on?” Rydon asked as Croak neared. He didn’t stop and Croak jogged a few steps to keep pace with him as he and Gabriol followed Ren.

      “We’re going to Ovenno,” Croak said, failing to keep the excitement from his voice. “The duke went to Sparta and is taking Sonah back to Calla with him.”

      Rydon started, his steps pausing as he glanced over at Croak. “No.”

      “Aye,” Croak grinned, “and now Hermes wants Ren to find a tracker for him. Who is also in Ovenno.”

      “Fuck,” Gabriol muttered, wedging his big body between Croak and Rydon, forcing Croak into the wall. He mumbled curses under his breath as he ran to Rydon’s left.

      “Why this tracker?” Ren called out.

      Hermes turned. “I was told she would help us.”

      “That’s great Hermes.” Ren laughed. Spreading her arms she asked, “Help us how?”

      Ignoring her, Hermes smiled as he added, “When you have Sonah, meet me in Metilai. I’ll expect you there by your nameday.”

      “What?” Ren scoffed, striding after Hermes. “Why Metilai? You never said⁠—”

      “I told you we were taking back what is ours,” the god replied after he’d mounted his warhorse. Resting a hand on his thigh, he scowled down at their little group. “Destroying the empire was always at the top of my list. After getting your sister back, my plan was always to attack Metilai.”

      “And what of the shroud?” Ren sounded exasperated as she flung out her arms.

      In the month they’d known Hermes, the god had spent most of his time training Terena to use her powers. While she’d grown in her abilities, especially the closer she was to her nameday, he was cagey with details surrounding the Olympians.

      Especially her father, Ares.

      “Hopefully, the cleric figures it out. We’ll be back for him when the time comes. But Solon and his empire need to be dealt with first.”

      “Hear, hear,” Croak called out and stamped his foot. Rydon threw a grimace his way as Gabriol smacked the back of his head.

      Hermes turned his mount and looked at Ren over his shoulder, grinning. “I thought you’d be pleased! You’ll be back with your sister in a few weeks and by the time you ascend with all your powers at long last, you’ll have revenge on the man who almost killed you.”

      “There’s war all across the eastern side of the continent,” Rydon called out, stepping up to stand at Terena’s side. “And you want us to head right into it? At least give us a host of soldiers to travel with us.”

      Hermes looked down at Rydon in disbelief. His hellion of a horse snorted and Croak swore the puff of vapor was smoke from the fires of Hades rather than the cold.

      “You travel with a god,” Hermes spat, his jovial expression at odds with his harsh tone. “You yourself are immortal. Soon you’ll have another god to travel with so believe me, Eudaemon, you’re in a much better position to traverse this continent than I am.”

      Gabriol snorted and Croak let out a disbelieving chuckle. The god pretended at humility about as well as a viper pretended at being docile.

      “Two months,” Hermes said as he pointed at Terena. “I will see you in Metilai. Bring the tracker with you when you find her.”
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      NEAR VESALA, OVENNO

      A week later, they arrived at the village outside of Vesala where Hermes said they’d find the tracker. The stars emerged and shadows gathered as the night deepened. Terena slowed as they neared their destination.

      The rundown looking building did not resemble any tavern Terena had ever frequented. In fact, it looked deserted. No one stood outside and there were no sounds coming from within as she, Croak, and Rydon, stopped in front of the abandoned watering hole. Migela and Gabriol were on watch, standing on either end of the empty street, hidden in shadows.

      “Did we make a wrong turn?” Croak asked as he swiveled around, looking up and down the street. The buildings on either side seemed just as rundown, seedy in a way that spoke more of criminal activity rather than despair and poverty.

      Terena glanced around, her eyes narrowed as she took in their surroundings. “Stay sharp,” she murmured, clapping her brother on his shoulder. “Someone’s watching us.”

      Rydon scowled as his hand drifted to the broadsword at his side.

      “Should we leave?” Croak’s voice was barely above a whisper, but Terena heard the panic beneath.

      “We’ll be fine,” Rydon muttered, arching an auburn eyebrow and lifting his chin at Terena. “We’ve got a god with us. And I’m immortal.”

      “God or not,” Croak sputtered, stepping closer to both his sister and Rydon. “She’s still months away from her nameday. When she ascends, I’ll rest easier about visiting establishments such as this.”

      “I told you to stay behind,” Terena hissed as she cast him a baleful glance before walking toward the rotting wooden door of the tavern. According to Hermes, this is where his mercenary had seen their quarry.

      “Aye, and what would I do sitting back there with only Orry for company?” Croak grimaced. “I’d go mad within a week.”

      “Shut your hole,” Rydon growled, grabbing Croak by his cloak and dragging him along.

      Terena put her hand to the door, then pressed her ear against it. Hearing nothing, she pulled back and lifted her hand to knock.

      “Don’t do that!” Croak whispered loudly.

      Ignoring her brother, Terena’s tentative knock barely reached her ears.

      Yet she heard the soft snick of a lock disengaging. Glancing over her shoulder at Rydon, Terena stepped back, her hands settling on the hilts of her short swords.

      The door opened a crack. Heart thudding against her ribcage, Terena waited, stiffening her frame. Seconds passed, but no one showed up on the other side as the door remained ajar. Twisting her lips, Terena puffed out a breath in annoyance and pushed open the door.

      Pitch black enveloped her as she stood inside the entryway. She could not tell if the room was large or not, if there was another room beyond where she stood at all.

      Rydon’s breath tickled her cheek as he leaned close. “What do you think?”

      “Reminds me of another tavern you and I went to a few months back,” she muttered. Terena pulled her swords from their scabbards slowly so as not to make a sound. Gripping their leather-bound hilts, she hefted them as she took cautious steps deeper into the darkened interior.

      A grunt followed by a whimper from behind them made Terena whip her head around, only to hear Croak cursing under his breath. Rydon cuffed him, slapping a hand over her brother’s mouth to stop another cry escaping his lips.

      “You’ve come a long way for me,” a disembodied voice said from above.

      Terena craned her neck. There was nothing to see in the void.

      “Do you think it wise? Hunting someone with no wish to be found?”

      Terena remained silent. Her feet whispered across the ground, putting distance between her and Rydon.

      “Has he even told you why he seeks me?” the voice continued, now in front of them.

      Terena heard a gasp behind her and turned. Rydon swore, his sword lifted as light flared around them.

      Her face darkened as Croak was brought forward, eyes wide in his ashen face. A dark-skinned woman with light brown hair plaited over her shoulder had one arm banded around his stomach, the other lifted to where she held a dagger with a curved edge to his throat. A small gold loop winked at them from the woman’s eyebrow as she turned her lips to Croak’s temple.

      “If you leave now, I won’t skin this little one. And you’ll tell your god I want no part in his plans.”

      Rydon snarled and made to lunge at the woman, but Terena stayed him with an arm flung out to his chest.

      Without breaking her stare, she said in a calm voice, “If you do not unhand my brother, now, I will skin you.”

      The woman’s lips stretched into a wide smile. “Aye. I believe you. So we can agree to leave each other alone?”

      “I was told you asked for me.”

      “By whom?”

      “You asked for the Royal Tracker,” Terena replied in a clipped tone. Spreading her arms out, she grimaced. “Here I am.”

      With that, the woman released Croak, who stumbled forward. Rydon grabbed hold of his jerkin and yanked him to his side, his sword still held aloft.

      The woman kept her dark eyes trained on Terena, the smile still in place. “I’ll admit, I did not think Hermes would send his best.”

      “I am not his best,” Terena ground out, her body vibrating with violence. “I am his equal.”

      The woman blinked, and for a moment so brief it could’ve been a trick of the eye, Terena swore she saw confusion cross her sharp features. When she tossed her head back and laughed, Terena almost snapped.

      “No, goddess, you are not.”

      To Terena’s surprise, the woman sheathed her curved dagger and covered her heart with her hand.

      “You have no equal.”
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      SPARTA

      Moonlight streamed through Sonah’s bedchamber windows. Despite the sharp bite of the winter winds, she liked them open. It was the only light she would allow, so anyone who passed her rooms would believe she was asleep.

      When Jenos had left her at her door earlier, she had bid him good night, claiming a lethargy she was very good at faking. The old warrior had nodded and left her reluctantly. He remained outside her door as always.

      Sonah paced through her bedchamber and out into the sitting room. The dying embers in the hearth glowed softly as she passed. Turning, she made her way back into her bedchamber as the doors of her armoire creaked open. Jumping at the sudden movement, Sonah pressed her hand to her chest and held her breath.

      Lerek’s smiling face looked up at her as he hopped down from the wardrobe.

      “Gods, Prince Lerek, you gave me a fright,” she whispered as she exhaled.

      Dusting off his grey breeches, she noticed how casually he was dressed. She’d never seen Prince Lerek looking anything less than royal. He could be a stable hand the way he was outfitted.

      “Were you expecting someone else?”

      “What? No!”

      Lerek grinned at her. They stood in silence for a moment before Lerek launched forward and hugged Sonah tight to his chest. Sonah’s squeak was smothered in the prince’s chest and for a few seconds she stood stiff in his arms. Then she relaxed, inhaling deeply. He smelled of sandalwood and spices. Like home.

      She sighed. Not home, she supposed. Rather, her former prison.

      They spoke at the same time.

      “Sonah—”

      “Lerek—”

      Lerek pulled away and grinned at her. “You go first.”

      Taking a few steps away, Sonah glanced out toward the sitting room before turning back to Lerek.

      “We need to leave. I had dinner with the king tonight. Duke and Duchess Ovenno are here. King Altos is making me go back to Ovenno with them and⁠—”

      “Your father’s here? Perfect! Let me go⁠—”

      “No!”

      Lerek stilled as she grabbed hold of his forearm. She cursed herself for being too loud and stood a moment in silence, listening for Jenos.

      When she was satisfied, she turned back to the prince.

      “If Duke Ovenno’s here, he can help us, Sonah,” Lerek hissed.

      “You don’t—” She shook her head and tried again. “There is much I need to tell you, Prince Lerek.”

      “It’s just ‘Lerek’ to you, Sonah. And I have much to tell you as well.”

      “You go first.”

      He frowned at her, and after a moment’s pause, gave her a curt nod. Striding toward the armchair next to her bed, he dropped onto it with a heavy sigh.

      “I had a plan,” he said, his eyes rising to the ceiling. He laughed. Sonah moved to the bed and sat as she regarded him.

      “I thought I was being smart. Careful. It all seemed perfect in my head, you see.” Lerek rubbed a hand down his face. “All I needed was something plausible, something my father would agree to, in order for me to leave the palace. When word came to us of the new northern king, I thought it a blessing from the Fates.”

      Sonah twisted her fingers in her lap. “I don’t understand.”

      Lerek smiled sadly. “I planned on switching places with Isher, Sonah. So I could leave and be with Terena Luca. I love her. I’ve always loved her. But my father had other plans for me and I had to do something.”

      Sonah’s head snapped up. She gaped at the prince. “What?”

      “I’d been planning for months. I told Isher about it the last time he was at the White Palace and after much arm-twisting, he agreed to help. I bided my time. And just when I’d given up hope of figuring out how to get away, my father hands me a reason. The new northern king.

      “I had the steward, Solarus, speak with my father about sending me north to meet with the northern king. I knew if it came from his steward, my father would be more open to the idea than if I’d gone to him directly.

      “When he sent for me to tell me of his plan to send me north, I could barely contain my excitement. But he wanted me to leave the very next day. I had no time to let Isher know, so I sent a note telling him to meet me in Laurica. I tried stalling, but all it bought me was a few hours. The morning of our departure, I received a note from him saying he was already on his way to Metilai.”

      Lerek must’ve taken Sonah’s dumbfounded expression as amazement, or awe at his ingenuity. He smiled at her as if she was not completely horrified by his stupidity.

      “You…” Sonah covered her mouth. She couldn’t finish the sentence. She wasn’t entirely certain she wouldn’t leap off the bed and strangle him. Because of him, Isher was murdered. Because of him, she and Terena had been accused and dumped in the dungeons.

      Terena was tortured because of his ridiculous plan.

      Sonah shook with the force of her rage.

      Lerek’s smiled faded as he watched her.

      “Sonah, I did not know⁠—”

      “That your actions would cause Isher’s murder? That I would be accused of conspiring with traitors? Or that Terena⁠—”

      “The only one who knew of my plan was Duke Aurora!” Lerek hissed, shooting up from the chair. “I thought he’d betrayed me, but King Altos insisted that was not the case. Someone else within the palace must’ve known of my plan. And even the duke’s and Sparta’s involvement. Someone with access.

      “Originally, Isher and I were to switch places the morning of our departure. He would act as me, traveling with the convoy, while I stayed behind as him. I planned on leaving for Aurora the following evening and sending for Terena when I arrived. I even had a priest waiting in Avonon to marry us!”

      Sonah jerked upright, shushing Lerek as she motioned wildly with her hands. Turning away, Sonah looked toward the door to the sitting room, waiting for Jenos to storm in at any moment.

      When that did not happen, she folded her arms at her chest and turned back to the prince. In a loud whisper, she asked, “How are you here, then? If Duke Aurora betrayed you, why was Daris Antonius involved? Why bring you here?”

      Lerek sighed and his shoulders slumped. “King Altos insists the duke did not. Betray me, that is. Aurora had gone to them with my plan. He wanted the firstborns out of the palace and saw this as his chance. I cannot blame, him, of course. He is—was—a good friend and I tried to protect his sister, Analise, as best I could. But he wanted her home, away from my father.

      “You, more than anyone, know best the life of a palace taster. My father may have thought it would keep the provinces in line, having their firstborns at the palace, but they were—are—angry. I guess none of them were ever truly a friend to me. It killed Duke Aurora thinking about his sister in danger every day. I’m sure you felt the same. And I am sorry it never crossed my mind to think you might be unhappy there.”

      Sonah ducked her head. She’d hated being the Royal Taster. But she hated the isolation even more. For whatever reason, she never fit in. Perhaps it’s because she wasn’t really a firstborn.

      “So the duke went to King Altos with a bargain,” Lerek continued. “According to the king, in exchange for help getting the firstborns out of the White Palace, Aurora gave him something the king’s been searching for for years. The duke used my plan as the distraction he needed for Daris and his men to smuggle the firstborns out. They were going to drug Isher with a sedative that would put him in such a deep sleep, he’d appear dead. And since my original plan was to switch places with Isher, the Liodari planned to smuggle me away, along with the firstborns, during the funeral for Isher. King Altos assured me there was no plan to kill Isher, only to give the appearance of his death. And while I was taken away with the firstborns, Isher would miraculously rise from the dead. As me.”

      He dragged a hand through his hair, displacing his carefully coiffed locks.

      Sonah watched the guilt and remorse chase each other across his face.

      “Why was Daris even there? Why didn’t Duke Aurora send his own people?” Sonah shook her head. She lifted her hands to her temples. “I don’t understand any of this.”

      Lerek dropped his head back, closing his eyes with a deep sigh.

      “I only know what King Altos shared with me. That Aurora went to him to ask for his help. So the king sent his Liodari.  They had someone on the inside to put the sedative in Isher’s drink and put my clothes on him.”

      “But you invited me! To your rooms! I had a missive right after dinner, requiring my presence because you were having drinks with your brother.”

      He looked up at her, one hand outstretched as he beseeched her. “That was not me, Sonah! I swear on my life. I did not write that missive.”

      Sonah shook her head, tears threatening once more and she shut her eyes tight. When she could speak without fear of her voice breaking, she asked, “Then why is Isher dead? How did the plan go awry?”

      “I do not know for certain. I remember Terena screaming at me and the Imperial Guard taking me away. The Royal Physician gave me a sedative and I was left alone to sleep. When I awoke, we were on our way to Aurora. I wasn’t told of… I wasn’t told about Isher until after we’d arrived in Avonon.

      “Daris said he’d had a man stationed near my rooms, to keep an eye on me. The man reported back to him of your arrival, and Daris became suspicious. He went to my rooms himself to investigate and found the guards slaughtered. Then he found us. Someone else was there, he said. He saw Isher… he saw someone hooded, standing over me and when he rushed toward me, the person fled over the balcony. I’m not sure how anyone could’ve survived a fall from that height, but there was no word of anyone being found dead from a fall, so…” He sighed and looked over at her. “They snuck me out with the firstborns the morning of the… execution.”

      Sonah inhaled raggedly, her throat clogged with emotion she tried to control.

      After a long silence filled only with the sounds coming from the fire in the hearth, Sonah hugged her arms close to her body and looked into Lerek’s eyes.

      “So here we are,” Sonah said with a sigh.

      “Aye,” Lerek replied, shoulders slumping.

      She narrowed her eyes. “The fact remains, both Duke and Duchess Ovenno are here and Altos has agreed to let them take me with them.”

      “That’s good!” Lerek said, pouncing forward with a vicious smile. “Find a way to tell your father about me and⁠—”

      “He’s not my father,” Sonah grumbled.

      “What? What’s that mean?”

      “He’s not my father, Lerek. He never was.” She heaved a sigh. In a lower voice, Sonah said, “I couldn’t tell you before. I couldn’t tell anyone. I’m an orphan. Duke and Duchess Ovenno found me at Lethe Monastery when I was an infant. They used me. Presented me to Emperor Solon as their own. I was to act
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