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      For those who refuse to kneel.

      For the weary, unbroken, and unbowed.

      You are the Blade.

      You are the clash in the steel.

      

      You were never meant to go quietly.
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        The Setup

      

      

      Centuries of reincarnated “fated lovers” have lived peaceful lives until a prophecy made them enemies of Perean’s King, Orestis Vidalatos. To hold onto the throne that he schemed for, he has hunted and slain those born with blue and brown eyes. He succeeded in executing two pairs, believing they wouldn’t return to find Perean’s rightful heir. But he missed one key element: “Souls forged from fire must return from whence they came.”

      He won’t make the same mistake a third time.

      
        
        The Lovers

      

      

      Selene is Princess Alexandra’s handmaid in a palace that is both her home and a cage, kept under the watchful eye of a cruel king: Orestis Vidalatos.

      Far away in the pirate haven, Warian Bay, Augustus Triarius (son of fleet royalty Mettius and Cassia) schemes to keep a ship he stole from Captain Tristan Thorne.

      
        
        The True King

      

      

      Oskar Dahlin, a Blade of the Assassin’s Guild, recruits Selene for a mission that will unseat Orestis and shock the entire realm: enter a palace tower and confirm the prisoner’s identity. Orestis kept his twin, and the rightful heir, Mihail, alive for almost 40 years, torturing him to disfigurement. All to learn whether Mihail fathered an heir. A prophecy named “two souls, with eyes of earth and sky” will return the lost heir to the land of sea and steel, and Orestis can’t allow that to happen.

      
        
        Fated

      

      

      The gods have prophesied it, and the gods will have their way.

      Augustus has spent the last 20 years in hiding, far from Perean and the king who would drop him into the fires of the Ethereal Mountain. But dreams lure him across the seas toward a woman he’s never met, for reasons he can’t understand.

      Selene senses his approach, his scent on the air, and his image entering her dreams. But despite what Mihail says, she isn’t the fated lover of anyone. All she cares about is surviving the cruel whims of Alexandra and Orestis.

      
        
        Together at Last

      

      

      Oskar’s plan to rescue the rightful king goes catastrophically wrong, and many end up dead, including Mihail and the queen. Alexandra accuses Selene of the queen’s murder, and Selene slips from the palace.

      Selene literally collides with Augustus in the midst of her escape, and instant recognition slams into them. In the aftermath, they learn who they’ve been to each other over the course of centuries, and about the prophecy that has condemned them to death. To survive to their 21st year, they must recover Mihail’s true heir and put him on Perean’s throne where they belong.

      
        
        Finding the Heir

      

      

      Augustus and Selene, with the help of his family’s fleet, embark on a voyage to Waria, where Mihail hid his wife and child long ago. They face danger everywhere they turn, whether it’s from Orestis’s Navy, sea creatures, or the pull of love itself—that cannot happen. Despite what Fate and the gods say, Selene and Augustus are “just friends.”

      By the time they reach Waria, not only are they losing the battle to stay apart, but the heir himself is waiting for them. Dimitrios is curious about his father, but isn’t interested in a throne—they’ll have to drag him kicking and screaming.

      
        
        A Mother’s Price

      

      

      Alexandra’s assassins—her Eyes—have infiltrated the Triarius Fleet; the princess wants the heir and the lovers for herself. Their kidnapping attempt ends in a bloody battle, and Cassia—long a vessel restraining the gods—drops her inner walls to save the people she loves, and is mortally wounded in the ensuing fight. But not before she shares a brand new prophecy…

      Despite her sacrifice, the lovers and the heir end up caged aboard a ship on their way to Perean. Selene proves more calculating and pits the crew against each other, thinning their enemies so they can take the ship for themselves.

      
        
        Home Again

      

      

      With the ship pointed home, they choose to face their enemy once and for all, whether that’s Alexandra or Orestis or both. They can’t keep living their life on the run. A plan is forged, and the lovers finally give over to their passions. With the aid of every ally they can muster, they face Orestis and Alexandra inside the Ethereal Mountain, where our story began.

      While that battle ensues, Dimitrios, with the aid of the Triarius Fleet, sneaks into the palace and declares himself to the King’s Council.

      A private battle between Selene and Alexandra ends inside a hidden temple that collapses around them. Blood is spilt over the strange gold-veined floor, and Alexandra escapes with her Eyes—all but one: Petrina. When ordered to risk herself to capture Selene, Petrina escapes the collapsing temple another way instead.

      Finally, Augustus and Selene face the king himself: Orestis is caged and dealt the only end he deserves within the fires he used to terrorize their past lives.

      
        
        The Aftermath

      

      

      •	Dimitrios begins the grind of being recognized by the Perean council as Mihail’s legitimate heir.

      •	Selene agrees to stay three months as Dimitrios’s unofficial advisor—postponing her promise to sail away with Augustus, who vows to wait.

      •	Captain Thorne watches from the docks, smiling at the chaos to come and whispering the name that will ignite his war: “Selene.”

      •	Epilogue: Fleeing toward Soterra, Alexandra accepts the god-eater Xavlin into her body; when the agony passes, her hair and eyes bear his mark—black eyes and hair—and his promise of power.

      
        
        The Fuse That’s Lit

      

      

      Book 1 ends with a tyrant dead, an heir rising, a pirate captain plotting, and a princess turned god-touched weapon. Selene and Augustus are in love but on borrowed time, bound to duty and prophecy as they head into A Clash of Steel—where council politics, the stirring gods, and Thorne’s war plans converge on Perean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Casualty of Wildflowers ~ Recap

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Setup

      

      

      This tragic love story spans 22 years, concluding within Act 1 of A Sea of Echoes, and reveals all the players in a long game to stop Orestis Vidalatos.

      
        
        The Queen

      

      

      20-year-old queen, Emanouella Vidalatos, is trapped in a marriage she never wanted. No more than a vessel to provide heirs for a cruel husband.

      
        
        The Assassin

      

      

      33-year-old Oskar Dahlin, a Blade of the Assassin’s Guild, has just returned home after a decade away.

      
        
        The Rescue

      

      

      During a colosseum spectacle—a serpulagus (sea-beast) vs man—an assassination attempt knocks Emanouella into the deadly pit. And despite all mandates against it, Oskar dives in after her.

      He smuggles her through a flooded tunnel to freedom, taking her to his secret cottage outside a wildflower field. Here, Emanouella has the freedom to heal from recent tragedies, and a bond forms between them that neither expected. In the days and months that follow, friendship turns into love, and true happiness is found in shadows and through whispers.

      
        
        The Lovers

      

      

      Orestis and his temple priest, Apollon, have set their eyes on a pair of young innocents: Aura and Vasilis. Together, Emanouella and Oskar piece together their plans to cage the blue-and-brown-eyed lovers inside the Ethereal Mountain and drop them into the fires. All over a prophecy.

      In the meantime, their affair has been found out. While Oskar suffers unimaginable torture at the king’s hand, Emanouella uses her political prowess to have him freed. In return, she vows never to speak to Oskar again.

      A promise she keeps.

      
        
        Two Years Later

      

      

      Pregnant with her second child, Emanouella races to the site of a recent birth—a girl with eyes of brown and blue. Orestis prepares to kill the mother and take her newborn daughter⁠—

      Emanouella bargains for their lives, taking them both as slaves. The baby girl will be safe unless the boy with these same eyes is found...

      As Orestis continues his hunt for the male child, Emanouella watches, knowing she helped the boy and his family escape Perean for good.

      
        
        A Sea of Echoes

      

      

      41-year-old Emanouella mourns her son and grandchildren following their gruesome murders. The person responsible was never found, and only one man can help her uncover the truth.

      She turns to 55-year-old Oskar, and despite how their affair ended so abruptly, the two are thrown back into old secrets and renewed passions.

      This time, they struggle with the choice to leave Perean. To walk away from the prophecy and Orestis’s machinations.

      But duty holds them captive. Selene still needs protection, and Emanouella can’t move forward until she learns who murdered her family.

      
        
        Forever

      

      

      Oskar and Emanouella, knowing the lore of the Ethereal Mountain and the gold-veined marble, pledge their undying love with blood.

      And the mountain accepts.

      
        
        A Twist

      

      

      To their surprise, Emanouella becomes pregnant, and Oskar faces a ticking clock. He has to get Emanouella out of Perean, but not before he sees to Selene’s safety.

      When Emanouella learns that Alexandra killed her family, however, he loses her a second time. The queen enacts a plot to end Orestis’s reign and prevent Alexandra from taking the throne. Armed with a new, potential heir, she passes off her pregnancy as Orestis’s.

      Emanouella then, in secret, sends messages to allies who can help her when the time comes: Shadi of Yiria and the mysterious princess of Otuvia.

      
        
        Crossing Paths

      

      

      Following his failed attempt to rescue Mihail, Oskar and Emanouella reconnect inside the palace. He begs her to walk away, but she’s determined to stay and protect Perean.

      Orestis catches them. Emanouella has one more chip to bargain with: she knows the name of the boy Orestis seeks. Orestis is forced to let Oskar walk.

      
        
        Dyphis Flower

      

      

      Alexandra decides to strike. Emanouella suspected she would. After all, she carries an “heir.” She isn’t surprised to find the petals of the poisonous flower in her water…

      Apollon’s news, however, she wasn’t prepared for. They know Augustus’s name, and they expect him to dock in the morning. They’ll have the lovers, and very likely, Oskar as well. All her efforts these long years will be for naught.

      She can create a distraction, however. One so big that chaos will rain down from palace halls to city streets. And give Oskar the time he’ll need to get the lovers safely away.

      Emanouella drinks the poisoned water.

      
        
        The Fallout

      

      

      The chessboard is set. Emanouella might be dead, but her allies have been handed all the ammunition they need. They know who Perean’s true enemy is: Alexandra.

      And thanks to Selene, Oskar now knows who dropped those petals into Emanouella’s water…
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        Seventeen Years Ago

      

      

      

      The day Tristan Thorne lost everything, the sun shone like an unyielding torch held to his body.

      He’d stopped feeling the burn and cracks in his skin days ago. Or weeks? He’d lost track. It was about the same time he’d last had the strength to fight back—they’d needed three men to drag him to his knees then.

      Today, only one man was necessary. A man they called “Creed.” A last name, maybe. Tristan never cared one way or the other.

      Creed was the reason Tristan slept in small bursts.

      Creed fed him live crabs and laughed when they pinched the insides of his mouth.

      Creed stepped out of the room when his drunken crewmates took turns violating Tristan until his screams and pleas turned into silent resolve.

      Soon. Soon, it would finally be over. He would finally be with the others. Tristan would cross into the Valley and be with his wife again. With his mother, father, siblings, friends—everyone in the village they’d taken over the long weeks—all the familiar faces no one ever saw again.

      Surely, they were dead.

      Surely, they didn’t suffer further once the torture—their fun—was complete.

      Surely, Jasmien was at peace, and soon, he would hold her again.

      Those were Tristan’s thoughts as the pirate dragged him up a hot, sandy dune. He would die on the two miles of white sand or in the turquoise sea. He would die somewhere beautiful. Somewhere he loved.

      What met him, instead, was smoke, soot, and rot.

      The green sails of the Gallagher Fleet ships appeared first. Then the sea with its strange, murky color—this wasn’t how he remembered it. The shoreline was so dark that Tristan didn’t realize he was already seeing it. The beach, those sparkling white sands, were blackened by soot. Where had all the wood come from? Were those…?

      Gods.

      Those were the remains of ships—scattered, splintered, and charred.

      “What happened here?” Tristan asked, his throat ravaged from screaming.

      “You’ve not seen my favorite part yet,” Creed said, a dark laugh in his tone. He dragged Tristan farther up the dune, revealing the rest.

      Plank boards in various states of wear and tear had been erected in the sand. Sticking up like husks of dried grass in the winter.

      The wind carried the sounds of lapping water and what he’d thought were bird cries, only there were no birds.

      Creed paused to breathe it all in, his clutch on Tristan’s arm a vice. “Cap’n likes to make sure everyone understands who he is before they come threatening to take what’s his. Give ‘em a chance to turn around, so to speak. A kindness.”

      Acidic bile climbed up Tristan’s throat.

      Bodies.

      Those were people nailed to those boards. The cries were the screams of the dying. Pleading calls for mercy. Men, women, children—all the missing faces he’d long believed dead.

      A sound that was part laugh, part sob jumped from Tristan’s chest. To think he’d envied them. The earlier victims hadn’t had to witness their entire lives tossed into the streets and burned. They hadn’t been forced to endure the continuous rape or tortured out of sheer boredom.

      And, gods, Jasmien was down there. His beautiful, raven-haired wife. How long had it been since she’d been ripped screaming from his arms?

      Creed dragged Tristan closer.

      Those closest to the shore had begun to rot, and their lower extremities were gone. Likely eaten when the tide came in at night. The sun cooked away the rest. There was no telling how long they would have suffered. And they would have suffered—hands nailed above their heads and bodies left to dangle in the open sun.

      Jasmien was in the back, alongside the others who had disappeared with her. Her long hair gave her away, even though it was wind-tangled and dusted with sand. The rest of her was unrecognizable. Her face was bloated, while her slim figure was emaciated from hunger. Someone had cut away her eyelids, and her eyes were sunbleached.

      Hot tears blurred Tristan’s vision. “Jas,” he cried, then shouted, “Jas!”

      Her jaw bobbed as if to respond.

      Only an air-thinned moan broke free.

      Tristan’s back struck wood.

      Creed yanked Tristan’s cuffed wrists above his head, his sour breath hitting Tristan like a punch.

      Tristan’s heart lurched toward his throat—this was how he would die. Baking in the sun, watching every day and night inch by until the gods saw fit to take him, with his wife right there—a level of torture he wasn’t sure he could stand.

      The wood behind Tristan groaned, then cracked near the base. The plank disappeared from his back, and he fell with it. The air burst from his lungs and burned past his throat.

      Creed stumbled and cursed. “Fuck,” he growled, kicking sand with a scuffed boot.

      Tristan rolled off the plank and onto his forearms. A boot kicked him in the ribs. Hot pain splintered through him, and his breath caught behind clenched teeth. His lungs screamed for air, but he didn’t dare inhale—he wasn’t ready for the additional pain of expanding his ribs.

      “What’m I going to do with you?” Creed scanned the broken plankboard. “Hav’ta rebury this thing,” he muttered. “Fuck.”

      If Tristan was going to fight, now was the time—this was his last chance.

      If only he had the strength.

      If only he cared.

      What was left?

      The village was in shambles.

      Everyone he knew and loved was here.

      A distinct, foreign hum rose above that of the ocean and human suffering.

      Voices.

      Creed stilled and stared down the beach, fisting the hammer hooked to his hip. “What’s that?”

      The answer came with the roar of hundreds. A battle cry to make the gods themselves wince. Men and women ran down the beach, swords raised to the sky.

      Tristan’s heartbeat slammed and choked.

      The gods had heard his pleas.

      It was over.

      Freedom ran across his sands.

      Hope.

      Creed’s jaw fell, and he descended on Tristan with a giant nail while clawing the hammer from his belt. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he spat.

      Tristan yanked and wriggled against his captor.

      He was saved. He had a reason to fight again.

      He just didn’t have the strength.

      Creed spread open Tristan’s left hand atop the plank. The nail’s tip dug into the center of his palm.

      “No!” Tristan yelled.

      The nail went through his hand, shattering bone, and the daylight turned solid white. The scream scraping past his throat came after, underpinned by the approaching curses and shouts.

      Creed put his mouth to Tristan’s ear. “Stay, maggot. I’ll deal with you after.”

      He stood, smirking, then jerked⁠—

      Creed froze as if stunned. Blood sprayed across Tristan. Only when Creed’s body twisted, falling in slow motion, did Tristan notice the large feather-tipped bolt through his eye.

      The body fell atop Tristan, a death rattle escaping his lungs. Creed hadn’t looked heavy, but now that his dead weight lay across Tristan’s broken, pained chest, he struggled to get a full breath. His right hand was still cuffed near his left—not that he had any energy left to move the body off. He could barely stay conscious with the amount of pain coursing through him.

      But he did stay conscious. In the distance, the fleet of pirates struck his village with a clash of steel, a sound as powerful as thunder.

      To one side, the ocean lapped as it always did. To the other, grit and chaos. A battle to the death.

      Nearby, Jasmien’s head bobbed, and her moans turned desperate.

      “We’re saved,” he said through his tears. “Hold on, love.”

      He didn’t know if she could hear him. He could barely hear himself.

      Still, he persisted. “There’s so much left for us. Places I promised to take you and seas I swore we’d sail. Remember that island I told you about? The water’s so clear you can see the colors of every fish swimming at the bottom. We’ll sail there as soon as you’re strong enough. We’ll make it our home, and we’ll raise all our children to be as strong as you are. Because you’re strong, Jas. You’ve made it this far. Just a little while longer, and then I’ll make all your dreams come true.”

      Jasmien’s mouth shaped words that never came, and her lidless, blind eyes stared without seeing.

      “You’re stronger than any storm,” he said, throat tight. “Fiercer than any wave.”

      Tristan’s eyelids drooped, heavy. So heavy.

      Stay with me, Jas, please.

      In the darkness behind his lids, he vaguely registered he’d never said the words aloud, and wherever he was going, that was all right because the pain was distant.

      He roused to murmurs and the crunch of boots on sand. The wind smelled like smoke, and when he opened his eyes, it was to black clouds coming from the village.

      A dark-skinned man bent over Tristan, large in the middle, broad in the shoulders. “Thought you were dead, mate.”

      Tristan opened his parched mouth, but he could only think the words: My wife.

      “Let’s get this—” The man yanked the nail out of Tristan’s hand, and a scream shot from him. “—out of you,” the man finished with a grunt. He then tossed the dead pirate off Tristan and spat on the body. “Don’t worry. They’re all dead now. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Loto!” another man called from nearby. Tall, bearded, bald.

      “Coming, Captain.” He scanned Tristan and shook his head. “You’re just a boy, aren’t you? Shame. You’ve got years ahead to live with this.”

      A feeling that had nothing to do with pain stirred in his chest. He was a man of seven and ten, and he wished he had the strength to follow after the man who was already leaving him behind. Tell him⁠—

      Nothing. It didn’t matter. Jasmien mattered. And somewhere on this beach, maybe his parents and siblings were still alive, too. They survived, all of them. Despite the horrors of these recent weeks, they surv⁠—

      “Kill them.”

      Tristan turned toward the woman’s voice, heart in his throat. She was young and striking with long black hair and cold black eyes.

      The witch stood in front of Jasmien, staring, a knife clutched in her hand.

      Jasmien’s jaw bobbed, and air wheezed from her chest.

      Everywhere on the beach, men and women began slicing necks open. The man from before—the bald, bearded one—took the life of Tristan’s father and then moved on to his mother.

      Tristan choked on a sob and rolled to his side. He had to get up, he had to stand, he had to stop this. Gods, his brothers and sisters were here somewhere…and⁠—

      Jasmien.

      “Jas,” he rasped, reaching, reaching, reaching.

      “It’ll be over soon,” the woman said to his wife.

      Jasmien turned her head, and she smiled—smiled—at him.

      Something shifted in the air—a ripple, a crack in the heat-haze above the sands.

      Wings.

      A hallucination. A shadow gliding across the blackened dunes. Then it landed—hard—on the plank that held Jasmien. The wood groaned beneath its weight.

      A beast. All angles and ash. Wings flared like torn war banners catching the wind. Feet like hook scythes.

      Its eyes—gods, its eyes—black voids that found him. Saw him.

      And for a breathless second, time bowed.

      The woman glanced up at the beast as if she’d expected it all along. She gave the beast a respectful nod before turning her full attention back to Jasmien.

      The woman’s blade sliced Jasmien’s throat, and the beast didn’t flinch. Only tilted its head and watched.

      Then it screamed. A soundless quake Tristan felt in his bones.

      Blood pulsed from Jasmien’s wound, coating her chest, and her head bobbed one final time before hanging.

      Dead.

      They were all dead.

      Tristan Thorne died with them all that day.

      What rose from the blood-soaked sand wore his name—but was someone else entirely.
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        so much

        it haunts

        the hate

        in others.

      

        

      
        - Christopher Poindexter
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        THE RISE OF DAUGHTERS

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the lost diaries of Iraklis Vidalatos

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        five centuries ago

      

      

      

      I pray to the gods who remain that I haven’t damned my entire bloodline.

      I hesitate even to put this into words, but my heirs must know the truth and heed my warnings. We must never forget the danger—the power—that lives forever in our blood. Even now, after everything, he whispers to me. I hear him as if he were among the shadows, scraping against his prison walls.

      Thaleia tells me that it won’t always be like this. My sons, at least, will never have to know this torture. Xavlin’s strongest connection to our world will die with me, but I fear he will never stop searching for the power I have stolen.

      Power taken through sacrifice.

      Blood given freely and knowingly. My blood to weaken the greatest god our world has ever known. It could have been anyone, but I was the only fool stupid enough to step forward.

      I couldn’t let my people suffer any longer, and I didn’t understand. The truth is, I didn’t care. Or maybe I cared too much. Either way, it’s too late.

      I am the god-eater now.

      We all are.
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      In his dream, Augustus Labienus Triarius stood on the deck of the Soris.

      The ship was an empty ghost on a silent, stagnant sea. Hanging overhead like a tortured breath, the starless sky threatened to collapse. A crescent shadow slithered across the planks, a malignant stain, swallowing light. The ship wholly disappeared into the open-mouthed penumbra and didn’t return.

      He should have cared about losing his ship to this ravenous void, but ships were replaceable.

      His mother was not.

      Scarred, treacherous, and glorious, Cassia stood near the main mast, her eyes black, chin tilted toward the gods. A twin to the version he’d seen in her final moments of life. And just as she’d been to the sellsword who’d murdered her, she was oblivious now to the approaching danger that was an insatiable shadow.

      She was only a few feet away.

      This time, he could save her.

      Augustus lurched⁠—

      His upper body went where his feet refused. Rooted, he jerked and yanked, and when he still couldn’t pull free, he reached for her, straining. “Mom! You have to move!”

      She couldn’t hear him. Or didn’t want to. “A return of the rightful king marks the end of the brother and the rise of daughters. When the time comes that the world becomes shrouded in shadows, a line of demarcation will be drawn.”

      Augustus remembered this. Had spent more than six months trying to forget every word. He couldn’t stand here and watch this again.

      Mettius’s desperate yell came from within the void, as if to yank Augustus into the past itself. “Cassia!”

      Augustus winced. “No. Stop. Please.” He couldn’t go through this again.

      The arc of black inched ever closer to Cassia, and the ship’s boards slipped into the nothing.

      Cassia’s chin lowered, and her eyes sought his, pupils black and burning. She glanced down at the darkness, then to Augustus. Her eyes flared as her prophecy continued, the words hurried. “The separation of lovers by oceans and seas isolates a vulnerable king and will awaken the accused. They return home to wage a vicious war, find the lost who wished not to be found, and reclaim a connection to love that will strip the power of a mended crown.”

      “Mom, it’s okay. I know. You already said all of this. You have to move.”

      He didn’t give a fuck about the prophecy or how it ended. He never had. Nothing mattered more than her life.

      Cassia’s knees jerked up, but her boots sank into the planks, into the mud-like void that had finally reached her.

      She met his eyes. “When the lands of snow and fields of thunder collide⁠—”

      “Cassia!” Mettius called.

      “Move!” Augustus screamed.

      The shadow surged—and then, a voice like seafoam breaking on a rocky shore. “Augustus.”

      A siren. His safe harbor.

      “It’s a dream.” The voice didn’t chase the shadows—it pulled him through. “Wake up.”

      Augustus bolted upright and nearly knocked heads with Selene. She gripped his face, anchoring him to the real world, and her eyes—one like freshly tilled earth, one like sapphire—darted around his face. Budding sunlight cast her reddish-blond hair in a halo.

      It was morning. Thank the gods.

      He clutched her head and drew her so close that their breaths mingled. “Thank you.”

      Selene’s hands roamed and caressed, unknowingly pulling him to safety. “I wish you’d tell me⁠—”

      “I can’t.”

      “You called out for Cassia this time. Is that who⁠—”

      Augustus twisted out of her arms and perched on the side of their massive bed. It was so high, his feet barely reached the tiled floor. Across the room, a cool breeze blew gauzy curtains toward them from open floor-to-ceiling windows.

      He inhaled deeply the brine scent off Castona Bay. Gulls dipped in and out of the water from a clear sky. The sea glittered in the morning light. So close, and yet impossibly far. Just like everything else in his life that used to make sense.

      The vast spread of water was nothing but a reminder of how different things were. These days, he made choices for someone else, rarely for himself. After all, he’d already lived an active and full life. Selene hadn’t, so he would keep quiet and let her navigate for a while. What was a few months compared to the decades they had ahead?

      And anyway, didn’t this classify as a new experience? He’d been all over the world and stayed in plenty of nice rooms, but he’d never lived in one. And never with another person. Little pieces of himself and Selene were all over the place. From jewelry to vases to intricate little paintings of the sea on gold stands. Weapons were strung about, lazily discarded like everything else. Things one or the other had spotted in passing and purchased on a whim.

      This was an especially big deal for Selene; she’d been a slave her entire life and had never owned anything of her own.

      Selene wrapped around him from behind, her body still warm from sleep. Her fingertips skimmed across his bare chest. “It’s time.”

      Augustus stiffened. After weeks of nightmares, patiently sitting by without explanation, she was finally going to force him to talk.

      He wasn’t ready.

      He couldn’t.

      The details of that day, the prophecy, Cassia’s death, how could he share those things with her? The prophecy didn’t make sense, and if she suggested picking it apart…

      Not now. Maybe not ever. It would be like staring into his mother’s last breath.

      Augustus peered over his shoulder as her fingers played in his long strands of hair. “Selene⁠—”

      “I promised Dimitrios three months. It’s been four.”

      His breath shot out, and he almost laughed. “Five, actually.”

      Where had the time gone? How had his entire world turned so upside down in just a few months? Who he had been when he first boarded the Soris nine months ago was not the man he was today. Sleeping beside the same woman every night. Led instead of leading. Living in a world where his mother no longer existed, something he once thought impossible.

      He’d chosen this life with Selene, and the gods knew there would be no living without her, but the rest? What was he doing?

      Selene hugged him tight, and her lips pressed into his shoulder. “Let’s go. Anywhere you want. You still have the Entia⁠—”

      “I don’t have a crew.”

      Nearly all of his mother’s old crew left months ago, having experienced all the fun to be had and itching to return to sea. Most had returned to the Triarius fleet, which, last he’d heard, was docked outside Warian Bay. No sign of Tristan Thorne or his promise to wipe his family out. Augustus never thought Thorne was the type to bluster false declarations of war, but here they all were. Alive and untouched.

      Maybe Thorne had heard about Cassia and decided they’d suffered enough. It’d been her he’d truly hated, anyway.

      Selene tugged a lock of his hair. “Hire a crew, Augustus.”

      Augustus twisted around and took her hand. Gods, he loved these delicate fingers. “I’m in no rush. If you’re ready, then I’ll take care of everything. If you’re not, that’s all right, too.”

      Selene smiled, and her eyes lit up like a sky full of stars. “You promised to show me the world, Triarius.” She leaned in until their lips whispered against each other. “Show me everything.”

      That sounded like an invitation if he ever heard one. “You know…” He crawled farther onto the bed and got her onto her back. “I can show you a few things right now… If you’re interested.”

      “I’m suddenly very intrigued, Captain.”

      He grinned, and she took his mouth with hers. Her lips parted, and their tongues brushed⁠—

      A coarse tongue slurped across his shoulder. Wet. Loud.

      Gross.

      Augustus unsheathed a knife from its home under his pillow.

      The creature, only millimeters from the pointy end, blinked its big, brown eyes. Despite nearly dying, it smiled, its tongue flopping around outside its scaled face. Its blue and brown iridescent, leathery wings fluttered against its side.

      This fucking thing.

      Pent-up air shot from Augustus’s lungs. “You are the bane of my entire existence, dragon.”

      Selene scooped the cat-sized creature into her arms and nuzzled their noses. “Good morning to you, too.”

      “That’s all you have to say?” Augustus asked. “We were about to…you know.” He couldn’t even say the words in front of it.

      Now he was treating it like a child.

      “Augustus.”

      “Can you ask it to…I don’t know. Go drown itself or something?”

      “Stop that.” Selene scooted to the edge of the bed and rose, cradling the dragon. “We have our entire lives to…you know,” she said in a mocking tone. “He’s hungry.”

      She opened one of two wardrobes and searched through the many, many dresses hanging there.

      The dragon climbed onto her shoulder and blinked at him, tail wagging.

      “Don’t you find it strange,” Augustus began, reaching into his own wardrobe, “that it doesn’t hunt for itself? Dragons do that, you know.”

      “One, he’s not a dragon. He’s a…cousin. Two, he doesn’t like hunting. Or killing. It’s cruel.”

      “How can you know that for sure? It’s gone for hours at a time. Sometimes days. How does it eat when you’re not around?”

      “He visits the kitchens. Cook gives him fresh bread, carrots, things like that. Cake on special occasions. He likes cake.” They nuzzled their noses again. “I can feel you scowling over there, and stop calling him ‘it.’ He’s a he.”

      “If you insist on entertaining it, it needs a name.”

      “He hasn’t decided on one yet.” With a canary yellow dress draped over an arm, Selene spun toward their private bathing chamber, wearing a nightdress just gauzy enough to tease. “He’s open to suggestions, though.”

      Augustus followed her with a change of clothes in hand. “When it first showed up, I thought it was cute how you spoke for it. Now, well, I’m beginning to question your sanity.”

      “You should. I fell in love with you, didn’t I?” Her voice echoed inside the tiled chamber.

      “Fortunately for me, neither of us had a choice in the matter.” Gods, reincarnation, fated, etcetera. He wasn’t complaining. Especially during moments like now, with her nightdress falling to the floor by the bathing pool.

      Augustus knelt beside the dragon, who patiently sat on its hindquarters, short arms flattened down its scaled belly. “I’ll make you a deal, dragon.”

      It looked up, unblinking and wide-eyed.

      “I’ll stop calling you ‘it’ if you give us an hour alone.”

      Selene grinned as she backed toward the bath, as bare as the day she was born. No longer the slim waif of a girl he’d rescued all those months ago. This was the body of a woman who was encouraged to eat regularly and trained like a warrior. Strong and luscious.

      And all his.

      The dragon zipped up Augustus’s leg, around and up his back, then stopped to perch on his shoulder. It was surprisingly light.

      It— He nuzzled his nose to Augustus’s cheek.

      “You have an agreement,” Selene said and held out her hand.

      The dragon didn’t return for two hours.

      Augustus didn’t waste a single breath.
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        * * *

      

      Dimitrios Gabrea Vidalatos had vowed to himself that he’d never open this door. It was the same near-impenetrable mix of wood and metal as most doors throughout the palace, but what lay beyond it…

      He’d been inside this tower’s twin on the palace’s southwest side—the layout was an easy recall. Winding stairs. A room at the top with windows to an unreachable world.

      That wasn’t why he hesitated.

      A ghost lived in this tower, and he’d chosen to ignore it until now if only to preserve what remained of his peace of mind.

      After the day he’d had yesterday, he couldn’t keep turning his back on the truth.

      The inquisitor, Stavros Salidis, was only a month into his investigation, having taken his time traveling from the southernmost region of Perean. The old man was thorough. Some might call him intentionally slow. But yesterday, he’d forced Dimitrios to sit through a reading of statements regarding Mihail’s captivity.

      More and more men had turned up who had seen the rightful king in his broken, tortured state. Some had claimed responsibility for the beatings. The mutilation.

      None had known who Mihail had been at the time. Orestis Vidalatos, Dimitrios’s uncle and the previous king of Perean, had been very careful about hiding his twin’s identity. And after decades, there’d been nothing recognizable about the disfigured man.

      Yesterday, Dimitrios wanted nothing to do with those particular details about his birth father. Today, he decided it was time to face difficult things. He’d survived the death of his wife and child. He’d been kidnapped and imprisoned on a ship. He’d crossed entire oceans to be here and risked his life by simply speaking his real name to a room full of courtiers and Perean’s council.

      He could enter a damn tower.

      Dimitrios turned the skeleton key until a click sounded. Selene had given him the key he’d been denied during his first week. Otherwise, he’d still have no access to this space or several others.

      These men refused him his crown, title, keys…offering him only silence. And yet, he walked their halls. Opened their locked doors. Stood where kings had died. The Council might not name him king, but the palace already had. Absolutely no one questioned his appearance in rooms he shouldn’t be in.

      Dimitrios pushed open the door and nearly choked on the stale, humid air. He coughed into a fist and stared up the winding stairs only feet ahead. He’d half-expected to find blood splatters and gore staining the gray stone, but there was no hint of the true horror that had occurred above.

      Relief empowered him forward, though he did so with legs that felt heavier and sandals that scuffed on every step. During the climb, he passed several flattened husks of mice and old bits of hay needles. No one had come to clean? Was this on the Council’s order or the Inquisitor’s? Or was the idea of ghosts too much for the palace staff to stomach? Maybe it was simply a habit at this point to ignore the entire section.

      In the main room above, the yellow glow of early sunlight battled the gray gloom through several slim windows. None of them were large enough to allow for an escape, and they were barely wide enough to see down into the executioner’s courtyard.

      There was a bed beneath the windows—if you could call it that. It was no more than a pallet of dry hay stained with various colors: yellow, brown, and a deep red. He knelt and lifted a rust-colored piece.

      Blood.

      Dimitrios clenched his teeth, and for the first time since meeting Augustus and Selene, he envied them. He should have been the one to kill Orestis. How could he have done this to his own brother? Mihail had been six and ten when he was deposited here. Five and fifty when he’d been executed. “Cruel” wasn’t a strong enough word for what happened here. All to learn the name of the woman Mihail had married in secret. All to locate and murder Dimitrios before he could claim a throne.

      Fingers curled into fists, Dimitrios acknowledged the rest of the space. Shackles lay open at the end of chains that were attached to the wall. Mihail couldn’t have possibly escaped, with or without chains. Orestis kept his broken twin shackled, even in the end.

      Temples throbbing, Dimitrios turned his back on the cot only to face a door on the far side of the chamber. Had he not heard the detailed testimony, he might have naively thought it led to a bathing chamber. It was made of the same thick wood and metal as the door below. Accessible only with the key clenched in his palm.

      He wasn’t naive to what happened in this tower and why they needed that door. He knew what he’d find inside the locked room, and still, he’d dared to walk these godforsaken halls thinking the past was buried. Thinking he could be king without first crawling through the grave that made him.

      His feet took those steps that his mind fought against. As if in a world beyond his own, the key entered the lock and turned. His fingers wrapped around the handle, and he pulled.

      Dark, musty air spilled toward him and collapsed like the brittle husk of a fetid past.

      He gripped the doorframe, urging his reluctant mind to see the space for what it was. A closet. Comfortably roomy.

      That’s where the daydreams ended, and reality took hold with sharp, bloody teeth.

      A long, slim table on wheels with manual locking mechanisms had been set to the side. Shackles yawned atop the red-stained wood, attached to their chains like hollowed bones. Like the severed remains of something that had never been set free.

      A corpse that refused to die.

      Horror and rage released the lock on Dimitrios’s knees, and he stumbled deeper into the room. He turned and turned and turned, and the truth wrapped him in a barbarous cocoon.

      The shelves here weren’t merely shelves. Malevolence seeped into the grain and warped the wood. And their offering still lay in wait, polished by flesh, kissed by bone, relics worshipping agony.

      Every gruesome and harrowing detail he’d been forced to hear barreled through his imagination with every piece. He saw the screws. The clamps. The cages. The widening springs. Metal stained black from fire. Pins, needles, nails. Clubs. Hammers. An anvil. But he relived the words “opened” and “burned” and “stabbed” and “broke” as if the men responsible were still there.

      Dimitrios dry heaved beside the table, clutching the side to keep from falling. Spittle dribbled off his lip into the layer of old dust.

      He never should have come here. The vague facts of the matter had been sufficient. This was…this was…this⁠—

      Another thought interrupted his horror like a flaming breath.

      This had all been for a name. Pandora’s name.

      For Dimitrios. So he could stand on these grounds and call himself “king” of a land that wasn’t home. Wasn’t his.

      Only an hour ago, he’d been nothing more than a reluctant heir and a quiet farmer. A loving son, a gentle brother, and a favorite uncle. A husband to a dead wife and a father to a child that never drew breath.

      Those soft, benign skins of the past burst violently at the seams, and a different man erupted into the shadows of this death chamber.

      Dimitrios reached blindly, and his fingers curled around cold metal—he didn’t need to look to see what exactly. He hurled the item through the open door into the room beyond. Glass shattered. Whatever he’d thrown was now in the courtyard.

      He didn’t care. Let everyone learn what happened here in grotesque detail. Let the doubters find out who their precious King Orestis had been.

      Dimitrios grabbed and threw. Over and over and over again. When the shelves lay empty, he moved to the wall and emptied pegs of their precious weapons. Before he knew it, only the table remained. He shoved it toward the opening. The wheels creaked but rolled easily into the sunlight-splashed gloom.

      A fresh, murderous calm stole over him as he stared at the table. He’d picked up a warhammer for this part somewhere along the way. The handle was short, and the hammer and curved spear were a weighty iron—perfect.

      He brought the hammer side down on the table. The wood bounced and splintered.

      Not enough.

      More. He needed more.

      With a quick twist of the handle, he slammed the spear into the wood. It caught deep, refusing him, so he yanked back harder. Splinters sprayed the air like startled birds, sent flying by the force of his spiraling, fevered thoughts.

      They called him a liar. A usurper. A man raised on the wrong soil—what could he possibly know about ruling these lands of sea and steel?

      Let them find out.

      Let them see exactly what was done to a real king in this tower. Let them witness what his son had become because of it.

      His shoulders ached. His hands throbbed, now raw and blistered. Still, the table remained—stubborn, unbroken. Dimitrios heaved the entire thing into the nearest wall, a roar burning past his throat like it could set the very air on fire.

      When the haze later cleared, the sunlight was brighter, and the table was in hundreds of pieces. With renewed clarity, he became aware of the burn with every breath. Sweat streamed down his face and body. Dust stuck to his arms and legs, and he was covered in tiny cuts. A throb lived across his left cheekbone, though he couldn’t recall striking himself.

      Despite all of this, a weightlessness held him upright, and he could pull more air into his lungs. It was as if he’d been living in a cage with bars wound tight around his chest, and suddenly, he was free to move about.

      The appearance of hot tears surprised him, and he let them fall. He coughed on a sound that could have been a sob but might have also been an attempt to laugh. It didn’t matter. Something had broken loose inside him, and he felt…

      Alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexandra Vidaltos gripped the sides of her head, her hair a knotted mess around her fingers. The once brown, now black strands crossed her vision in an uncombed web. Voices beat against her brain like wild drums in a tantrum.

      A groan crept up her raw throat.

      The shadow knelt before her. “Be our voice.” They spoke in layers. Too many.

      Too many.

      Too many.

      Too many.

      Textured, gritty like sand caught in her teeth. Weighted, like hands pressing on her skull from the inside out.

      “Please.” She’d never begged a day in her life. She’d been begging now for months.

      Tears spilled over her lids, blurring the figure-shifting forms like smoke dancing within a breeze. Man, child, woman, beast.

      Images of the world outside, parts she’d never seen, people she’d never known, flashed through her overtaxed mind. The thunder of hooves across plains. Bellows of battle. The call…the alluring call…don’t listen to it! The stones, marble monoliths—reconnect, reconnect, reconnect. They’re dead. They’re all dead. Selene taking the hand of a man who wasn’t Augustus…he loved her, and his eyes…who was he? Daughters, daughters, daughters. Pieces on a board. They all have their parts to play.

      “Tell them,” they said. “Tell them all.”

      She couldn’t. How could she?

      This was madness.
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        * * *

      

      Kai Silver Wolf of First Clan, first in line to the Grand Matriarch of Yiria, sat atop her barbed oxbeast and scanned the barren landscape. The frozen earth was white and raw, marked only by clawed tracks behind her. Her spear had gone cold in her grip. She couldn't feel her face, and yet she wasn’t ready to end her patrol.

      The sun would dip below the horizon within the hour.

      And then…potentially, the worst night of her life. The first of an entire week.

      Tonight wasn’t just a ceremony. It was a life sentence. One she’d been outrunning since coming of age. Tonight, it might finally catch her.

      She exhaled a puff of frosty air. This happened every year, and every year, it was the same torment. The clans ensured the continuation of bloodlines in a series of nightly ceremonies that lasted seven days. A male must be paired with a female. Or females.

      If the gods were good, she and Fala would go another year unassigned.

      Kai didn’t know which would be worse: the Eternal One calling on her to take a male or for Fala to lie with one. The idea of anyone’s hands on her wife other than hers made her feel violent.

      She could still hear her mother’s ire on the subject, and several days had passed since that argument. “Of the nine clans, the First Daughter of Silver Wolf has always been called upon to ensure the succession of the Matriarchal line. You will be called, and you will perform your duty as the gods demand.”

      Her mother had six blood-born daughters, so why did it have to be her? Any one of them could ensure succession, and they’d gladly accept the role of Grand Matriarch when the time came.

      Kai had no desire to lead the clans when her mother passed through the veil. She’d proved further disloyal by marrying a Quiet Rock female. She might as well have spit at her mother’s feet when choosing a mate from another clan—as if love were a choice.

      Kai patted the thick gray fur of her beast. “Let’s go home, Dryja. There’s nothing out here.”

      Dryja grumbled low in response, a large puff of cloud appearing. Her long, curved horns cut through the frozen air as she turned.

      Most days, Kai thought continuing these patrols was a useless endeavor. But there was precedent to worry. There’d been a time when foreigners had arrived with wide smiles and clever words, only to turn vicious in the end. Entire clans vanished during those years of war. They used to be twenty clans strong. Now, they were nine. Holding onto their way of life by the grit of their teeth and the tip of their spears.

      Yiria wasn’t the type of land outsiders wanted because they needed a place to live. They wanted unlimited access to their mines. The supply of maclinite gems was one of the few items keeping the clans from starving, and they relied heavily on trade with the outside. The land couldn’t be farmed, and any beasts strong enough to tough out the extreme weather were more dangerous than not. The barbed oxbeast was a mild version of the things lurking in the Yirian mountains, and the clans raised the cubs from birth to tame them.

      Kai and Dryja crossed paths with the five other patrols a mile from the mountain entrance. Each oxbeast stood between eight and ten feet high with patches of gray and brown fur. Thick horns twisted toward the muted blue sky, and a second set caged their wide mouths full of multiple rows of teeth. A long, barbed tail swayed with their ambling walk.

      Had she not known the females atop their calm mounts her entire twenty-eight years of life, she’d not be able to tell one from the other. They all had the same sleek dark brown hair and amber eyes. The same layers of rust, ochre, and clay leather. The same wraps of thick, gray, or brown oxbeast fur.

      They were all trained warriors, spears in hand. Bone pommels peeked over their shoulders from the blades sheathed down their backs. Obsidian knives were strapped to waists, thighs, or inside boots. Lastly, strategically placed on their saddles were a bow and quivers of arrows.

      The entrance to Black Spear Mountain was through an archaic ruin of broken columns, walkways, and stairs that the ancients had built into the ridges and slopes. Once, it was a palace or temple, but no longer. Time and extreme cold had devoured much of it. Rooms were now crumbling with broken floors and clawed walls with no ceilings. Their only use was for the armed patrols, who watched in constant rotation through the short days and longer nights.

      The walk was heavy and slow, and the six females quietly watched the shadows throughout the ruins as they passed. The snow and cold dissipated the deeper they traveled, and the ground turned muddy. Finally, the heat from within the mountain struck like a wall, and Kai’s skin tingled.

      Inside, the rock face glowed red and orange from the fires that were never allowed to grow cold. The fires burned inside large pits in the floor, from low-hanging chandeliers, and from torches angled off the walls.

      A formation of armed females parted to allow them entrance. Steel Arrow females—trained handlers from Sixth Clan—took the beasts’ reins. Each bore the tattoo of three overlapping rings between their brows. Young trainees from Sixth Clan stood by to help the patrols escape their extra layers of clothing.

      Kai slid from the saddle and dropped to the floor several feet below. Dryja noiselessly followed her handler to the upper chambers, which were open, cool, and dry. The lower levels of the mountain were too hot for the beasts.

      Otekah Silver Wolf came around on Kai’s left, unwinding a long fur from her neck and torso. “Your mother is here.” She motioned with her sharply angled chin toward the tunnels.

      Shadi Silver Wolf, Grand Matriarch of all clans, appeared with her wife, Doli. Towering over them both was their consort, Tse. Tse had fathered a total of nine females and two males between his two wives. Six of the females were of Shadi’s pure blood.

      Doli reached Kai first and gently tapped their foreheads together in greeting. She was a kind and soft woman, wearing the mark of Silver Wolf on her forehead: a solid black circle between her brows. “Daughter, I hope you are well.”

      “I am, Mother.” Kai then welcomed Tse’s identical greeting, bringing their Silver Wolf tattoos together in a light tap. “Father.”

      Shadi stood aside to watch the greetings, her expression unflinching and detached. She was an imposing woman who lived inside a small body carved with lean muscle. Along with her clan tattoo, she also bore a stylized wolf, shaped like wind, across her left cheek just beneath her eye—the mark of the Grand Matriarch.

      “Greetings, Mother,” Kai said. She began removing layers and passing them to a nearby female. An entire layer of sweat coated her skin. “The patrol was quiet. No tracks. No sign of outside life.”

      Shadi’s mouth opened to speak, but they were interrupted by swift movement.

      Kai’s wife, Fala, wove through everyone, a smile on her full lips. A triangle of tan leather stretched over her breasts, with thin straps that crossed behind her bare back. Her burnt umber skirt sat low on her slim hips, and a single silver chain necklaced her smooth, narrow waist.

      Smudged kohl lined Fala’s almond eyes, and between her brows were three tattooed triangles of solid black; the top one small, then medium, and the base large. The mark of Quiet Rock, Third Clan.

      Kai and Fala tapped foreheads, then Kai kissed her wife, who smelled of woodsmoke and tea tree. As their fingers linked together, a sigh escaped Kai’s lips. This female was the only thing she would ever need in this world.

      “I came to warn you as soon as I heard,” Fala whispered.

      “Why is she here?” A run-in with her mother was the last thing she needed right now.

      “I don’t know, my beloved.”

      Fala took a half-step back and smiled as if she hadn’t conspired to come between Kai and her mother. “Come,” Fala said. “I have prepared a hot bath and a meal for you.”

      Fala understood better than anyone what tonight’s opening ceremony was doing to Kai. While Fala would welcome the duty if called to take a male, she didn’t wake from nightmares at night with visions of blood and echoes of screams.

      Kai let Fala lead her by the hand.

      “The Eternal One would see you first,” Shadi interrupted.

      Kai’s stomach flipped. “Now? What of the ceremony?”

      “One thing has nothing to do with the other.”

      Shadi turned, her skirt swaying with her hips. Her bared back muscles pulsed with movement, and the beads surrounding both wrists clicked in time with her arm swings.

      Kai gave her wife a look she hoped conveyed everything she felt: the apology, the forgiveness, the understanding, the helplessness.

      Fala nodded and released their hands. Go, she mouthed, and then she greeted Doli. To Shadi’s irritation, Doli was quite fond and accepting of Fala. Tse, too, had accepted Kai’s wife, though he was more mindful of Shadi’s feelings.

      Tse put an arm over Kai’s shoulders and turned her toward the tunnels. “Come,” he said. “I will walk with you.”

      They strode behind Shadi, who was already well into the walkway lined with torchlight.

      “Do you know what this is about?” she asked her father.

      “The Eternal One tells us nothing, not even your mother. She answers only to the gods.”

      They passed one of many wolves carved into the stone, all half-eroded by time.

      Kai trailed her fingers along the grooves of cold stone. “Mother must have an idea.”

      “She is as anxious as you.” Tse’s hand swallowed hers, and he gave her a comforting squeeze. “Between you and I, I believe she fears the Eternal One wishes to prepare you to take on the role of Grand Matriarch. Shadi wonders if her death approaches, and she is not ready to leave this world.”

      Kai let out a chuffing laugh. “She is too stubborn to leave us. Mother will live forever.”

      Tse kissed two of his fingers and then sent the gesture up to the gods.

      “What do you think?” she asked. Her father had a strong intuition. It wasn’t always clear, but he was rarely wrong.

      “The winds stir. Change is on the horizon unlike any we’ve seen in our lifetime.”

      “That’s quite a leap, even for you.”

      “Is it?” he asked, his tan skin brightening with the approach of an anchored torch. “The recent interruption in trade has done more damage than anyone anticipated. Action will be required.”

      Heat filled Kai’s cheeks. Months ago, Orestis Vidalatos, the king of Perean, made moves that involved one of their more important trade contracts. Immediately after, an offer to restore the contract came with a caveat: a request by the king of Perean for one of Shadi’s daughters’ hands in marriage. The answer had been a swift, scoffing no.

      Now that the king was dead, Eslodel still had Perean’s naval support, and Yiria was without a major food supplier. Shadi would never let the slight stand, and something would be done. Kai just wasn’t sure what.

      “Mother must live,” Kai said. “If for no other reason than to right the wrongs committed by that mediocre king. She is the only one who can.”

      “You speak as if she were the only capable one. She is not.”

      “You then. I am certainly not knowledgeable or strong enough to fix our problems.”

      Tse stopped and faced her. He raised her chin. “Brightest Star, you are meant to dim all other lights, yet you dim only yours.”

      Goosebumps rose along her skin despite the hot and humid temperature. “I appreciate your faith in me. Sometimes, when you speak, I almost believe you.”

      He tapped his forehead against hers. “If I must, I will say it a million times a day until you do.”

      Ahead, Shadi must have sensed their trailing pause because she turned and hooked her hands to her hips. “Must you two always talk so much?”

      “Yes,” Tse said, lengthening to his full towering height. “Actions cannot do all the work of expression alone.” He winked at Kai, then led her to Shadi’s side. “You two go on. I will escort Doli home.”

      The women watched Tse take the sloping tunnel back up.

      Kai broke the silence. “He says you’re worried.”

      Shadi avoided her stare and continued her previous pace down the tunnel. “I’m always worried. Come.”

      Kai fell into step beside her. “He also mentioned our fallen trade agreement. Can I help?”

      “The council and I are handling it.”

      Frustration sparked in her chest. “I worry about our people as much as you. You can confide in me.”

      “In the coming days, I will need your support. In the meantime, I will not give you another reason to excuse yourself from the mating ceremony.”

      Kai stopped. “I am not ready.”

      Shadi finally turned, her gaze unreadable. Finally, she said, “Few of us ever are.”

      “I refuse to accept that the path of all Matriarchs is my only choice
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