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PROLOGUE
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The Nameless Lover knows what it means when the door closes like that. That crash of thunder, just from the latch clicking into place.

The Lover’s throat bobs.

Edgorn’s eyes were sharp with lightning as they ascended the stairs. His hand on the Nameless Lover’s back was a smoldering ember waiting to ignite. Stomping upstairs after the evening ball, Edgorn shoved off the servants waiting to help him undress. His guards were ordered to wait in the antechamber of marble and gold just beyond the bedchamber door.

Those same guards and servants send the Nameless Lover pitying smiles. Edgorn’s anger radiates like a quake in the ground.

Edgorn shrugs off his red coat with a pointedness that preludes a storm. His brows are drawn, his mouth curved into a scowl beneath his dark mustache. The Nameless Lover sits on the edge of their canopy bed, shoves his bejeweled wrists under his thighs, and waits for the storm to blow through.

Edgorn lays the red coat neatly on the bed and begins unbuttoning the gold shirt beneath before speaking. Surprisingly, his first words aren’t roared in anger, though a fire blazes bright in his brown eyes.

His words come low with danger instead, an unyielding calm. Edgorn’s control never lasts long. It will snap like a fine thread if tugged on too hard. “What was that behavior at dinner tonight?”

The Nameless Lover sighs heavily, considering his choices. Considering duty. 

The Nameless Lover doesn’t feign ignorance, unlike other instances where he’s played the dumb and doting arm candy. “My conversation with Lady Zahara was nothing out of the ordinary.” The Nameless Lover isn’t attracted to ladies, despite his past affair with the queen of Coromoda. Edgorn truly has nothing to worry about. Not that he knows that.

Not that he knows anything about the Nameless Lover.

“She was mooning over you, and you were making eyes at her,” Edgorn snaps. The buttons of his cuffs come undone next, all with a punctuated sharpness even as his fingers shake. Too much wine. His face flushes red with it. “People flirt with you all the time. Understandable, looking as you do, but normally you’re oblivious. I don’t know what made you open your eyes tonight, but remember this: you are mine. No one else shall have you.”

He comes round to the other side of the bed, looming over the Nameless Lover. “Are we clear?”

So many times before, the Nameless Lover has averted his eyes and accepted Edgorn’s incontestable declarations without complaint. Without so much as a word. Edgorn is king, and the Nameless Lover has always been happy to let him think he holds the power.

“Yes,” the Nameless Lover says.

“Good.” Edgorn continues unbuttoning his shirt, pulling it free of the trousers it was tucked into. “Get undressed and get on the bed.”

That’s a command the Nameless Lover has heard all too many times, not just from Edgorn. He’s always grinned and bore it, duty and all that, but something in him hesitates tonight. He did choose to acknowledge and cautiously return Lady Zahara’s flirtations instead of tactfully ignoring them. He’s still not sure why he did it, because even as he did, standing under red lights and red ceilings, he knew it would elicit this reaction from Edgorn.

Maybe it’s because he wanted to see how Edgorn would react, find out if he could get away with it. The Nameless Lover has strived to evoke Edgorn’s anger deliberately in the past, but never without reason. The Lover always works with purpose—never more, never less. He is surgical in his methods, his plans, and his executions, and he never strays from them. He is emotionless. He can mold to whatever shape his current role needs.

He is perfect, untouchable. However, sometimes an outcry of disdain ignites in his heart, and he struggles to put it out. Struggles to banish the desire to walk away from people like Edgorn, Cadhan, Isabella, and live a life of his own. Herra is the only thing he has left that’s real. But Herra is far, far from here. The Lover is alone.

“Cardamom,” Edgorn says, the fourth name. “Get undressed.”

The Nameless Lover takes a deep breath and raises his head. He looks Edgorn square in the eye, swallows, and says, “No.”

Edgorn’s eyes darken, and his hands leave his clothes. The Nameless Lover can only brace.

He stands and smoothly ducks the blow that Edgorn tries to deck him. He has dealt with an incensed king before, an incensed queen once too, but never with as much fiery anger as King Edgorn’s.

“Bastard!” Edgorn roars, his face flushed the same color of his country’s crest.

As the Nameless Lover dodges blows within the bedchamber he has shared with this man for the past six months, the sweetness of relief floods through him. He’s longed for this moment since the day they met. Normally, his targets—his lovers—dictate when things end, and the Nameless Lover doesn’t encourage them to end things a moment sooner. They’ll think the affair ended on their own terms, and the Nameless Lover will rejoice in his victory while they’re none the wiser. They’ll think it’s his loss, when it’s truly theirs.

He must never be the one to break things off. He broke that rule tonight, and Herra will be incensed. He fears that storm far more than Edgorn’s.

She never said he had to beg to stay, though, with any of them.

Edgorn spits curses and insults at him, stumbling over himself and the bedposts. Edgorn’s size and inebriation and pure rage inhibit him. He’s not refined, and he’s never been able to turn his rage into power, not with the Nameless Lover. Edgorn has wisdom when his head is clear, so much so that it scares the Lover sometimes. But right now, this king is nothing more than a scorned lover just like any other. The Lover can handle that.

The Lover backs himself up against the south wall. Edgorn stalks up to him with triumph burning in his eyes, thinking he’s won. His hands reach out for Cardamom, but they clutch at air. Edgorn looks around, bewildered, but doesn’t notice the ajar window in front of him.

The Nameless Lover climbs down the windowpanes on the outside of the palace into the night, the moon at his back. Edgorn bellows, yelling for his guards and a search, and the Lover can only pray he’s not seen.

Despite the storm of guards he’ll have to evade in the city, the bounties on his head, all the Lover can feel is mind numbing relief.

His time with Edgorn is over, and it’s his own fault.
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THE FIFTH NAME
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CHAPTER ONE
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The first words out of Herra’s mouth are, “Were you seen?”

“Hello to you, too.” The Nameless Lover runs the water in the cracked marble sink. He combs his fingers through his hair, dyed white and cut close to his head. A bottle of brown dye—the closest match he could find to his natural color—rests next to the bronze faucet.

He hasn’t seen his natural color, only a shade darker than his skin, in years. His hair changes each time he switches targets, one step in the process of discretion. Wouldn’t do for his old lovers to recognize him on the off chance they’d run into each other.

“No, I wasn’t seen,” he says, glancing at Herra in the dirty mirror. She hasn’t changed since their last meeting six months ago. Her black hair rests in a loose and messy braid over her shoulder, thick bangs and loose strands sitting next to her light brown skin. Her arms are folded over her blue jacket, dark eyes glinting in the low candlelight.

“Not to my knowledge,” he adds.

He squeezes a bit of dye onto his gloved hands, listening to Herra rustle in the doorway. Though they’re not visible, he knows she’s covered in knives, and her sword clangs in its sheath when she moves. She is never without a blade, not even here on her home turf. “So, what did he do?” she asks.

The Lover begins running the dye through his hair. He would hate to do this when the strands are long, though this time he means to grow it out. His roots will do the rest. “What do you mean?”

She shoots him a withering look in the mirror. “Edgorn. What terrible crime did you commit to drive him away? Or did he simply declare that he was done with you?”

The Lover’s hands fall still. Breaking up with Edgorn so suddenly and violently was a risk he was well aware of, and he’s spent the entire journey back considering what he’d tell her. He wishes he could lie, but Herra would see right through.

Therefore, the truth. He tells her everything that happened from the moment he left to become the lover of the king of Ele to the night he climbed out of Edgorn’s window. He’s aware of the glaring hole about why he left so suddenly, when he’s done this twice before without a hitch. When he knows his duty. They both know their duty. Why, why? It’s a question he’s been asking himself just as much.

As predicted, Herra is ruthless. “You’re a fucking idiot and a coward, but at least Edgorn was never going to be an emperor.”

The Nameless Lover grumbles, “You’re a heartless bastard. If you don’t like my methods, go find someone else to do your hunting and spying. At least Isabella was nice when she dismissed me. Let me go gently, didn’t make a fuss when I slipped out in the night. She never said I couldn’t stay in her court.” She probably knew his interest in her was fake on principle. She’s smarter than Cadhan and Edgorn combined.

Herra says, “I would make a fuss.”

“You’d make a cruel emperor.”

“Good thing my duty is not emperorship, then,” Herra retorts, “only picking one.”

The Nameless Lover sighs and goes back to dyeing his hair. “I suppose you have someone new and shiny picked out for me?”

Herra thankfully drops the issue of Edgorn and gets back to business. Each time he departs, she prepares someone new, knowing it’s only a matter of time before he comes back. She chooses his targets carefully. He is spying on her account, after all. “Yes. King Ricarda Donati the Fifth.”

He pauses. “Our own king?”

“Yeah. Got a problem with that?”

“No. It’s just—really? Him?”

“Him? What do you mean? He’s closer to you in age than any of your previous targets. You should be on your knees thanking me. What do you want me to say?” She shrugs. “They say he’s attractive enough. Nice.”

“They say that about all of them.”

She scoffs. “No one has ever said Edgorn is nice. Anyway, forget him, as you seem so eager to do. Don’t know what ticked you off about him. I could deal with a temper, it’s something like Cadhan’s vanity that would drive me up the wall. With Ricarda, you’ll be happy.”

You say that about all of them. The Lover swallows his remarks, knowing they’d get him nowhere. His fate is sealed, and he shouldn’t draw her suspicion by fighting her. She’d ask what makes this time so different, and to that there is no good answer.

He resigns himself to his fresh fate with a sigh, running the brown dye through his hair with another pass, leaning against the dirty sink. This little dilapidated washroom has stood here in the heart of Mitzi as long as he’s been hanging around it. It’s always his first stop after a job.

“When do I leave?” he asks.

“Whenever you’re ready,” she says, the same open-ended answer as always.

The Lover could stay in Mitzi for months without her raising a fuss...but the implication is always there. He must go back.

“I’ll leave in the morning.” He’ll need to buy some hair extensions to disguise himself until his hair actually grows that long. And some clothes befitting the Mariosan court instead of the Elen one, and forged documents, some new boots—

Maybe two mornings.

The Lover returns to the dyeing process, expecting her shadow to disappear from the mirror the next time he looks up. But she doesn’t leave until he’s worked all the dye through his hair, until he turns around to wait for it to set.

She grips his arm. Up close, he gets a glimpse of her dark eyes. Deep and daunting. She always swears she’s not his friend, only his employer, but the eyes can’t lie. She is concerned.

“Be careful,” she says, and he grips her wrist in return.

He can’t help but grin. “Nice to know you care about me.”

That closes her eyes to any kindness in an instant. She releases his arm with a harsh jerk. “No,” she says patiently, as she has three times before. “It would just be—”

“A pain to replace someone of my talent, yes, I know,” he repeats, waving her off. “I’ve survived three courts, including a king with a raving temper. I’ll survive the court of the pretty king. Don’t you worry your hot little head about me.”

Herra sighs. The Lover turns back to the sink, and when he looks up again, she’s gone.

––––––––
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BLACK AND WHITE BANNERS are the first thing the Lover sees when he steps out of his carriage.

They’re everywhere in the capital, Allic[image: image]. Strung from lampposts, hung from balconies and fences, even hung from the merchants’ carts lining the cobblestone streets.

Mariosa’s symbol of death, a black background with a white rose painted in the center. Despite the proclamation of death, the Mariosans here don’t appear especially sad. The Lover smiles, in fact, when the merchants call excitedly to a new face. Timeless and charming as always, the greed of city folk.

The city is sunlit and golden, marble buildings and oil paint decorating it into a dream. Mariosa is the golden country, and Allic[image: image] the golden city. In all his time living in Mariosa, the Lover has never been here.

He follows the cobblestone roads toward the palace, a thing of beauty resting on a slight incline over the rest of the city. It’s white with golden roofs, shimmering in the sunlight. Everything here smells of roses, though he can’t see any growing.

The hustle and bustle of a crowd slowly moving toward the palace can only mean there’s a ball on tonight. Though he prepared for that possibility, the Lover pauses in his tracks. He’s forever conflicted about arriving at new courts on the nights of parties. The commotion helps him blend in, yes, and if something goes catastrophically wrong then there will be other matters for the crowd to focus on.

On the other hand, the balls make him blend in, and the monarch in question might not have time for him. The first impression must stick in their mind. He almost lost Cadhan’s attention that way, by never gaining it in the first place. That was a fault of the Lover’s own arrogance: thinking that he could draw Cadhan’s heart to him with just a look, a few well chosen words. Oh, how naïve he was.

The Lover waits for the crowd to flock indoors before approaching the palace himself. He walks up the flight of marble steps alone, the red glow of the sunset casting onto his back and warming his skin as a familiar chill settles into his bones. His soul will be locked away until he climbs through another window or gets thrown unceremoniously out the very front doors he now approaches.

The heavy wooden doors are wide open, and the sound of laughter and revelry spills out. The soft warmth of candles, the glow of music—the Lover is well familiar with these sounds and sights. But none of the previous three courts have felt as welcoming as this palace.

Pace yourself, man. You’re not even in the damn door yet.

The doors are flanked by guards in shining gold armor. “Name and business?” the one on the left asks from behind their helm of gold, feathers fanning out on the top.

The Lover smiles, shaking out the longer ends of his new brown wig. He’s still getting used to it after six months of close cropped hair. “Marquis Leonidas Sartini of Belimati.” He presents his generic invitation to the ball, a suitably tailored fake that he’s always in the habit of carrying.

The guards let him in after a perfunctory glance over, thinking him nothing more than the rest of the riff raff in flowing skirts and shining buttons. Leonidas accepts that perception readily.

He steps into the ballroom and breathes in the sweet scent of roses and the sharp spice of something cooking. The golden, dim candlelight is just what he expected, as is the glittering chandelier hanging by golden chains. He can see his reflection in the marble tiles below his boots.

A soft piano melody floats around the room, mingling with the conversation. A thousand sparkling jewels flutter past his vision, as well as dozens of flowing ballgown trains and delicate hands adorned with rings. It all leaves him breathless for a moment, standing in awe of the finery. Part of him will always be the little boy who grew up in a cabin with his mother who whored for a living.

Pull yourself together. This is not the first court you’ve seen. Act like it and stop gaping.

Leonidas adjusts the lapels of his gold brocade coat, scanning the room for his target. There is no throne here. Perhaps it’s in a different room.

No, he thinks, observing the layout. An enormous multipurpose floor, the ceiling that attempts to touch the heavens, the long tables lining the walls. This room is the hub of activity, even if it’s currently done up for a ball. There’s a reason it’s the first thing you encounter upon entering the palace. There doesn’t need to be a throne for power to be implied.

After minutes of scanning, his eyes land on the king—because that is what he unquestionably is—sitting at the high table, overlooking the room. Beyond the embroidered white tablecloth and the tapestry behind the table is the king, with an aura entirely different from Edgorn’s.

From the shimmering gold half cloak on his left shoulder to the long green tunic he wears under an overcoat, the handsome sword strapped to his side, every inch of him says royal, regal, divine. Rich blooded and young and beautiful. Everything Leonidas has used as a means to an end, swearing to hate while pretending to love. Just tools. Just for Herra’s sake, never his own. But there is something distinctly different here. It sticks out to Leonidas within seconds of looking.

His previous targets have all been beautiful. Edgorn—well, perhaps ruggedly handsome is the term that would suit better. Queen Isabella’s beauty is sung from east to west, black skin and dark endless braids, but Leonidas’ heart and loins have never favored women. Cadhan was attractive, fair haired and a challenge head to toe, but he was too proud and vain for things to have ever been real.

But the king of Mariosa—oh, something is very different about him.

Looking past all that finery, he is gorgeous. Tight brown curls fall over his forehead and his ears, flopping forward no matter how many times he shakes them back. A hint of a mustache rests above his fine, wide lips, curling into smiles and laughter at everything said around him. Piercing green eyes, dark and bright and vibrant, rest under long feathery eyelashes.

Suntanned white skin is decorated with scars. The king is famously an adept soldier and swordsman, and his dynastic sword rests in a golden scabbard at his belt, adorned with gleaming inset jewels of green and blue and purple. No jewelry on him other than a heavy gold ring strung around his neck—his signet ring, carved with the symbol of Mariosa’s double lions intertwined with green vines.

A glint of white teeth shows when Ricarda Donati V smiles. He is perfect, beautiful like something out of a painting, something unreal and otherworldly. Someone who only exists in stories and dreams. Someone who sits before Leonidas in the flesh, someone whose eyes darken when they land on Leonidas and stick there. Leonidas stands tall in the face of that intense gaze, hardened by his long years of experience, but it’s a near thing he doesn’t look away.

Leonidas is gravitating toward him before he knows what he’s doing, like his feet are not his own. As he pushes through the crowd, parting the sea to get to the king, Ricarda’s eyes never stray from him. A woman sits beside him, talking in his ear. He doesn’t seem to hear her, and she doesn’t mind that he’s not responding.

Leonidas hasn’t worked with a target who already has a lover. A jolt of panic flashes through him, soothed with a breath. He’ll find a way around it. He always does.

He supposes he could achieve his goal without getting into Ricarda’s bed. That won’t be the place he determines if Ricarda is Herra’s perfect emperor. It’s just easier. People are so susceptible to the yearnings of their loins, and Leonidas is an expert in that field. Anyone can be manipulated into answering any question in those circumstances. People tell on themselves without even realizing.

Leonidas has never worked with someone who didn’t feel those yearnings, another possibility he must consider. Again, Leonidas will figure it out as he works. For now, not getting thrown out of the Mariosan court is a good first step.

The golden guards give him suspicious looks as he climbs the steps to the high table, but Ricarda doesn’t stop him, so neither do they. Ricarda is still staring as Leonidas approaches.

“My king,” Leonidas says, smiling pleasantly, throwing just the right glint into his brown eyes. The brilliantly dressed woman at the king’s side glances up. Leonidas weathers scandalized looks at his bold move, just walking up like this without invitation.

Leonidas extends his hand. “Marquis Leonidas Sartini of Belimati. Pleasure to make this introduction.”

To the west, in Ele, they would say honor to be in your presence—Edgorn always was a self-centered bastard. King Ricarda’s smile here is warm and genuine, his eyes dancing with interest. Such a dark shade of green, pulling you in.

“The pleasure is mine,” he says, never breaking eye contact. Instead of shaking Leonidas’ hand, he leans down to lay a firm kiss on the back of it. His fingers are firm and callused, rough from a lifetime of swordplay, but still gentle. He looks up at Leonidas through his eyelashes with a playful grin.

Not a more noble man exists on this earth, Leonidas has heard of the Mariosan king. He watched Edgorn smile in public only to sneer in private too many times; he won’t relate one gentle touch of Ricarda’s to nobility. However, Leonidas keeps that door open, and shivers as Ricarda releases his hand.

The woman at the king’s side finally butts in and extends her own hand to Leonidas, saying, “I am here, too, Ric.”

“Apologies.” The king raises his hands defensively. “My lord, this is my sister—”

“Honored and divine and sister.”

He rolls his eyes. “Stuck up and bratty little sister, owner of my entire heart, Antonia Bevelia Donati. A threat against her is a threat against me, and I would lay down my life for hers in an instant, though she needs no one to defend her.”

Leonidas smiles, looking back and forth between them. He knew the king was young, and Herra said as much, but he’s still surprised at the glinting innocence in Ricarda’s tone. He and Leonidas must be the same age.

“My lady,” Leonidas says, accepting her pale hand into his dark one to press a kiss there. Her nails are painted a fine rose gold, matching her brilliant strapless ballgown. The more he looks at her, the more detail he finds, from the pink roses embroidered onto her skirts, to the large and flashy ring decorating the middle finger of her left hand.

The oval gemstone of pale pink is comically huge against the gold band. It looks heavy. Leonidas expects a princess to wear resplendent rings, but the only other jewelry on her person is a thin golden locket, worn with age. “My pleasure to make this introduction.”

She smiles with the same warmth that her brother carries. Her hair is the same rich brown as her brother’s, but hers hangs over her shoulders in curls loose enough to be called waves. Like her brother, her skin is pale. Every bit of both of them shines. Royals. “My pleasure to make yours, Marquis. I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“There is a good reason for that, my lady. I’ve never been to court before.” The beginning and end of the truth he can give to these people. He’s used to the dull ache that comes with lying, especially to someone as pleasant as them. Maybe they’ll both turn out like Edgorn, monsters behind closed doors. That would make Leonidas’ feint of indifference easier. “I came into my title recently, after the death of my distant relative who held it previously.”

“I’m sorry to hear about the passing of Lady Filipa,” Ricarda says solemnly. “I wasn’t aware she was unwell. That must have been difficult, to come into your power so suddenly.”

Leonidas took precautions to ensure he would not be caught in a lie, though he’s always found the use of assassins distasteful. Lady Filipa is safe and alive, living out her elderly days in a little villa far away from her proper estate. Leonidas has merely taken steps to keep her there.

“It was,” Leonidas says, drawing sorrow into his voice, “but I like it at Belimati. There’s a beautiful lake nearby, quite refreshing in this heat.” He flashes a smile, and Ricarda returns it.

The king pulls out the chair next to him. “Where are my manners? Please, sit. Be our dining companion for tonight.”

Leonidas nearly raises an eyebrow. This is exceptionally easy, but he won’t inspect a gift such as this for flaws. He obediently sits, happy to rest in one of the familiarly soft royal cushions. There are certainly worse jobs he could have.

Another man comes running up to the table in a dark blue jacket that complements his golden hair, sitting in a loose ponytail over his shoulder and tied with a ribbon in a bow. His eyes shine the same dark blue. Leonidas braces for the guards to apprehend him, but Ricarda lets him come up without a word, without a second glance.

The man, out of breath, says, “Ricarda, what are you doing sitting here like a sad overlord, you should—” and then trails off when he notices Leonidas sitting beside them both. His brow furrows. “Who’s that?”

“I am Marquis Leonidas Sartini of Belimati,” Leonidas says, getting used to the words in his mouth, knowing he’ll have to make the introduction hundreds of times over the coming months. At least no one here will call him Cardamom, so he won’t be tempted to answer to it. He’d be surprised to hear the word at all, since cardamom itself isn’t common here. “Pleasure to make this introduction.”

The man looks at Ricarda and Antonia and back to Leonidas. Finding approval on the royals’ faces, he breaks into a grin. “Alessandro de Rege, heir to the Grimitata estate,” he says, scrambling to the other side of the table and shaking Leonidas’ hand vigorously. “Lovely to meet you. Call me Aless.”

“This is the other sorry soul I’m stuck with,” the king says, but he’s smiling. “The greatest friend I could ever have.”

“Those two have been making trouble together since childhood,” Antonia says to Leonidas with a sigh.

Ricarda adds, “The lovely piano was Aless’ performance. He has a touch for music unlike any I have ever heard.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” Antonia chuckles.

Alessandro climbs around to the other side of the table and drops into a seat beside Antonia. “Oh, please, don’t stroke my ego.” He delicately tucks back one of his loose hair strands and bats his eyelashes. “Antonia, how lovely you look tonight.” He raises her ringed finger to his lips for a kiss, glancing up at her from beneath the eyelashes.

She rolls her eyes. “You’ve already told me that. Three times.”

“Always bears repeating.”

Leonidas looks between them.

“You can ask,” the king says.

Leonidas says, “Are you two—”

Antonia waves her middle finger, the one with the ring. Alessandro says, starry eyed, “The first day I saw her, I fell into the depths of love, and I have not crawled back out. I proposed six months ago, and she has yet to accept or deny it, as you can see. I live for the day I will see a second ring on her finger. She feigns indifference, but I know in the depths of her own heart, she harbors a love just as fierce.”

Leonidas racks his brain on Mariosan proposal customs. He’s not Mariosan, strictly speaking, despite having been born within their borders. He’s not anything, really, or anyone. He just becomes a costume for a time before taking it off and replacing it with another.

He also knows the look of someone uncomfortably trapped by the unwanted affections of another, unable to find the words to deny them. He’s seen it in the mirror countless times.

Leonidas feared for a moment that this was the situation with Alessandro and the princess, but from what he can tell, Antonia is not the trapped victim Leonidas has been before. He’s always been good at reading people. He’s had to be.

The custom of presenting your beloved with a ring as a question and waiting for them to buy themself a second ring in answer slowly comes back to him. “Ah,” he says. So, they’re in the it’s complicated phase, though anyone with eyes could see the affection in Antonia’s.

“You were eleven when you first saw me, Less,” Antonia says fondly, patting his hand.

“You can’t expect me to change my narrative this late,” Alessandro says. “Bad continuity.”

Leonidas finds himself stifling a smile, something rare and slightly concerning. The last thing he needs is to start developing a fondness for these people.

Ricarda smiles and jerks his thumb upwards, looking at Leonidas again. “You haven’t said anything about the fresco. Everyone says something about the fresco their first time here.”

“What f—” Leonidas looks obligingly skywards and cuts himself off with a gasp. The fresco in question lines most of the high circular ceiling, a beautiful background of red filled in with Mariosan royalty. Colors of all varieties intermingle and streak together in a myriad of beauty, limbs of all shades reaching for one another, a sea of people blended in color. It’s ancient, it’s beautiful, and it takes Leonidas’s breath away.

Alessandro smiles with a glint of mischief in his eye. “New here, are you? Can’t believe you didn’t notice it more quickly.”

“Less,” Antonia scolds, “the way to win my heart is most certainly not by insulting our new companion.”

Leonidas has gone from stranger to companion in just a few minutes. That is a feat, even for him. He’s not sure how he feels about it. Edgorn didn’t have friends—it wasn’t in his nature to be a decent, respectable person capable of caring for others on the same level he cared for himself. Isabella isolated herself willingly, and Cadhan made himself a bore and a joke to be around.

Edgorn had subordinates, Leonidas included. He made pawns out of the nobles filling his court. He had armies of people who were scared of him. He had people who only existed in his world to serve his purpose. He had no friends. Leonidas is sure he didn’t know the meaning, and he’s sure Edgorn will be buried alone, in an empty and opulent graveyard.

“I meant no insult,” Alessandro says, raising his hands.

“I took no insult,” Leonidas says. “Pay it no mind, my lord. And in answer to your question—my eye was drawn to other features.” He looks at the king when he says it. Years ago, he would have worried about forwardness, but now he knows not to waste any time. The monarchs generally like it better if they get what they want sooner. Leonidas shares that sentiment.

The king grins. “Are you suggesting I’m nothing more than a piece of pretty artwork in this ballroom of fools, something to be ogled like the fresco?”

“Never, Majesty,” Leonidas says. “Your beauty could charm royals and bend nations to your will, but what I’ve heard of your mind’s brilliance far outshines it.”

Ricarda tips his head back and laughs. Such pretty compliments never worked on the toughened Edgorn. He always scoffed at such things. He was a challenge, and not the fun kind. Leonidas is pleased, as he takes in the long column of Ricarda’s throat, to find that the Mariosan king is susceptible to such words. “Oh, I like you. A flatterer.”

“At least I have the decency to encourage people not to stroke my ego,” Alessandro says, chin in his hand, looking utterly delighted.

“It can’t be an uncommon sentiment,” Leonidas says.

“Maybe not,” Ricarda says. His eyes twinkle in the lights. “But rarely from beauties such as you.”

Alessandro groans. “No. I dreaded the day I would see my own sickness mirrored in Ric’s eyes. My lord Marquis, get out while you still can.”

Ricarda scowls at his friend. Leonidas smiles. “Forgive me my ignorance, Your Majesty,” he says. “I have a question.” Sometimes acting demure and inquisitive, without a thought in his head, can get monarchs talking. This is the experimental stage—finding out what type of demeanor Ricarda likes.

“About Mariosa? Ask me anything.” Ricarda spreads his hands, his green painted nails catching chandelier light, and smiles. “I will never pass up a chance to share my knowledge. You can stroke my ego further.”

“Please, for the love of the gods, don’t encourage him anymore,” Alessandro urges. “Spare us all a bit of pain.” Antonia nods, but Leonidas is ruled by Ricarda’s devious grin. He is why Leonidas is here, after all. Nothing matters except worming his way into Ricarda’s trust.

He makes a mental note of Ricarda’s reaction—he likes sharing knowledge but doesn’t get off on proving his superiority to others. He wants to have a normal and mutual conversation above all else, it seems.

Leonidas asks, “What unfortunate soul passed to warrant that many banners in the city?”

The jovial air falls from the table, replaced by a deep silence. Leonidas tunes in the sound of someone else playing piano, the clinking of glasses, the murmuring of voices, but all he truly focuses on is the silence.

“Today is the sixth anniversary of my father’s murder,” the king says softly, deep and laced with sorrow. His eyes point to the table, long eyelashes hiding them. He twiddles his fingers. “Remembrance Day. Tonight’s ball is to commemorate him.”

A pit opens in Leonidas’ chest, and he can’t speak fast enough. “Forgive my callousness, Majesty,” he says, nearly tripping over his words in his haste to get them out. For the most part, they’re genuine.

A hundred apologies couldn’t atone for this guilt. He had no warm and fuzzy family of his own, but he’s always carried sympathy for those who have. And for one’s own father to be murdered, mother dead from disease—gods. He can’t imagine. “May your father rest in peace.”

“It’s no worry,” Ricarda says. Leonidas winces at the lingering sorrow in his voice. “I’m just so surprised you didn’t know.”

Leonidas scrambles for an excuse. “I have been out of the country for most of my life, Majesty. I haven’t kept up on Mariosa’s news.” That’s not a lie, either. “Of course, the murder of your father can never be forgotten, but the date sometimes evades my mind.”

Ricarda nods in understanding, and Leonidas sighs in relief. “Please, call me Ricarda. All my friends do.”

So quickly elevated to—to friend? After one dinner and one horrible flub? He’ll take it, but by gods, an emperor shouldn’t be so gullible. Leonidas finds himself disappointed.

The sooner you find Herra an emperor, the sooner you get to be free. It’s natural to be disappointed when his new target is less than perfect—but, granted, they got off to a much better start than any of the others. Perhaps being gullible is just a sign of trust. Edgorn certainly didn’t have trust in abundance. Leonidas can’t decide if trust is a good or bad quality in a potential emperor. It’s not his place to decide, it’s his place to observe and report back to Herra.

Commotion from across the ballroom draws his eye. A group of guards in gold are lugging an enormous parcel across the floor, parting the crowd to do so. Everyone but Leonidas seems to know what it is, and the partygoers start to jeer and shout at the object they carry.

A cage, Leonidas realizes, with someone inside it. The metal bars are molded to the shape of a person but barely big enough to fit one. Yet fit one it does.

The figure inside is small and dejected, pale as snow with hair that’s flame orange. Their eyes find the ground, and they have no reaction to the rotten fruit the partygoers throw at them. Their clothes are threadbare, ragged, and hang off a frail and thin body. Without the cage to hold them up, Leonidas suspects they’d fall to the ground. Their thin fingers clutch at the bars, helpless. The look of someone who has utterly given up on life.

Ricarda’s voice darkens. “My father’s murderer. I wanted him to burn in this life and in whatever afterlife awaits him, but I was persuaded that this would be a better fate. For the eternal suffering he has brought Antonia, myself, and the entire empire, he is condemned to the prison beneath these floors. He will know only a life of darkness and solitude. Once a year, on this day, he is brought up to face the public for what he’s done.”

Leonidas looks between his dining companions, the prisoner in the cage, and the jeering crowd. A part of him is horrified, another simply fascinated, another trying to contextualize this and weave it into a scenario where it’s acceptable to leave a prisoner in the dark underground for six years with only annual days of sunlight.

Far worse things have been done to far more people. A year of Edgorn’s terror aboveground would amount to the same suffering as this. This man killed the emperor, the father of this kind king. He is the reason you’re here in the first place. This should not upset you.

But Leonidas has never given a shit about the emperors.

“What’s his name?” he asks, trying to keep his voice level.

“Jona,” Ricarda growls. “He’s Ilyakan, but we’ve never been able to glean more than that despite our extensive...interrogations. We don’t know where he came from or who hired him or why my father had to die.”

Leonidas shivers, but tries hard to put himself in Ricarda’s place, if that were his father. His nonexistent memories of any father and his less than perfect memories of his mother make that difficult, but he tries. He always tries.

The high table doesn’t throw rotten fruit at the assassin Jona—apparently they’re above that—but the glare in the princess’s eye speaks of a yearning for knives. The sad, sorry prisoner is shouted at, cursed, and dirtied all the more until the guards slowly push the crowd back.

Ricarda stands up, and his voice carries across the room with all the might of a king. “That’s enough.” The crowd slowly calms down, and attendants come swooping in to clean the floor of fruit while Ricarda speaks. “Prisoner, every year I offer you the same deal. A lesser sentence, the release of death, or perhaps even freedom in return for information about the crime you committed.”

Leonidas, looking up at the imposing figure the king makes with his broad shoulders and half cloak and jutted chin, knows Ricarda will never grant this prisoner freedom. But the young man’s eyes—gods, he can’t be any older than them either—dart up a little, perhaps in hope. They’re clearwater blue, bright and almost childlike if not for his grim condition. He says nothing.

Ricarda continues, “You have never given an inch on our deal, always choosing loyalty to your accomplices. I suppose I must admire you for that.” A pause. “Do you change your mind this Remembrance Day, my prisoner? Have you any names to give up? Even just an apology for taking my father from me?” He reaches for Antonia’s hand and holds it on the table for Jona to see. Siblings united in revenge.

The man raises his head inside the cage, defiant somehow despite his circumstances. When he speaks, his voice is thin but still strong, and his thick accent carries across the room. “Never. You may keep me here a hundred years, but I will never tell you anything more.”

Ricarda laughs and spreads his arms. “Don’t you see? Your companions have never come for you. Never come to plead for your release, never sent a messenger, not even a threat—not a word. Some friends they must be to cut their losses and abandon you like this. Whoever they are, I hope they’re worth it.”

A silence spreads over the room, and all eyes turn back to the caged prisoner to hear his retort. “They are. You know nothing,” Jona growls, clutching the bars with a strength that’s surprising for someone in his position, flicking bits of tomato out of his hair, “and you will hear nothing further of it from me.”

Ricarda shrugs. “Fine by me.” He signals to the guards, and they drag the caged prisoner away. Jona makes no sound of protest. Instead of shrinking back into the depths of the cage, he keeps his hands on the bars and his dirty head raised high. Clear blue eyes hold Ricarda’s gaze and flick to Leonidas for a moment as he’s taken downstairs.

“Welcome to court,” Leonidas mutters to himself as Ricarda raises the call for dinner to be served.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Captain Arthur di Mars watches two horses circle each other, directed by their masters a few feet away.

The crowd around him stares breathlessly at the scene. Which horse will triumph? Arthur’s horse is one of the two; a brown beauty plated in gold and teal armor. The silver blanket strung across his back shines in the sunlight.

The opponent is a small dapple gray, adorned in red and brown. The masters with their potions and swords shout encouragement into the pen, but all the horses do is stare each other down. They’re evenly matched, hesitant to fight despite the might backing each of them up. The other defeated horses hang back with their masters, watching silently.

“Ah, gods damn it. This is never going to end if we just sit here and keep throwing shit at the wall. Fine, you fucker, you win.”

General Lasilas Catiana throws down his losing dapple gray horse card, anger crossing his face for the first time today. It’s gone in moments, replaced by mirth in the depths of his blue eyes.

Arthur’s brown horse card sits face up on the table, the winning master card beside it. Lasilas tosses the figurine trophy to Arthur, signaling the official end of the game.

Arthur eagerly collects the coins piled in the center of the green table, adding to his already substantial stack. The other captains groan—most of them bet on Lasilas—and mutter lighthearted curses.

“It was obvious who would win,” grumbles Dainthi. “Arthur’s horse was so much bigger and stronger.”

“I resent that. The statistics stated that we were evenly matched,” Arthur protests.

“Not necessarily stronger,” Lasilas says. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to. You don’t have to be big to have the advantage. Often, it’s a disadvantage.”

Callum, Arthur’s loyal champion, weakly adds, “His horse master had the best kits.”

“Yeah, because he snatched everything good up at the beginning of the round,” Dainthi mutters.

Lasilas says, “That’s three rounds now that I’ve lost! Zagas is rigged, I tell you,” and throws back the rest of his drink.

“Were we supposed to let you win, sir?” asks Nyer, another of Arthur’s fellow captains seated at the round table with them. Nyer rises and busies themself relighting the lanterns in the tent, nearly burnt out because of how long they’ve been playing. Dawn is cresting, and a wave of exhaustion spreads over Arthur with a yawn.

They played because they were too wound up after their real battle to sleep, and the game seems to have done its job mellowing them out.

Lasilas pulls back in mock offense, shaking blond hair out of his face. “Absolutely not.” He gets up to refill his glass at the pitcher on the table across the tent—he refuses to let his captains serve him in any way. He is unique like that, all about fairness and honor, yet he teases Arthur about his old fashioned notions of chivalry and respect for one’s superiors.

“You’ve already had one victory today, sir,” Arthur points out, squinting at the sunlight outside. “Well—yesterday, if we’re being technical. Leave some for the rest of us.”

“Again, nonsense. That battle was won by us all. One person, no matter how many medals or titles they might have, cannot win a battle on their own.”

“It’s not late enough for you to say things like that,” Dainthi says, throwing her cards down.

“It’s too late for any of us to be awake any longer,” Lasilas points out. “All of you, go find your beds. We’ll stay here until our wounded are healed enough to transport. No rush to move until I get further orders.”

A chorus of yessirs echoes through the captains’ recreational tent. Despite Arthur’s exhaustion, Lasilas puts a little spark of life back into him.

Lasilas is all that keeps them going in times of loss, but now, in times of victory, he expands their joy tenfold. He is a beacon, a mirror, an amplifier, and they are all drawn to him like heaven’s light.

Just as Arthur is standing up and popping stiff joints, the tent flap opens and a young corporal sticks her head through. “Sir?”

“Present,” Lasilas says.

Arthur notices her eyes bugging out of her head. The sight is almost enough to bring him back from the brink of exhaustion. “There’s a visitor, sir, with a message from the city of Elenne. They said they didn’t want to be announced.”

“Let them in,” Lasilas says, leaning back in his chair and putting his feet on the table, the picture of power and ease. Arthur envies that.

The tent flap blows open and in comes their visitor. As they all see who it is, Arthur watches Lasilas choke on his drink and set it down hastily. “Your Majesty,” Lasilas says, scrambling to his feet just to duck into a bow that ends in a kneel. Arthur and the other captains hurriedly follow suit.

Lasilas says, “I’m pleased to report that the skirmish went exactly as we planned, and it was a total victory. Lady Seiren won’t be troubling you anymore, sir. She has firm ideas now of where the borders lie. I have stationed guards here in case your niece redirects her forces to take this city back, but we don’t anticipate her.”

“Rise,” King Edgorn commands, hands clasped behind his back. “I am not here to talk about the battle, though you would have heard from me if it had not gone well. I expect nothing less than perfection.”

Lasilas bows his head, rising slowly. “Yes, sir. How may we serve you, then?”

“Do we have privacy in this room?”

“Yes,” Lasilas says. The drink and the sleepless night show on his face, and Arthur winces, knowing how harshly Edgorn judges his servants—because even fighting for him, that’s all they are to him—and how much Lasilas hates to be judged. All Arthur knows is how much he hates Edgorn.

Edgorn gestures at the captains as if stating some obvious point. “Then get them out of here.”

“I trust my captains with my life, sir,” Lasilas says, meeting Edgorn’s eyes with a raised chin. Arthur keeps his eyes firmly trained on Lasilas’ profile, going nowhere near the king. “They will be informed of whatever you tell me anyway. Might as well save me some breath.”

Edgorn means to spare Lasilas no annoyance, however small, but he doesn’t raise protest further than a grumble. Arthur lets his eyes stray to the king for the first time, taking in the long red train on Edgorn’s robes, the embroidered long sleeves and the gold thread carried throughout. His sword is a thing of beauty, nasty and heavy with red detail etched throughout to make it look like it’s always covered in blood.

Lasilas is a prince and a general, but he hates to flaunt it. He’s rarely out of his armor in Arthur’s sight. Arthur’s never seen royalty dressed like royalty is supposed to be, and it’s intimidating as all hell. His eyes drift back to Lasilas’ profile.

“Your efforts to enforce my borders are being replaced by another of my armies,” Edgorn says bluntly. “Your new duty is to take your army and march east, to the Mariosan city Alizima. Do you know it?”

Arthur watches five emotions cross Lasilas’ face in the span of a second. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he says. “What need have you in Alizima, sir?”

Edgorn slowly strolls around the tent, dragging his train with him, glancing at their messy card table. He can’t judge them for that, can he? Edgorn was a soldier in his youth. He won Ele by conquest. He must know the habits of off duty soldiers, even generals.

Then again, Arthur doesn’t think he’s ever seen a genuine smile cross Edgorn’s face the handful of times he’s seen him. There’s always a tinge of disapproval, disappointment, judgment. Arthur is just lucky he’s never had that look directed at him.

“I am going to make my bid for emperorship,” Edgorn says, dark eyes sparkling with danger, “and you, Lasilas, are going to lead that charge.”

Shocked silence settles in the tent for a few moments, and then, “Are you sure that’s wise, Majesty? Going to war on such an”—a nervous pause—“ambitious campaign in the middle of a civil war?”

“You are not the one to question my decisions,” Edgorn snaps. “You just carry them out. I have enough headache-inducing advisors to last me a lifetime. Fucking gods, you even sound like them. Making it sound like I’ve never heard the meaning of wisdom.”

“My apologies, Your Majesty,” Lasilas mumbles, stepping back and bowing his head. This is what Arthur hates. No one can make Lasilas look as small as Edgorn does. “We will make our way around to Alizima, using the secret roads and back ways I am aware of. It will be quiet, and with the shortcuts I know, hopefully fast.”

“I do not want quiet,” Edgorn says, picking up the little gold trophy figurine on the table that won Arthur the game. Zagas, or horses, is an Ilyakan game, one Edgorn should have no knowledge of. Indeed, he seems to inspect the pieces and the Ilyakan writing on them with vague curiosity—but always from over that stiff nose, like it’s something beneath him.

“I want the whole continent to know I’m coming. I will remain here for a short while, dealing with the troublesome matter of my niece’s rebellion, but I will be following behind you with my own force at my heels. You are the heralds. Whoever gets in your way, you fight. The Coromodans, the Delainians, the Mariosans, the Ilyakans, the Minyans. Fight them all.

“Take your time. Let the others gather their armies against me if they wish. Give them time to prepare so that when I come to crush them, the sweetness will be all the greater. Take the message of Emperor Edgorn with you across the continent.” His eyes still shine. “Stand at the forefront of the new era with me, General. An era where one does not need an Ancient to become emperor, only might and strength. It will be beautiful.”

He’s finally lost it, Arthur thinks with awe. Without that lover of his to keep him in check, he’s finally cracked. He’s going for emperor without an Ancient’s approval. Does he know how he sounds?

Most pressing of all, How can Lasilas keep a straight face? Arthur exchanges startled looks with Dainthi.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Lasilas mutters demurely. “Gladly will I be your herald. What would you have us do once we reach Alizima?”

“Assert yourself and take the city. I will not be far behind, but do not strike without me. I will have the glory of the first war call.”

Arthur nearly scoffs, but he values his neck attached to his body.

“Of course,” Lasilas says. “Shall we leave immediately, Your Majesty?”

“Yes. I want to see you in Alizima by the time the first snowflakes are falling. Send me weekly reports as always.” Hands still clasped, red train still trailing behind him, Edgorn sweeps out of the tent with as much force as he entered with.

Once he’s gone, Lasilas looks back at his captains. “This news stays with us until we’ve all had our naps,” Lasilas says slowly. All of them nod, relieved that they don’t have to pack up camp and march on no sleep. It is settled, and Arthur falls onto his cot with the matter all but forgotten.

––––––––
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“YOU’RE BEING SERIOUS?”

Arthur didn’t think for a moment that Lasilas was considering accepting Edgorn’s order. Arthur thought that wait until after we nap meant wait to laugh at Edgorn’s ludicrous demands and hideously enlarged notions of himself. Not let’s sit in the captains’ tent around a map, deciding our route of attack.

Lasilas pauses, his hand on the little soldier figurines stationed across the map of the continent.

“He’s seeking to break centuries of tradition,” Arthur says, incensed. “How could we possibly enable that? How could you be considering fighting our own countrymen?”

The other captains are staring at him with warning in their eyes, but Arthur’s respect for Lasilas hasn’t gone out the window. Rather, his respect for Lasilas is the very reason why he’s so angry. Angry that Lasilas lets Edgorn walk all over him like this. Such a brilliant general deserves better.

“This route will bring us nowhere near Ilyaka,” Lasilas argues, stabbing a finger at the fucking map again. Arthur doesn’t care about the fucking map, and he barely manages to bite his tongue on those words.

“He wants to be emperor,” Arthur says slowly, drawing himself up to his full height. He rarely makes a show of his height, but when he does, they can all see how much taller and broader than Lasilas he is. Even across the table. “He will make us campaign in Ilyaka eventually, because that’s what emperors do. You know this. We do not fight for Ele, dammit.”

Lasilas smiles sadly. “What language do we speak?”

Arthur furrows a brow for a moment before realizing what Lasilas means. They’re speaking Elen, not Ilyakan. Lasilas has served Edgorn with his army since before Arthur joined him.

Lasilas ducks his head, sighing with one pale hand on the bridge of his nose. “If anyone wants to leave,” he says slowly, “they are free to do so now. Edgorn won’t care who’s with me—I doubt he’ll remember any of your faces. I’m the only face he needs to see at Alizima. I will find replacements for your positions, and there will be no questions asked. You are free.”

A wall of silent but fierce protectiveness rises throughout the room. “We would never,” Arthur says, speaking for them all. “I—we are loyal to you, General, not King Edgorn. That is the crux of the problem.”

These words, slightly safer, give Dainthi the courage to say, “Yes. We would follow you anywhere, Lasilas, even into ruin, as long as you felt it was right. It is your orders we follow.”

Lasilas shakes his head, and the weight of his burdens becomes apparent. “Don’t ever let Edgorn hear you say that.” When he raises his head, the mirth has returned to his blue eyes. The sight of his smile is enough to let Arthur breathe.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“For gods’ sake, Ric, no one is going to care what your collar looks like!”

“I am the king,” says an affronted Ricarda V, fiddling with his red velvet collar and the loose gold thread on the embroidery. “Of course people are going to be looking.”

“You’re not that pretty,” Antonia retorts.

“You’ve had a lifetime of being too close to me to make that judgment. Besides, you’re my sister. You’re never going to pay me any compliments.” Ricarda turns to Leonidas. “Leonidas, please. Be a dear and settle the matter?”

Leonidas has been watching them bicker over the thread in Ricarda’s collar for fifteen minutes. Neither of them has the strength to yank it free. He smiles, staring at the thread in the dim light of this theater box.

“If people are going to be looking at you,” Leonidas says, “it won’t be the thread their eyes will linger on.”

Ricarda grins, full blown and wild, as Antonia groans beside him.

It took precious little effort for Leonidas to win his way into their company again after that Remembrance Day dinner. Ricarda himself sent a fancy invitation to the palace suite Leonidas is staying in, requesting his presence at today’s concert. Well—Leonidas assumes it was him. Could’ve been written by one of his many scribes or secretaries, now that he thinks about it. At least the sentiment came from the king.

They’ve gone from calling him Marquis to Leonidas, and Ricarda interacts with him as easily as he does Antonia and Alessandro. After that disturbing display with the prisoner Jona, Ricarda has been all laughter and smiles, not a hint of the darkness that consumed him as he leered at the cage. Leonidas hasn’t been able to get it out of his head despite Ricarda’s pleasantries, fearing a hidden tyrant that frees itself behind closed doors. Fearing, in essence, a second Edgorn.

The flirting helps Ricarda loosen up, and he doesn’t move when Leonidas reaches for his collar to firmly grip the thread. Holding one end of the stiff collar gently, he gives a great yank, and the thread snaps off.

“Thank you, my handsome knight,” Ricarda says loftily, smiling at him. “You have done me a great service.”

“Both of you, shut up. The show’s starting,” Antonia says as the lights dim to a simple spotlight on the center of the stage. Leonidas has little experience with opera or theater of any kind and doesn’t know what to expect. The Donatis haven’t given him many impressions.

Cadhan liked to waste time watching performers. Often, he would squirrel them away to sleep with before or after Leonidas. They always came to him in the palace. The king of Delain couldn’t be bothered to drag a retinue of guards out into the city where his unpopularity could hit him in the face.

Leonidas remembers many boring evenings sitting at a lower table in the throne room—of course he wasn’t to sit beside Cadhan on his throne, lowly concubine that he was—just waiting for the singers or dancers to be dismissed.

Cadhan never smiled at them, rarely thanked them, and often threw them out if they told the stories or played the songs in a way that displeased him. Leonidas had never cursed Herra more than in those days, but he didn’t know what lay in store in the future.

The terror of Edgorn. The unfortunate competence of Edgorn that forced the Lover to stay and observe if Edgorn could be a good emperor despite his rotten soul. At least with Cadhan, the Lover knew quickly that the cause was lost. The man couldn’t be trusted to cut an apple by himself.

His mind lingers on Jona again, and he sits wondering, wondering, almost hoping.

For what?

“This is my favorite part,” Ricarda says, drawing Leonidas out of the past. He sits up straighter in his chair to watch.

Ricarda was affronted when he learned Leonidas was unfamiliar with theater, but he swore that would change. He called it a lucky thing that Alessandro is performing in this concert.

Applause ripples through the theater as the curtains open, so Leonidas follows their example. His yellow coat with puffy sleeves and gold embroidery is a rather fitting accompaniment to Ricarda’s red frock coat, though it’s a sad reminder of Edgorn. Mariosans have wonderful taste in clothing, he’ll give them that.

He chose yellow because it goes well with his skin, but mostly since it made Ricarda’s eyes widen when he saw it. Perhaps that was because the shade was so bright. Leonidas is not sure.

Herra is always telling him to stop underestimating his own beauty and to believe in his own seductive wiles. “Everyone in those gods’ forsaken courts does,” she would say. “May as well fit in.”

It’s been easier to blend in here than anywhere else. Leonidas has found it a little too easy to return Ricarda’s flirtations, laugh along with his sister, and this is only their second meeting. Hopefully he won’t do anything to fuck it up. He can’t afford to squander this perfect opportunity he’s set up for himself.

The parted curtain reveals a singular piano under the spotlight, gleaming black. A blond figure walks onto the stage in a long black coat, greeted by a new flurry of applause. Leonidas grins as Alessandro sits down on the piano bench.

There will be murmurs, jealous whispers that say Alessandro only sits in that seat because he’s the best friend of the king. But Ricarda has assured Leonidas time and time again that Alessandro fought to be here just as hard as the other competitors. He was the most surprised out of everyone when he actually made the part.

“He doesn’t believe in his own talent. He thinks of what he does as an idle hobby, but nothing remarkable,” Ricarda told Leonidas during the ride here. Alessandro took a separate carriage, with Antonia’s ballgown skirt taking up half the king’s carriage easily.

From his observations this week, Leonidas has determined that Antonia favors rose gold, gold, bronze, and other shades of pink in her ballgowns. The lighter colors, easier on the eye, with ample embroidery and beading. She also almost never wears her hair up, rare for Mariosans but bold and elegant. Glamorous head to toe.

She’s not his target, but she’s close enough to the king that Leonidas takes silent notes on her anyway. The more he can learn, the deeper he can get into these people’s heads, the better his chances.

Every eye in the theater sticks to Alessandro with breathless anticipation. Leonidas leans forward in the long moment between watching Alessandro take his seat and the moment his fingers press down on the keys. Eager silence settles over the theater.

Alessandro’s playing is pure poetry. The piano he played at the Remembrance Day Ball escaped Leonidas’ notice, as Aless meant nothing to him then, so he couldn’t truly appreciate it. But now—

“By gods, he’s good,” he breathes. Ricarda chuckles.

In the middle of the performance, the spell is broken when one of Ricarda’s guards leans between them to tap his shoulder. Antonia doesn’t notice him at first, still too enraptured with Alessandro’s performance. The glitter in her eyes speaks to the hidden fondness that Alessandro hopes for. Leonidas catalogs this with a private smile.

“Your Majesty,” the guard says, quiet enough not to disrupt things too much, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but you’re needed at the palace.”

“What is it, Maurice?” Ricarda asks, not taking his eyes off the stage. “Can a king not go to one outing without being recalled? I thought the point of being a king with a council that makes all the decisions for him is that he just gets to go out, sprawl out, and look pretty.”

“It is that very council who demands your presence now, Your Majesty,” Maurice answers with a patience that Leonidas wagers is a product of practice. “There is a carriage waiting outside.”

“Of course there is,” Ricarda sighs, finally drawing Antonia’s attention. He pats her hand, fingers lingering knowingly on her ring. “You stay here, sister, enjoy the performance.”

She frowns at him. “I’d be happy to go with you. We can watch Less play anytime and he made it clear he didn’t care if we were here or not.”

Ricarda smiles. “You know that’s not true, and you know that you’re the only face he really cares to see staring down at him. Stay. I’ll be back in a few minutes, I’m sure it’s nothing serious. They need me to break a tie over who looks prettiest, or something.” With a glance at Leonidas, Ricarda raises an
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