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			His gaze raked over her as he stood in front of her. Something uncomfortable and unwelcome jittered in her chest as his dark golden gaze met hers.

			She wanted to run, but the self-preservation instinct she had so much pride in was no match for the way his gaze pinned her to the spot.

			“Al, I presume?” he said, his voice smooth and sounding vaguely...amused. Al didn’t have a clue what would be amusing about the situation.

			She felt a bit like she’d placed her life into his hands, and she hadn’t even spoken.

			She gave herself a second to catch her bearings, to focus on the task at hand and not the gold of his eyes. The feeling of being trapped and wanting to lean into it. She tried to speak in her usual insouciant low tones, but found her voice much higher than it should be. “Yes, I’m Al.”

			His beautiful mouth curved, likely at the shake in her tone. “Excellent.”

		
	
		
			Secrets of the Kalyva Crown

			It started with a royal revenge...

			Banished following the execution of his parents, Lysias has spent years plotting revenge on the surviving royal of a bloody coup, King Diamandis. Now justice is finally within reach, as he has hired someone to pose as the king’s long-lost sister...

			King Diamandis believed he was the sole surviving member of his royal family. Ruling with an ironclad fist was the only way he knew how to continue their legacy. Until his whole world is tilted on its axis by his supposed sister’s royal return...

			Soon, both of their carefully constructed plans and lives will be thrown into complete disarray—by love!

			Read Lysias and Al’s story in
Hired for His Royal Revenge
Available now!

			And look for Diamandis and Katarina’s story

			Coming soon!

		
	
		
			For anyone who ever had a crush on Dimitri.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			AL ASSUMED SHE’D once had a real name and a last name, but she didn’t know it. And never would. She had vague memories as a small child of being called Alexandra and being taught how to survive by various people on the streets. Some were kind, some were cruel, some were indifferent, but she had survived.

			That was all that mattered most days.

			She did not remember anything before being on the streets, so like most of the others she’d met, she assumed her parents were dead or indifferent. Neither mattered. They were gone and she was here.

			One of the best methods of survival on the dangerous streets of Athens was to pass herself off as a boy. Even now, at twenty-four, her short stature and small frame meant she could be believed as a teenage boy rather than a grown woman if she dressed and held herself accordingly.

			As she did now. She wore tattered baggy pants that hid the shape of her hips. Over her shirts, she wore an oversized coat that gave bulk to her shoulders. Add threadbare boots and shaggy hair pulled back with a small tie, and no one ever questioned her.

			She leaned against the corner of a building on a tourist-laden street and surveyed the crowd.

			She had a meeting, and she always preferred to meet in the bustling streets for a quick escape should things get complicated. Trading in information had a tendency to have tempers flaring, particularly in those men who fancied themselves powerful...then threw tantrums like children when they did not get their way...or could not hide their misdeeds.

			Al usually didn’t take jobs from people she hadn’t been referred to and hadn’t checked out carefully. She tended to be very careful about people who approached her. She made sure she knew everything about a client before she even spoke to them. But this particular afternoon, she didn’t truly know who she was meeting. Only that the payout she had been promised was far too much to resist.

			It was enough to possibly get her out of the spy game forever. In the beginning, it had been exciting. To realize that, since no one paid much attention to a little beggar on the street, she could hear things and see things that other people found useful.

			And would pay for.

			But as she’d gone from offering up information she happened to witness or overhear to people coming to her for information, spying had gotten more complicated, more dangerous. Like today.

			It was possible this whole meeting was a trap. Things were getting a little...hot. She’d uncovered the misdeeds of a few too many powerful men who were now on the lookout for a boy spy roaming the streets of Athens. Who wanted Al dead.

			She could shake that identity, of course. Live life as she truly was: a young woman. She could find a new city to live in as a boy. But those options seemed just as dangerous as the men after her.

			At least they were the enemy she knew.

			Her life had been the streets and survival for as long as she could remember, but she was tired of subterfuge and lies and mystery and danger. She wanted something...pleasant. Relaxing.

			Safe, most of all.

			This payout could buy her all of that. She only had to bend a few of her rules to get it and hope the mysterious man who’d sent his men to approach her was on the up-and-up.

			So she waited for a man. That was all she knew about her client. His employee—a taciturn mountain of a man—had told her to stand exactly here and wait for his boss to approach.

			She watched the crowd carefully. A few people looked her way, usually nervously. Women clutching their purses a little tighter, especially if Al arranged her face to look particularly surly. But most people just looked right past her short frame and out-of-the-way stance, more focused on their daily routines or the sights they wished to see.

			Al did not see much point staring at ruins, vestiges of a life so long ago no one alive today would even recognize it. She much preferred watching the living people. How they reacted, what they did, the words they spoke in a variety of languages as they passed.

			She was beginning to grow antsy as the agreed-upon time came and went. Frowning, she scanned the crowd around her one more time. That was when she caught the glimpse of a tall man in white. He seemed to cut through the crowd like some kind of archangel. Or apparition. Or just a deadly sweep of a sword.

			People moved out of his way—some without seeming to realize it, some watching him move in awe. He did not ask anyone to. He did not excuse himself. It was just...done.

			He was stunning—it was the only word she could think of. Like some gladiator brought to life, polished up perhaps for a portrait, because even though he looked like he could handle a fight, his expensive suit and bright white clothes didn’t suggest he’d seen one recently. His dark hair was swept back, his face sculpted and bronzed as if perfectly created to draw attention to his eyes. Sharp, gold. Obviously dangerous.

			And he was walking straight for her.

			Al ordered herself to maintain her lazy posture, her combative expression, but it was more and more difficult to hold the closer he got. He walked right up to her, practically towering above her so that he blocked out the sun in the little alcove she’d agreed to meet him in.

			Because this had to be the him who wanted to meet her—well, Al. She hadn’t been given a name when his employee had talked to her, but she knew who he was now. It was nearly impossible to spend any time in Athens and not know his face.

			Lysias Balaskas. Billionaire. Self-made, at that. One of those stories people trotted out to prove anyone could achieve anything, because Lysias himself had, allegedly, been a product of the streets. According to the people who spoke of it, Lysias had gotten himself a job above his station as a young man and then worked his way up until he’d owned...just about everything there was to own. People said it was because he was brilliant and charming and determined and hardworking.

			Al knew that success, especially success of Lysias’s magnitude, required all those things but also a great deal of luck. Or she would be CEO of some conglomeration of companies that did something with...something. Because she could be all those things, if given the chance.

			She had decidedly not been given the chance.

			His gaze raked over her as he stood in front of her. He took her all in with a considering way that had her wanting to sink deeper into her baggy clothes and disappear into the shadows, because the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Something uncomfortable and unwelcome jittered in her chest as his dark golden gaze met hers.

			She wanted to run, but the self-preservation instinct she had so much pride in was no match for the way his gaze pinned her to the spot.

			“Al, I presume?” he said, his voice smooth and sounding vaguely...amused, when Al didn’t have the first clue what would be amusing about the situation.

			She felt a bit like she’d placed her life into his hands, and she hadn’t even spoken.

			She gave herself a second to get her bearings, to focus on the task at hand and not the gold of his eyes. The feeling of being trapped and wanting to lean into it. She tried to speak in her usual insouciant low tones but found her voice much higher than it should be. “Yes, I’m Al.”

			His beautiful mouth curved, likely at the shake in her tone. “Excellent.”

			[image: No image description]

			Lysias Balaskas found himself wholly and uncharacteristically uncertain about this Al. Though he had heard nothing but positives about the boy and his ability to find even the most hidden information, something about the way he stared made Lysias feel even more aware than he usually was.

			As a man bent on revenge, he was always aware. Of who looked at him. Of what people thought. Of where he was and how he moved. Because unlike most people who walked these streets, Lysias had only one goal in his life.

			And he allowed no distractions.

			“Why don’t we take a bit of a walk, my boy,” Lysias offered in an effort to perhaps jolt the boy into finding his wits about him.

			Lysias tended to have this effect on people. He knew he was good-looking—add money and power, and people often found themselves at a loss for words. It was just an everyday occurrence for him. Though he’d expected perhaps more of the boy he’d heard had uncovered the secrets of some of the most powerful and dangerous men in Greece.

			“You have a job for me,” this Al said, taking a step next to him. Lysias noted the way the boy’s eyes surveyed the crowd. Calm, cool, assessing. Looking for danger.

			Well, that was more like it. Clearly he’d sussed out who Lysias was and, maybe after his initial surprise, would now behave the canny spy Lysias had been promised.

			“There is a very old rumor I would like you to look into for me,” he said, walking through the crowd as though he had not a care in the world. But his attention was on Al—the way the boy moved, what he looked at and how he reacted to everything Lysias had to say. “It involves the kingdom of Kalyva.”

			There was no flicker of surprise or reaction. Only a shrug. “I do not know this place.”

			“It is a small island. Tiny really. They are very independent, very private. And ruled by a king.” And Lysias wanted to destroy said king, with his bare hands. But since that was not an option, he would settle for subterfuge to get his revenge. To enact all the destruction King Diamandis deserved.

			“And what do you want with it?”

			“That is not your concern. Your concern is to find out everything you can on the murder of Princess Zandra Agonas on Kalyva twenty years ago.”

			“You want me to get you information on some old murder that happened on an island I’ve never even heard of?” Al asked suspiciously. He looked up, but the minute their gazes met, the boy looked back down. “Seems a stretch.”

			“The entire royal family was murdered in a bloody coup. Except the current king. The rumor is Princess Zandra’s body was the only one not recovered,” Lysias said, unconcerned by Al’s skepticism. “I need to know that this is true beyond a doubt. It will require you to find a way to get close enough to King Diamandis to discover the absolute truth, or what he believes to be the truth anyway. I will cover any costs on top of the already generous payout my man discussed with you.”

			The boy’s mouth turned down, and there was just...something off about him. Lysias felt that old itch between his shoulder blades. A telltale sign that something was amiss.

			But he had been assured of this boy’s skill and, having once been a boy on these streets himself, knew what a smart one could do with an opportunity.

			Besides, Lysias would make sure he had the upper hand.

			He always did.

			So he would continue forward. His revenge on King Diamandis had been twenty years in the making, and no matter what Al found or didn’t, Lysias would never give up.

			The king was the reason his parents had been killed, the reason Lysias had scrabbled on the streets for the remainder of his childhood after being exiled from Kalyva.

			The king would pay. For everything.

			“You will travel to Kalyva with one of my men. Tonight. Then you will set about finding what the king knows. You will report to Michalis, who will, in turn, report to me. No one can know about our connection once you’re on Kalyva. Trust me when I say that it would be as bad for you as it would for me.”

			The boy pursed his lips and kept walking. He glanced behind them once, so Lysias did the same, wondering what the boy was worried about. A tail? The police?

			“Travel costs extra,” he said at last.

			“Was my initial offer not generous enough?”

			Al stopped, stepping out of the way of teeming tourists with ease. He glowered up at Lysias, or tried to. “It’s not generosity—it’s compensation. Besides, I know how much you’re worth.”

			“You know how much people think I’m worth.” He grinned at the boy. “The truth is beyond most people’s comprehension.”

			The boy’s eyes widened, and his cheeks turned oddly pink before he looked away once more. He studied the world around them, clearly considering the deal. “I want some money up front.”

			“So you can run?”

			He shrugged. “Call it insurance.”

			Al tried to keep walking, but Lysias reached out and took him by the arm. He pulled the boy close enough, all the way onto his toes, to get his point across. Not a violent threat. Lysias no longer needed violence. He was threat enough.

			“Know this, boy. I will track you down if you take my money and run. To the ends of the earth. No one crosses me. I simply do not allow it.”

			Wide, dark eyes watched him. The boy was slight, with delicate features. Lysias couldn’t fathom how he’d survived this long on the streets, let alone doing what he did. Part of Lysias’s defense as an adolescent had been his size and strength. His ability to fight his way out of any predicament.

			Al clearly would not be able to do that.

			The boy jerked his arm away and Lysias let him, but something about the interaction left him...suspicious. He couldn’t put his finger on what struck him as off about the boy, but he didn’t trust him.

			“I want an up-front payment,” Al insisted. He nodded to the watch on Lysias’s wrist. “That’ll do.”

			Lysias raised an eyebrow. “Do you have any idea what this watch is worth?”

			Al grinned, cocky and amused, the first glimpse at a boy who would make a very good spy. “Oh, I’ve got a pretty good idea, ploúsios.”

			Lysias was surprised to find himself enjoying the boy’s cheek. Much better than the odd stares that left him feeling as if something were all wrong here.

			Lysias slid the watch off his wrist and dropped it into Al’s hand. “It would be easy to track that down if you defy me.”

			“Yes,” Al agreed. Simply. Easily. He pocketed the watch, surveyed the crowds around him once more. “When and where?”

			“Midnight. My private marina. I’m assuming you can find this on your own.”

			“Naturally.”

			“I’ll be there with my man of affairs, so you can be assured you are meeting the correct person. I will ensure you are on the boat and on your way to Kalyva. Michalis will cover your costs while on the island and be your main point of contact. If you do not find me the information I require in a week, we’ll reevaluate the deal.”

			Al didn’t study him. He studied his own feet. Then he shrugged. “All right.” And without a handshake or anything else, he took off on a run. Quickly disappearing into the crowd.

			Lysias watched. He didn’t think the boy was bolting from him. His impression of the boy was someone capable and likely to show up tonight and do the work on Kalyva, but something was off. Wrong.

			Lysias knew this in his bones.

			So, after the boy disappeared into the crowd, Lysias followed.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			AL TOOK OFF for a few reasons. Number one, she knew she was being watched—and not by the magnetic Lysias—though him too. No, someone out in that crowd wanted to hurt her. She’d noticed the same man in too many places today, and while she’d never caught his eyes on her, it was too much of a coincidence.

			She had to lose him. So she ran.

			But it wasn’t the only or most alarming reason she’d felt compelled to run. Lysias Balaskas was...problematic. She couldn’t seem to hold his gaze without blushing. She was far too interested in the quirk of his beautiful mouth than what it said.

			And those eyes. Nothing in her short but eventful life had prepared her for the effect this man had on her. She had dealt with the wealthy, the powerful, the good-looking, but he was in a category all his own. Deep within and elemental, Lysias was different. It terrified her.

			Worse, it enticed her.

			She had to get away from him. So she’d bolted. With his watch, sure, but that didn’t mean she had to take his deal. If she decided not to meet him at his marina, she’d return it to him without him knowing it and stand him up tonight.

			She pulled a face as she dove right into crowds, then swiveled out again. The marina, a boat with a stranger. She didn’t like the idea of traveling with anyone, let alone Lysias’s employee. Just her and some stranger in the middle of the sea. Not even the unnerving man she’d met this afternoon—not that she trusted him either.

			Al trusted no one.

			She skittered down a tight alley, the hot sun beating down on her. She had a lead on her pursuer, but she could still feel that shadowy figure following her—she knew too well what pursuit felt like. She hadn’t lost them yet.

			Maybe a new location would be good. She had never heard of this island. Maybe it was because she was uneducated and unworldly, but maybe other people didn’t know about it either. It might be the perfect opportunity to escape everything breathing down her neck here in Athens on someone else’s dime.

			She ducked down a wider alley, crossed a busy street, always keeping an eye behind her. She’d been the quarry in a few of these little chases, and she didn’t revel in it, but she knew how to escape.

			Had to escape.

			An island would be an escape, wouldn’t it? Strangers were dangerous, but the devil she knew was getting a little too close. A little too scary.

			Maybe it was time for a new devil. Lysias definitely fit the bill.

			Kings and murdered princesses worried her, but she’d been slipping in and out of the affairs of the rich and powerful for years now. Were royalty all that different? A change of scenery, a payout that would allow her to be herself, not Al...

			It could all work out.

			If she escaped her current mess. She climbed a ladder up onto someone’s balcony, then took a hop over to the next and the next. Once she got to the other edge of the building, she jumped off, startling a young couple sharing a dessert on a bench. She flashed them a boyish grin, then darted across the street, holding her hat on her head as she did so.

			And still someone chased her. Getting closer. Panic began to clog her lungs, but that was certain death. She had to think clearly, rationally. She was certain she was doing just that, but then she tripped over a man’s foot, and though she narrowly missed a fall, a group of men angrily shouted at her.

			It startled her, rattled her as much as the meeting with Lysias had, and so she ran without fully taking into account where she was.

			A fatal mistake, as she ran right into an alley with no exit. She studied the wall in front of her, looking for any sort of foothold. Some way to climb it. Some way out.

			There was nowhere to run. She blew out a breath as her world crashed around her.

			She supposed she should take her fate philosophically. She would die at the hands of someone else. It had always been possible. And she’d done some good with her insignificant life. Uncovered many a man’s misdeeds.

			It was a shame she’d never truly gotten to live as herself. Have some sort of life. For some reason, that made her think of Lysias and his golden eyes and wicked smile. Which was foolish enough she turned to face her attacker.

			He had a long knife. A scar that ran from his temple to where it disappeared under the collar of his shirt.

			“That looks bad,” she said, jutting her chin at the scar. “I suppose you’re going to do the same to me?” She eyed the knife and tried to breathe through the terror. Hold on to bravado. But she’d always had a fear of blades, more so than even a gun. A gun could take you out quick.

			A knife took its time. A knife was torture.

			Her legs shook, but she told herself to fight her way out. She’d get hurt. Stabbed, sure, and that was a nightmare of hers, but if she just ran, she could stay alive. Maybe. If she didn’t bleed to death. If he didn’t fully overpower her.

			So she went with that. She just ran. Plowed right into the man, hoping to dislodge the knife. She didn’t, but she did surprise him so that he fell back. Of course, that had her tripping over his body. But she got past him.

			She scrambled to get to her feet, could see the daylight and the alley opening and all the freedom it represented. But the moment she was almost there, the man’s hand caught her around the ankle and jerked, sending her sprawling on the hot, hard ground. She fought desperately, but she was no match for the man who crawled on top of her.

			She clawed, she kicked, but nothing dislodged him from his purpose. He used the knife to roughly cut away her shirt, and panic beat so hard in her chest she couldn’t breathe. She saw the dawning realization on his face, even as she bucked and fought and kicked harder with panic, dread, the desperate desire to survive.

			“You’re a woman. A shame we couldn’t have some fun, but my orders are clear. Consider this a gift from Mr. Pangali,” he said, mentioning one of the powerful men she’d uncovered as a liar and a cheat and a murderer.

			Slowly—as if he enjoyed causing pain—her attacker began to press the sharp edge of the knife through the bonds that held her breasts down and then upward—not just cutting away the fabric but slicing into her skin. Trying to create the long, jagged line from chest to temple that he had.

			Pain had an unholy noise escaping her throat, and she bucked with all of her strength. Much to her surprise, the knifeman flew off her. He let out a yelp of pain as he crashed hard against the wall of the building.
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