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      Leena stopped dead in her tracks—afraid to move, to breathe, afraid that even the barest hint of reality would crash the illusion somehow coming to life before her.

      Mikza was here.

      Chained, bound, being dragged behind a strange convoy. But here. Alive. In Da’astiku, in the golden palace once more.

      Weeks had passed since she’d last seen his face—weeks of wondering, of daydreaming, of missing. Her thoughts were a constant jumble of questions—where was he, what was he doing, was he alive, was he thinking about her too?

      That last night in the dungeons seemed so long ago, a lifetime. Her father had discovered their affair and enacted his punishment by turning Mikza into an unmarked, stripping his tattoos, his very identity, away. The memories haunted her, infiltrating her sleep in the dead of the night, images she could not erase. Whispering through a shroud of tears. Holding him gently, trying to soothe the pain of bruises and wounds she thought might never fade. When Leena closed her eyes, she could still see the bloody stripes down his back, the burns and cuts circling his wrists. Could still hear the soft words rolling off his lips, I love you, You must forget me, and the worst, Goodbye.

      And now Mikza was here.

      Leena drank him in, eyes roving his tall, elegant frame. Time had not marred the grace of his proud stance—muscular shoulders square, chin straight, hands folded at the base of his spine. Still a soldier, still honorable, despite the marks of disgrace, despite the scars.

      She ached to run her fingers over his smooth, olive skin. To lace them through his onyx hair. To kiss his velvet lips. To wrap her arms around him, to have his wrap around her. Even now, her hand outstretched, reaching toward him.

      And then the truth sunk in. The harsh reality.

      Mikza was not here for her.

      Ever her protector, Mikza had made a promise to her father on that fateful night when his tattoos had been carved away. He swore he would let her go, would never return to this golden city, would never speak to her again. And in return, her father had made a promise to him—if Mikza broke his word, Leena was the one who would die.

      No.

      Leena shook her head, elation fading away as she took a step back, pulling her wayward palm into her chest, letting it hover over her broken heart, a weak shield.

      No. Mikza was not here to find her, to save her from this place, to take her away. He was a man of his word. He would never break his promise, especially when it was her life on the line.

      Leena blinked as the realization hit, drying her wet eyes, and searched for an explanation. Her gaze drifted, slipping to the three other men bound with Mikza, to the servant in golden robes leading the men slowly through the halls, and then finally to the curious man in between the five Ourthuri.

      Red hair.

      That was the first thing Leena noticed, eyes widening in shock. And then she picked out his pale coloring, his freckles, his wide build.

      A man of Whylkin. In Da’astiku. Alone.

      He was either stupid or crazy, and she had a feeling only time would tell which. Curious, Leena followed as a servant led the group between rows of columns, across the courtyard, away from the entrance of the palace and deep into its core—to the throne room. Her gaze flicked constantly between the foreigner and Mikza, two men who could not be more different.

      Mikza’s umber eyes were solemn, downcast toward the floor, desolate.

      The foreigner’s were wild, roaming the halls, jumping this way and that, alert.

      As they reached the throne room, Leena tore her gaze away, hating even for a moment to lose sight of Mikza. But her father could not see her out of her rooms, especially not now with Mikza bound and such an easy target. King Razzaq was not a merciful man. Leena had no doubt that Mikza along with the other three prisoners would be covered in lash wounds by the end of the day, cut and bleeding, left to writhe in their pain. But if the king saw her there, the punishment would surely be worse. Loss of limb. Blindness. For her father, the gory possibilities were endless.

      Leena ducked behind a column, breathing quickly as the thought of Mikza in so much pain tightened her chest, sent trembles across her body. Inhaling deeply, she calmed herself, stilling all of her muscles before moving through the shadows to the one spot Mikza might find her.

      Their spot.

      His spot.

      Countless times Mikza had watched her from the corner of this room, standing guard while she sat on her gilded throne, hidden behind a veil, silent as a statue. Whenever her father became too much to handle, all she had to do was look—second column to the left from the center—and Mikza was there, giving her strength, calming her tumultuous emotions. Now she hoped that for once, maybe she could do the same thing for him.

      All he had to do was look.

      Look, she silently pleaded, head peeking out from behind the stone. All she wanted was to gaze into his eyes once more, to see his soul, to touch their love, to let it fill her for a moment. Even if it were futile, the stubborn hope wouldn’t fade. Distance had only made it stronger, a twisting knot in her stomach, a gut-wrenching need to be with him.

      But Mikza’s head did not turn, did not even move. His eyes were locked forward, locked on the king, and Leena found her gaze slipping sideways. First to the guards on either side of the throne, then to the golden robes billowing down the steps, up to the ebony tattoos circling his arms, farther to the gleaming headdress crowning him as king.

      And finally to his face. Her father. King Razzaq.

      The sight made bile curl in her stomach, made her blood boil with hate, made her fists clench in fury. Right now, he was smiling, a sinister sort of smirk. And that made another emotion rise to the surface—dread.

      “Prince Whylrhen,” her father’s voice echoed across the hall. “Welcome to Da’astiku. What brings you to Ourthuro?”

      Leena found her focus shifting to the red-haired man standing in the center of the room, gaze narrowed and uncertain at the scene before him. He was a Whylkin prince. Leena recognized the name Whylrhen, the youngest son of their enemy king, and now that it was spoken, she couldn’t believe she had not placed him earlier. A bright red overcoat adorned his chest, decorated with a black horse. And that deep red hair, it was as sure a sign of Whylkin royalty as the tattoos naming her a princess of Ourthuro.

      Stupid or crazy? Leena thought again, disbelief spreading through her veins. But then another thought came unbidden. Or brave?

      “King Razzaq,” the Whylkin prince began. Leena couldn’t help but notice how strong his voice sounded, not at all afraid. For a moment, she was in awe of this prince, to face her father without a hint of concern.

      Then he tugged on the prisoners behind him.

      As Mikza was forced forward, unable to fight the pull of his chains, Leena covered her mouth to keep from speaking. Nerves coiled tight, painful, as she watched her father’s eyes scan their faces, pausing on Mikza, before returning to the prince.

      Look at me, Mikza, she thought, heart beating faster. Look at me.

      Fear formed a pit in the back of her throat.

      But Mikza did not hear her silent pleas.

      Prince Whylrhen continued. “My king thanks you for your kindness in welcoming his son to your grand home. I am overwhelmed by the bountiful city I have seen thus far. A true masterpiece.”

      “We thank you,” King Razzaq boomed. His deep voice spurned Leena on, made the terror surge even greater.

      Something was not right.

      Something was terribly, terribly wrong.

      Look at me.

      If she could just meet Mikza’s eyes for a moment, Leena knew the urgency would fade. The dread would subside. Calm would wash over her as it always did when he looked at her.

      But Mikza was stone. Immobile.

      Look! She wanted to shout.

      Instead, Leena dug her fingernails into the column and her eyes grew wide.

      The foreign prince kept speaking, unaware. All of his words washed over her, wrong, wrong, wrong. “I have traveled far to return these four men to your person. We found a ship floating aimlessly through our waters, adorned with the flag of your great kingdom, and took it upon ourselves to search for survivors. Locked below deck, we found these four men alone in the dark. In a show of no bad will between our two kingdoms, peaceful now for over a hundred years, I, a Son of Whyl, came to deliver them unharmed.”

      What was Mikza doing on the ship?

      What was he doing near Whylkin?

      What was her father up to?

      More and more questions floated to the surface, leaking through her panic, bubbling with suspicion.

      She couldn’t blink.

      She couldn’t breathe.

      Look at me.

      Look.

      Mikza!

      Look!

      Her father bade the prince step forward, but Leena could not tear her eyes from Mikza, silently shouting at him to look at her.

      One glance and she would be all right.

      One glimpse and the irrational terror would fade.

      One…

      Mikza’s head whipped violently to the side.

      For a moment, his deep umber eyes landed on hers. For a moment, warmth filled her chest. For a moment, she could see the love twinkling in his irises.

      The moment passed.

      His gaze grew blank.

      For the first time, Leena realized he was falling, tipping, toppling to the side. For the first time, she noticed the spear embedded in his chest, the blood slipping to the floor, bright red against the golden tiles.

      “Mikza!”

      The sound tore free from her chest, ripping its way up her throat, incoherent as her voice cracked, rose higher into a shriek. Sharp as a spear, the scream echoed back, stabbing her in the heart.

      Dead.

      Lifeless.

      Leena sank to the floor, eyes glued to the pool of blood widening against the tile
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