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      Please note that these content warnings will contain some spoilers for the book.

      

      A Crown of Hopes and Sorrows depicts issues including hunting, animal death (hunting related), misogyny, blood, death, and   parental death.

      

      The book also contains strong language and sexual content.

      

      I hope readers will find that I’ve handled these topics with sensitivity. However, I wished to include a note for anyone who may find this content triggering.
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      Apollo

      Half-deity and prophesied god of the sun.

      

      Temi (Artemis)

      Huntress and Apollo’s younger sister.

      

      Hyacinth (Cyn)

      Crowned prince of Niria.

      

      Epiphany (Pip)

      Princess of Niria and Hyacinth’s younger sister.

      

      Valerian (Val)

      Master stableman at the palace in Niria and close friends with both Hyacinth and Epiphany.

      

      Emrin

      Prince of Niria and Hyacinth’s younger brother.

      

      Joden

      Nirian high lord and political advisor.

      

      Zephyrus

      God of the west wind (spring).

      Other wind gods include Boreas (north wind, winter), Notus (south wind, summer), and Euros (east wind, autumn.) 

      

      Galeson

      High lord from the country of Segion and a suitor of Epiphany’s.

      

      Delon and Len

      High lords from prominent Nirian families and friends of Hyacinth.

      

      Zeus

      Ruler over the deities of Mt. Olympus, god of the sky, and Apollo’s father. One of the three major gods. (Married to Hera.)

      

      Poseidon

      God of the sea, Zeus’ brother, and one of the three major gods.

      

      Hades

      God of the underworld, Zeus’ brother, and one of the three major gods. (Married to Persephone.)

      

      Ares

      God of war, son of Zeus, and half-brother of Apollo.

      

      Tartarus

      The realm of monsters and torment that Zeus locks his enemies in.

      

      Leto

      Apollo and Temi’s mother. High priestess of her village in Danari until her death during Temi’s birth.

      

      Kalliope

      A high goddess who has a sexual history with Apollo.

      

      Hierophant

      Niria’s high priest.

      

      Jupiter

      High deity of the gods from the west.
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      In A Veil of Gods and Kings, Apollo fought his destiny to become the high god of the sun. His father, Zeus, gave him an ultimatum: ascend immediately or spend the year mentoring under Prince Hyacinth.

      To secure another year in the human world, Apollo traveled to the kingdom of Niria with his sister, Temi.

      Prince Hyacinth had taken over leadership of the country in his father’s absence. Apollo’s presence—and the threat of the gods surrounding him—added to his burdens. Their relationship proved contentious as they grappled with their mutual dislike of each other.

      Temi befriended Hyacinth’s sister Epiphany. They practiced skills together, such as horseback riding and hunting. Struck by the needs of the people of Niria, Temi concocted a plan for them to sneak out of the palace and teach women their age how to hunt.

      The hatred between Apollo and Hyacinth gave way as they spent more time together and fell in love.

      Ares arrived with a warning from Zeus. Hyacinth’s father also returned. Both reminded Apollo of the danger inherit to anyone connected to him. Apollo left Niria, hoping to spare Hyacinth.

      Hyacinth went after Apollo and revealed to him that Niria had aligned with Jupiter and the other high gods of the west, intending to remove Zeus from power.

      Apollo agreed to return with Hyacinth and help them. Apollo proposed a plan to travel together under the guise of increasing dedications to Zeus while secretly seeing what gods they can find to join their cause.

      But Apollo learns there is already another half-god on their side. Temi was not a mortal, as she believed, but a half-deity like Apollo, veiled with powerful magic.
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      “If I had but two loaves of bread, I would sell one and buy hyacinths, for they would feed my soul.” -Mohammad
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      Who knew shoulders could be the most beautiful sight on earth?

      Specifically bare shoulders, over an equally bare body, standing in a creamy sheen of morning light.

      Hyacinth shifted his feet, muscles along his back and legs curving, his tan skin and short dark hair taking on a sparkle of gold from the sun.

      He cocked his head to the side, feathering a finger over fabric hung in the dressing closet he stood before.

      I blew out a breath and fell against the bed. “Seriously, Cyn, how hard is it to choose which robe to wear? They’re all basically the same.”

      He clicked his tongue and looked over his shoulder at me, his hazel eyes growing honey-gold as they shifted into a ray of light. “Says the man who literally wears the same thing every day.”

      “It’s practical.”

      He scoffed.

      “Or”—I rolled back up, spreading out the wrinkled comforter we’d wrecked the previous night—“you could wear nothing at all and stay here with me instead.”

      He turned towards me again, the long muscles along his torso shifting and wrapping around his form as he did so. “As much as I’d love to, there’s a great deal to do today. And my father wishes to speak with you this morning.”

      Every salacious thought in my mind fizzled like a bucket of water dumped over them, all the images I’d conjured of my mouth trailing down his body, puffing away like smoke. “He wants to speak with me? About what?”

      Hyacinth padded across the floor, shirt and pants in hand, and dropped onto the bed, making it bounce. He leaned in and pressed his lips to the hollow of my neck. I shivered and gripped my fingers into the firm flesh of his back. “If you come over here like this,” I said, my voice growing deep, “you’d better intend to follow through.”

      He chuckled and pecked a kiss against my forehead. “I told you. We have things we must do this morning.”

      “What is your father wanting to talk about?”

      “I think he just has more questions about your plan to seek other gods that may stand with us against Zeus.”

      “I explained my entire plan already.”

      Hyacinth shrugged the cream shirt on, his eyebrows drawing together, creating a v-shaped dimple there. “It was more of a statement. An idea of an idea.”

      “Well…” I thrust my hands out. “That’s what you get from me. You’re the man who decides things.” I nodded towards the closet that sat open. “I like to work on impulse.”

      He tugged his pants up and stood, causing the mattress to bounce again. “Acting on impulse is not wise, especially with war and considering other’s lives.”

      “As I said”—I jumped up and snagged my shorts and tunic, pulling them on—“that’s where you come in.”

      Hyacinth chuckled and reached out towards the silk of his robes, his hands hovering between two of them. I stepped up behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist. “Wear the burgundy one.”

      “Oh, so you can decide.”

      I brushed my lips over the velvet of his ear. “I just admire looking at you. Burgundy brings out the color of your eyes.” My voice turned into a hush of a sound, like a prayer. “You’re beautiful, Cyn.”

      He leaned back against me and sighed. “I love you.”

      Those words felt like home to me after a lifetime of not having one. And despite the fear that still surged through me over everything we prepared to face, I would be nowhere else. I squeezed his waist before releasing him and he grabbed the robe, pulling it on, the embroidery on his lapels glimmering in glittering golds and greens.

      “Also,”—I smirked—“I will one day have very important decisions to make.”

      “And what would those be?”

      “When the high gods ascend...” I let that hang in the air for a moment. Hyacinth frowned, his brow furrowing again. We both knew being together would be impossible if that happened. I could visit, but earth sickness would impede me from coming frequently. It was inevitable, but I still avoided thinking about it. “You’re going to give yourself wrinkles,” I said, smoothing my fingers over the skin of his forehead. “As I was saying, if I ascend one day, I have to decide what I’m the god of.”

      Hyacinth closed the closet with a thunk. “I thought you’d be the god of the sun.”

      “Yes.” I waved him off. “But high gods get to designate what other minor things they rule over as well.”

      Hyacinth gestured to his door, and I nabbed my knapsack before we strode out into the hallways with their rich carpeting and soaring ceilings draped with silk panels. “What might you choose, then?”

      “Well, music, for one thing, because I’m fucking brilliant with the lyre.”

      Hyacinth chuckled. “I should disagree, just to bring you down a notch.”

      “But you know you’d be lying.” I knocked my shoulder into his.

      He rolled his eyes. “What else then?”

      I tangled my fingers with his and stopped walking, grazing my thumb over his knuckles. “Maybe I’ll choose poetry as well.”

      “I didn’t realize you were such a lover of poetry.”

      “I’m not, but…” I smiled. “I love a man who is.”

      His shoulders eased, and he offered me a gentle expression. I relished it—having someone to love—and his reaction every time I said that word. He lifted our hands and kissed my fingers. “And what about archery?”

      “What about it?”

      “Wouldn’t that also fit you, if anything Temi tells me about your skills are true?”

      I chuckled. “Temi doesn’t tend to stretch the truth. But if she is a goddess herself…” I paused, the ache of not knowing answers for her sake coursing through me. “She may want to choose that category. She can whip my ass in any competition involving weapons, I assure you.”

      “I’ll have to see this someday.”

      I hummed a reply as we reached his father’s office, and he knocked.

      “Come in,” King Magnes said.

      We walked through the door, and I tucked my hands behind my back. Rich curtains adorned large windows that gave a view of the gardens that had eased their way into autumn, rust tones taking over once-vibrant greens. The king lifted his face and brushed his hand through his silver-streaked hair, the rings on his fingers sparkling. “Ah, yes. Good morning. Hyacinth?”

      “Father?”

      “Would you let Apollo and I speak alone for a moment?” My stomach sunk to my toes. Hyacinth froze, his lips parting as if to protest, but his father chuckled. “It’s nothing malicious, Cyn.”

      A breath huffed out of Hyacinth’s body and he shifted to me, a question in his eyes. I nodded, and he walked out, scanning over the two of us before pulling the door shut.

      “Please have a seat,” the king said.

      I dropped into the chair I’d spent the previous summer working in. He sat as well and gestured to the bottles of spirits on his desk that splashed the wood with amber reflections. “Would you like a drink?”

      It was still first thing in the morning.

      Was this a test?

      “No, thank you.”

      He nodded and worried his hands together. “How old are you, Apollo?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and leaned down against my knees. “I’m twenty, sir.”

      He released a breath. “Right. But how old are you in mortal years?”

      Sunlight danced around, illuminating a shelf stacked with scrolls and folios. “Umm”—I cleared my throat—“twenty.”

      A frown pressed onto his face. “You’ve only been alive for two human decades?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You’re younger than Hyacinth?”

      I nodded. “I am. Just by a year-and-a-half. I understand he was born near the Dionysus Festival?”

      “He was, yes.” The king hesitated, his forehead wrinkling. “I didn’t know you were so young.”

      He must have thought I was some centuries old half-deity fucking his twenty-two-year-old son. My cheeks flamed. Thank Hades to Zeus we had done nothing in this office. Gods, I wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face otherwise.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “I don’t mean to come across”—he laughed and sank against this chair—“the way I’m clearly coming across. Hyacinth is my child. He’s very dear to me. And, well…”

      “Him being involved with a god is concerning,” I whispered.

      The thoughts I tried to avoid peppered back into my mind. I wasn’t sure how long Hyacinth and I could be together. And I wondered if his father worried more about that or over the attention my connection could bring him. Magic hummed over my skin, and I swallowed the disgust that welled in me. How I wish I could be worthy of him.

      The king studied me for a long moment, his brown eyes a darker shade than Hyacinth’s but still holding the same streaking pattern. He tapped his thumb against his armrest. “Hyacinth tells me your mother has passed away.”

      “Yes, when I was very young.”

      “Epiphany was quite young when she lost her mother as well.” He paused until I met his gaze. A concern lingered over his expression, his lips pinched. “I always worried for her—still do, if I’m honest. Every day I see for her—and Hyacinth and Emrin—what a burden it’s been to lose someone who loved them so dearly.”

      I cleared my throat, unsure where this conversation was heading. A prickling discomfort slipped down my spine. “It was many years ago when I lost my mother, Your Highness. She was a wonderful woman from what little I remember of her and what stories others told me before… we moved.”

      “I hope you and your sister can feel”—he pressed his fingers together—“like you have a home here, if the idea suits you.”

      I leaned back and chewed on the inside of my cheek. “That’s a very kind offer. Of course, while we help with things involved with this upcoming war, we’ll be very grateful to take you up on it.”

      “This isn’t about the war.” He cocked up an eyebrow. “We’ll discuss those matters in the meeting later. I mean this personally, as the father of your partner. You have a home here.”

      I sucked in a breath. A home. That was the second time that morning I’d allowed myself to imagine that term, to feel like I had one and belonged to it. I wanted it so badly it hurt. “Thank you.”

      A few minutes later I strode alongside a frowning Hyacinth down a hallway lined with wide curved windows that let ivory light flood the carpets. “What did he say to you?” Hyacinth asked.

      “Not much.”

      He side-eyed me. “My father doesn’t waste time.”

      I shrugged and readjusted the straps of my knapsack. “He had some questions for me about our relationship, I guess.”

      Hyacinth stopped walking, his lips parting. “Did he interrogate you?”

      “No, Cyn, it was nothing like that. Honestly. He was actually”—I shrugged again, my cheeks warming—“really welcoming in a way. The rest was fine.”

      Hyacinth’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded. “All right.”

      I gripped his hand, relished how his fingers automatically draped around mine. “It’s okay, seriously.”

      He blew out a breath and leaned in closer to me, his jasmine-smell sweetening the air. “After this meeting, there’s something I want to discuss.”

      “What is it?”

      “An idea I had. But let’s go hear if the advisors have any better ones first.”

      I groaned. “Unlikely.”

      He chuckled and tugged my hand, pulling us both forward towards the conference room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Artemis

          

        

      

    

    
      I twisted the knife around my fingers, the metal of it reflecting the muted greens and crisp grays of the world. Silver grasses tangled together in the wind as horses in the distance bowed their heads, snatching bunches of weeds to eat, their long tails flicking away flies.

      I always thought I knew who I was.

      Artemis.

      Sister of the half-god Apollo.

      Friend to many.

      Huntress.

      Well known for my weaponry skills.

      I flung the knife out, and it vibrated as it slammed into a target board.

      Temi, the girl who sat trembling and scared as she’d watched her village burn down around her.

      The same girl who swore she’d never be weak and afraid and helpless like that again.

      I slipped another dagger from my belt and danced it between my fingers. But now I suspected that my skills, everything I defined myself by, were because I was—unbeknownst to myself—a goddess.

      I slammed the second knife forward. It bit into the wood deeper.

      I snatched a third blade.

      Frustration pulsed through me. I didn’t understand why my mother would have kept that a secret from me. She had to know and either didn’t tell the women in our village who raised us or asked them to keep it from me. And why had I been hidden with a veil, anyway? After all, Apollo had always known of his divine origins, of his prophecy to become the sun god and the deep powers lingering within him. And whoever my bastard father was—whoever abandoned me and didn’t step up and tell me about my life—I thrusted my hand forward a third time. The last knife sunk to its hilt.

      The crunch of feet pattering through the meadow pulled me out of my thoughts. “You okay, Temi?”

      I turned towards Epiphany, her long dark curls flowing out with the wind, a gentle expression flickering over the hazel of her eyes. “I don’t know.” My steps crushed masses of grass as I walked over and pulled my knives out of the board. “I think I’m still in shock. I can’t believe everything in my life might be a lie.”

      Epiphany smoothed her hand across the wood, her fingers bumping over the dents and grooves. “Do you ever hit outside the center?”

      “Rarely.”

      She smiled and trailed her elbow into mine. “Everything about your life isn’t a lie.”

      “Isn’t it though?”

      “No. You’re still exactly who you were last week.”

      I sighed and nodded towards the palace that peaked above the stables. We had a meeting to attend. “Maybe. But, if everything about me is just because I have powers I didn’t even know I was tapping into, what does that mean?”

      Epiphany lifted her skirts as we continued through the pasture. “If that’s the case, you were a goddess last week, too.”

      “Okay?”

      She opened the gate but paused, cocking her head to the side. “The only thing that has changed is your perception of yourself.”

      I frowned. “That and of my father.”

      “You define who you are. Not your parents or anyone else.”

      I bit back a groan, but it was nice to have Epiphany there, dismantling my arguments. Something about her presence soothed me. “Yeah. All right, we don’t want to be late for this meeting, do we?”

      She shook her head, and we made our way across the lawn, through the gardens, and into the palace to a room with tall windows and several dozen men who frowned at us. Apollo, who stood at Hyacinth’s side, shifted his eyes towards me, his lips pinching. I didn’t like that—him worrying about me. I was supposed to be the one who worried about him.

      Epiphany placed her hands together in her lap as I dropped into a seat beside her.

      King Magnes sat and nodded. “Let’s open today with discussing Apollo’s strategy. Asher?”

      A large man with thick, dark hair spoke. “After conferring with our various military leaders, Your Highness, we believe it may be a wise measure before we request alliances with other kingdoms.”

      The king bobbed his head. “Very good. Regarding Artemis’ idea about the widow’s law for hunting”—he nodded at me—“any insight?”

      Joden, who had a sharp nose and sour expression, lifted his chin. “How will this feel for hunters who pay taxes? I believe, Your Highness, it may encourage others to skirt paying their due and could cause unrest among those who continue.”

      King Magnes studied him and shifted towards a man with long, brown hair. “Do you have any insight, Roan?”

      He sighed. “While I agree with Joden that some will grumble over the change, I doubt it will alter the number of people in the kingdom claiming their kills. And”—he laughed—“how many animals could a bunch of widows bring down, anyway?” A few of the other advisors chuckled.

      I bit my tongue even though I wanted to assert that the women could clear their forests if they wished to. But that comment would only hinder the aim here. And I had a deep sense of respect that Hyacinth and his father took up the issue to begin with. I wouldn’t thwart it.

      The king nodded. “Very well; we’ll pass it then and bring it back for further review at our next meeting. On the other topic regarding Artemis, have you had any insight, Hierophant?”

      The priest shook his head, lifting his wrinkled face towards me. “I’m afraid not. However, we all know who may have information.”

      “Who?” I gasped the word out but then shifted in the king's direction and offered a half bow from my seat. He gave me a warm smile.

      “Sappho of Lesbos.”

      Joden scoffed. “That witch trades in gossip and salaciousness.”

      “Which is precisely why,” the priest said to him before shifting back to me, “she is the best option for answers. She’s very well connected with the gods, the western ones, and those from Mt. Olympus and regularly hosts them. Further…” He draped his fingers together “Yes, we all know she is a keeper of secrets of sorts. So, I believe she would be an excellent place to start a search for information.”

      The king’s jaw jumped, but he nodded. “Sappho is an ally of Niria. We’d be wise, with the way things are changing, to touch in with that connection.” Several of the advisors bobbed their heads.

      “I’ll visit her,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Another advisor started discussing a different topic. Epiphany squirmed in her seat, her foot jostling beside me during the rest of the hour. When we made it out, she swept towards me. “Could I go with you?”

      “Where?”

      Her dark hair glimmered in sunlight that poured through the window in the hallway. “To Lesbos.”

      “Will you be able to?”

      She winced, but straightened her posture. “If I am, would I be in the way if I came with you?”

      I released a breath and squeezed her fingers. “I’d love to have you join me.”

      She smirked. “Then I’ll figure out how I can go.”

      I chuckled, but if I knew anything about her, that was true. I looped my arm into hers, and we strode down the hallway together.
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      I followed Father into his office. He left the door ajar and gestured to a seat, which I took. The ceramic birds on the desk gleamed alongside bottles of spirits. Tall windows silhouetted him as he opened his mouth to speak, but Epiphany appeared in the doorway, pressing her hands together. “Father, do you have a moment?”

      He cleared his throat and waved her in. She drew in a deep breath, offering a glance at me before returning her attention to Father. “I’d like to ask your permission to travel with Temi on her trip.”

      Father sat up straighter in his chair and frowned. “Epiphany⁠—”

      “Hyacinth and Emrin,” she interrupted, “both got to do a tour of the continent when they were my age. Why can’t I do the same?”

      Father stood and walked over to her. “Women don’t go on tours.”

      She thrust her lip out. “Is that your stance then, Father?”

      He released a breath and brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “You have your mother’s spirit. Gods help you.” She raised her chin, her eyes shining as if she’d already won. Father sighed. “Sappho is… a complicated character.”

      He shifted towards me, and I nodded. “I didn’t trust her in the least when we met her at the decade dedication.” That had been five years before, though. I wondered if Apollo might have more recent insight. But he probably didn’t know her well; he avoided gods and those around them.

      Father tilted his head, his eyes growing distant. “Yes, but she has been a powerful ally of our kingdom for over a decade. I don’t believe she’d harm your sister.”

      Epiphany bit her lip like she clamped back a smile. But I stood. “Can we trust her with Pip’s life, though?”

      Epiphany frowned at me. “You heard what Father said. She’s an ally.”

      “A flaky one who it would not surprise me if she turned on us.”

      Father walked up to me, patting my shoulder. “That may very well be so, son, but your sister is right. She hasn’t had the opportunities you and Emrin both have.” I parted my lips to speak, but he shook his head. “And let’s not act as though our city might not have its own dangers soon.”

      I clenched my teeth. “That’s true.”

      “You may go.” Father shifted back towards Epiphany. “On two conditions. First, guards join your party, and you stay with them.” He emphasized the words. Pip fisted her hands together, her eyes sparkling, but he gave her a severe look. “I mean it, Epiphany Cressida Lysandra.” Her expression stilled at him using her full name. “It could be dangerous. I want you to heed your guards if you travel.”

      “Yes, Father,” she whispered, as though she worried he’d reverse his opinion. “And the second condition?”

      “You remember you’re a princess, representing Niria and our family.”

      She winced, but nodded. “I promise. I will.”

      He sighed. “We’ll need to gather a traveling party, horses and someone to mind them.”

      “Valerian,” I said. “Epiphany and Temi spent the summer under his tutelage with horseback riding.” And gods knew what else, but I kept that thought to myself. “We have no other horseman who is as trustworthy, and they are already both at ease with him.”

      Epiphany’s eyes had widened with this speech, but she remained quiet. Father grazed his fingers over his jaw. “Won’t you want him for your own journey?”

      “I’d feel more comfortable”—I inclined my head to Epiphany— “knowing that Pip was in reliable hands.”

      Father nodded. “All right.”

      Epiphany scrunched her fists into the lilac of her dress and then jumped towards us, giving hugs before exiting the room, pulling the door shut with her.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked.

      Father squeezed my shoulder again. “Cyn, our world is about to change. It’s going to be less safe for a while. And…” He released a breath and walked back behind the desk. “As Epiphany won’t marry and move farther north where she might be safer, and I can’t bear to force her to do so, she’s probably in no more danger traveling to Lesbos than she would be at home. Perhaps having a member of our family touch in with Sappho may be wise. It could be good for Epiphany to have a more active role. And Valerian as well, actually.” He frowned, deep lines forming around his lips. “I’d always hoped Lord Lucius would claim him.” Father clicked his tongue. “But we can’t manage others, can we?”

      “It would make life a hell of a lot simpler if we could, though.”

      Father chuckled. “That may be so. But in the end, the only thing we actually have control over is ourselves.”

      “And if others betray us?” I gestured to the door Epiphany had just left through. “If Sappho hurts her?”

      He blew out a breath. “If I truly believed that to be a possibility, I wouldn’t allow her to go. But there are risks in everything. All these pacts we’re making, there’s a chance some may deceive us or not follow through once they’ve agreed.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      He smiled and clasped his fingers together across his stomach. “No, I’m not. Some countries we look to make alliances with have let us down in the past, even. But, as I said, we must do our best and move forward as we’re able. Any relationship will have troubles. That’s inevitable.”

      I crossed my arms. “I suppose.”

      “Now, I need to finish some work, but we’ll discuss these two trips later?”

      “Of course.”

      I bowed and strode out of the office, worry flooding my mind. I searched for Apollo, but didn’t have to look far. The first place I checked—my bedroom—proved successful. He sat propped up on the bed, his lyre in hand, his fingers strumming a peaceful song, his eyes glued to the window. His veil had faded, and he shimmered in the light of his powers. His gold coloring shone through, highlighting his hair, adding a sun-kissed glow to his skin.

      I hesitated, reluctant to interrupt. If I could capture a single moment to tuck aside and step back into, I might choose that one. Apollo at peace, his divine form relaxed, the beauty of his features at ease in a way no other got to see. It was a privilege to know him on that level, to be the one person he truly unveiled himself for. And it wasn’t because he was a god. It was simply gratitude for getting to see him, the person, that rippled through me.

      He shifted towards me. “Are you just going to stand there all day?”

      I smirked and leaned against the doorjamb. “Maybe I like the view.”

      He chuckled, running his hand back through his curls before sliding the lyre into his knapsack.

      “I have somewhere I want to show you.”

      He cocked an eyebrow but jumped up, bag in hand, and followed me. When we stepped into the atrium fifteen minutes later, Apollo crossed his arms, scanning over the emerald leaves and curving glass ceiling where a scarlet-feathered bird flew overhead.

      “So? What do you think?” I asked.

      “It’s humid.”

      I clicked my tongue. “You’re just choosing to complain about it.”

      He elbowed me. “You knew I’d do that coming in here, so you must find my complaining endearing.”

      He grinned, and his jaw softened with it, the long line of his neck meeting his tunic and dipping beneath it. My stomach warmed. “I suppose so,” I said as I gestured to a bench.

      We both sat, and I tucked my arm around Apollo’s shoulder. He sank into me, and that warm feeling spread, drifting down my limbs. He leaned in and kissed me, his lips soft and yielding, unlike the sharp edges of his personality. “There’s something I wanted to discuss with you, if you remember,” I said.

      He pulled back but allowed his fingers to linger, tickling along my neck. “What is it?”

      “I’ve thought of an expedited way to find out which of the minor gods may align with us.”

      “Did you?”

      I unwrapped myself from him and leaned onto my knees. “We could seek the wind gods. They involve themselves with many of the lower deities and will know if there are any murmurings of dissent.”

      Apollo scoffed. “I can’t stand the wind gods.”

      “You can’t stand any gods.”

      “The wind gods hold a special level of hate for me.” He smacked his mouth. “And how do you intend to get them to tell us what they know, anyway?”

      A bird cried in the distance, and the limbs of a tree shivered as I smoothed out the silky edge of my robe, my voice dropping to a whisper. “You might not have been the first god I’ve been with.”

      Apollo snapped his head in my direction. “Are you serious? Wait…” His eyebrows jumped up. “One of the wind gods? Who?”

      I fiddled the ring on my finger back and forth before straightening and meeting his piercing gaze. “Zephyrus.”

      “No,” Apollo gasped. “Oh, gods, Cyn. Not him. He’s the worst.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Haven’t you been with other deities?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “So, how is this any different?”

      “It’s entirely different. Zephyrus is…” He gave his head a shake.

      “It’s literally the same. Are you just jealous that you aren’t my first god?”

      He frowned, a seriousness draping over his features that made me wish I could snatch my words back. “Maybe, a bit,” he whispered.

      “Hey.” I kissed him, letting my lips linger before resting my forehead against his. “I’ve had sex with him once. You and me… it’s a completely different thing.”

      Apollo’s shoulders dropped, and he pulled in closer to me. “I’m sorry.” He trailed his fingers along my arm like the gentle touch of rain. “This is new for me. I’ve never had someone who was mine before. It means”—he swallowed—“everything to me, Cyn.”

      “I am yours.” I scraped my teeth over the corner of his jaw. “In every way. And this is new for me too. For one thing, I’ve never been serious enough with anyone to introduce them to my father before.”

      “Yeah, well, he’d terrify the fuck out of anyone, god or otherwise, I imagine.”

      “I knew you didn’t tell me everything. What did he say?”

      Apollo chuckled and lifted my fingers, kissing them before pulling back. “I love you. Whatever the cost, even a few questions from a worried parent”—I frowned, but he pressed forward—“is well worth it.”

      I groaned. “Anyway, if you need to hear it from me, our relationship means the world to me.”

      Apollo smiled, an expression so gentle it almost didn’t suit him, spreading over his features. “I feel the same. Okay, enough coddling me. What was your idea?”

      I leaned back against the bench. A fountain in the distance gurgled. “Perhaps it was a bad one, after all.”

      “Please tell me.”

      I sighed. “I thought we could go to the Palace of the Four Winds, and I could…” I rolled my hand out as if the air would offer words I couldn’t find. “Talk with Zephyrus. See what he might know.”

      Apollo’s lips pinched. “You mean flirt with Zephyrus?”

      “As I said, maybe it’s a bad idea.”

      Apollo groaned. “No, it’s a good one. I just don’t like it.”

      “Then I won’t. Hurting you wouldn’t be worth it to me.”

      “I didn’t say you shouldn’t do it.” He draped his fingers on my thigh. My muscle jumped, the blood coursing under his hand warming. “I told you when I returned with you, I’m here with you and to help you with this war. So…” He let his head drift towards his shoulder. “If this is necessary, then so be it. I can see the point. He’s bound to tell a lover things he wouldn’t discuss with others.”

      “We’re not lovers. We had one—disappointing, at that—night together.”

      A wicked grin slipped up on Apollo’s face, and he leaned in against me, trailing his tongue up my neck. “Oh, that’s too bad, Prince. Perhaps I could help you forget.”

      I hummed in response. “Maybe I’d like that.”

      “It’s fairly private here.”

      “But also, one of my father’s favorite places to visit unexpectedly.”

      He scoffed and pulled away from me. “Why don’t you just throw a bucket of ice water on me?”

      I laughed. “We’ve swum in cold water before; it did not help us keep our hands off each other.”

      “Yeah, which should be surprising on my part since you had just shoved me off a cliff.”

      “You jumped.”

      Apollo twisted his mouth up. “That’s debatable.” His smile faded, his gaze growing distant.

      I bumped my shoulder into his. “What’s wrong?”

      “He has wings, Cyn.”

      “What?”

      “Zephyrus. Seriously… how could you fuck a man with wings?”

      I burst into a laugh and rolled my eyes. “The idea was intriguing.”

      “But, as you pointed out, disappointing.”

      “Yes, well, never judge a man’s bedroom prowess by his wings.”

      Apollo snorted, but then his expression softened, and he traced his thumb over my jaw as gently as a breeze trickling through a garden of flowers. “That’s not advice I’ll ever need to take. The man I’m interested in, thankfully, lacks wings.”

      I smiled and bent into him, letting the tendrils of golden light that seemed to seep from him wrap us up together.
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      The letter in my hand weighed heavily against my palm as I ambled through the gardens where crisp oranges and auburns had eased their way through all the greens. I slipped my fingers under the seal and broke it. Gale’s looping handwriting filled the page inside. Dear Pip, (How strange it is to address you so informally in writing, but after the scolding you gave me in your last letter, I decided to acquiesce.)

      I grinned.

      It has already started snowing here. I can’t help but think that you would love it.

      I sighed and folded the parchment up. Already my head ached as the letters bounced around on the page, my childhood struggles with reading echoing through my mind. I’d finish it later. As much as I liked Gale, he was a complication. An attractive complication who would probably make an excellent husband and whom my family and our kingdom would love to see me align with. But… my heart wanted other things.

      I reached the stables where peachy light warmed the space, and the sweet smell of fresh hay mixed in with earthy animal scents. Horses huffed breaths and twitched their ears. I walked over to Meadow and scratched under her chin before ambling farther into the building.

      Valerian stood beside a cart stacked with hay, sweat glistening his tan skin. He heaved a bundle onto his shoulder, climbed up a ladder, and tossed it with a chuff into a stack. My heart—the wicked, unsatisfied thing that it was—picked up its pace. Val’s boots hit the ground with a thump, and he swiped the back of his arm over his forehead and grinned at me. “Hey, Pip.”

      I stepped onto the boards of an empty stall. “Can you get out of here today?”

      He lugged another bundle of hay on his shoulder. “It’s a damn shame, really, but they actually expect me to work.” He winked before ascending up the ladder again.

      I leaned back, so my gaze could follow him, my curls draping down along my dress. “I thought Hyacinth had given you permission to leave whenever Temi and I needed you.”

      “I didn’t realize, with the king being home, that Cyn’s whims still counted.”

      “Cyn doesn’t have whims.”

      He dropped to the straw-littered floor again and smirked at me. “Pip, he’s courting a god. He has whims.”

      I laughed. “So, is that a no?”

      Valerian paused and leaned against a beam, pulling his gloves off. “I’m afraid I’d better stay on today.” He nodded to the cart. “It’s hay season. A lot of work needs to be done, and I don’t want to shirk my part.”

      “I guess I’ll have to tell you here, then. Unless…” I chewed the edge of my lip. “I’m bothering you.”

      His emerald eyes sparkled, the dark stubble along his jaw gleaming with highlights of auburn, and his voice took on a husky tenor. “You never bother me, Epiphany.”

      My stomach warmed, and I twisted my fingers together but pushed humor into my words. “Guess what?”

      Valerian grabbed a tin mug from where it hung on a nail and dipped water from a drinking bucket into it before taking a swallow. “Ah, so it’s going to be a guessing game. And you know I love them.” He tapped his free thumb against his chin. “Let’s see, it’s nearly autumn, and you rushed in here. You and Temi have planned a hunting trip?”

      “Okay, you’re on the right track. But think bigger.”

      “Bigger? Hmm.” He took another drink from his cup before discarding the mug. “You and Temi and the girls from the city”—he stretched the words out—“have planned a hunting trip.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. What if I told you I could get you out of mucking stalls for a few more months?”

      Valerian clicked his tongue. “Then I’d say you’ve become one of my favorite people. Which”—he smirked—“was already true. So, I guess it would actually change nothing.”

      I huffed a laugh. “What would you think of going on a trip with me and Temi?”

      He pulled the gloves onto his hands, a tightness sweeping up around his eyes. “Is this like a sneak-out-of-the-kitchens trip?”

      “No. In fact, Cyn was the one who suggested you could go to manage the horses on it. He knows Temi, and I feel comfortable with you.”

      “Ack.” He jumped back into the cart, and it bounced. “Where are we going?”

      “Have you ever heard of Lesbos?”

      “The island?”

      “Yes.”

      “A strange place to need horses, I suppose.”

      I shrugged. “We’ll need them on the journey down the continent and someone to mind them as we cross the water.”

      He sucked in air over his teeth and skimmed his eyes over the various stalls. “Many of these horses have never been on a boat before. Some animals can be jumpy in that situation.”

      “And that’s the perfect reason for you to come. You’ll know which ones we should take.”

      He tossed me a smile that glittered through my nerves. “You act as though this is a choice for me.”

      “Well, it is.”

      “If Cyn wants me to accompany you, that’s as good as an order. And, besides…” He smiled again, long lines pressing into his cheeks. “I would hate to miss the adventure. So, yes, I’ll go. When do we leave?”

      “Possibly in the next few days.”

      He bobbed his head. “Then I’d better help get as much of this done as I can before then.” He shifted back to the cart and lifted another bundle of hay.

      I froze for a moment. His rough work tunic clung to the muscles of his shoulders, the material draping and allowing peeks of the sweat shimmering over his skin. “All right,” I said, my voice coming higher than I intended it. “I’ll tell Temi.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, sending me a look that heated me all the way to my toes. “See you soon.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed the words as I turned and walked out of the stable.

      My stomach still fluttered as I meandered back through the gardens where the feather-like petals of Dahlia trembled in the breeze, tangling up alongside the fluorescently bright Celosia. I snapped a bloom of the latter and twirled it between my fingers where it tapped against Gale’s letter.

      Guilt gnawed at me, but this trip provided another opportunity as well. A chance to put off Galeson’s talks of visiting that he kept bringing up in his letters. As soon as I spoke to Temi, I’d write to him and let him know about my plans.

      Farther in the gardens near the edge of the wall where the mountains and lakes in the distance shimmered like magic draped in fog, Temi sat on a bench, her knife in hand, drawing the blade down a whetstone, her gaze distant. Her dark skin shimmered in the sunlight, her expression so noble it reminded me of how I used to think she had to be as divine as her brother. And it turned out that might actually be true.

      “Hey.” I dropped beside her.

      She lifted her chin and returned to the scraping motion of sharpening the knife. “I’m glad you want to go with me.”

      I was happy to hear that. I wasn’t certain if I had butted in on her trip. But Temi wasn’t likely to falsely say she wanted me to join her. “Are you worried about it?”

      “What part?”

      “Sappho being known as a witch.” If I were honest, it did concern me a bit. But not enough to keep me home.

      She scoffed. “That? No. I’ve spent my entire life around gods. The legends of someone and their reality are two different things.”

      “So, you don’t believe she’s an actual witch?”

      Temi pushed the knife into her belt and withdrew a second one. “It doesn’t matter to me either way. I go for answers.”

      “Is that what worries you, then?”

      Temi’s lips pursed. “Yes. I’m anxious that I won’t like what I find. But I think I’d rather know than not.”

      I nodded, an errant curl dancing along with the wind, and I brushed it behind my ear. “Maybe it will be good.”

      Temi winced. “Yeah, I guess we just have to go on this trip and hope nothing goes wrong.”

      “What are you worried about going wrong?”

      “I wonder if I’ll regret finding out. I’ve lived almost nineteen years without knowing. Might it be wiser to leave it alone?”

      I shifted towards her, pulling my knees up. “Let me say this.”

      “All right?”

      “If I asked you in reverse, do you think I should take a risk and tell Valerian how I feel, or should I just go on not knowing, wanting your honest opinion. What would you tell me?”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s unfair. You already know my answer.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “You’re a terrible friend.”

      “I’m an excellent friend.”

      She huffed a laugh but stretched her hand out, and I took it, curling my fingers alongside hers. Flowers fluttered in a breeze as the peaches of afternoon light whispered across the gardens. Temi sighed and rested her head on my shoulder.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go to the kitchen.”

      She raised her face. “Why?”

      “Well, we’re going to have an entire trip without cake. We should indulge now while we can.”

      “Does pre-indulging in comfort cake work?”

      “No idea, but we’re about to find out.”

      She smirked but hopped off the bench, and we ambled into the palace and to the kitchen together. The staff bustled about. The fire made the stone-walled room, even with its tall ceilings, hot. Flour dusted through the air alongside tangy garlic and bright citrus.

      Valerian’s mother strode up, her dark hair tucked beneath a scarf, her eyes wary as she bowed. “Your Highness. Are you in need of something?”

      I bit my lip. “You don’t have to call me ‘Your Highness’.”

      She winced.

      “I just mean, Valerian and I are friends and—” I stopped speaking as her expression seemed to teeter between mortification and worry.

      Temi’s gaze darted between the two of us. “We were hoping, if it’s not too much trouble, for some cake.”

      Valerian’s mother nodded at her. “Of course. We have some in the pantry.” She bowed again and turned, her skirts whisking over the floor. She returned a moment later and handed a cloth-wrapped dish out. Her arms still held red scars from where she’d dropped boiling water over the summer, and my stomach twisted. Valerian worried about his mother but claimed she was too stubborn to step down from her position as head of the kitchen.

      “Please let me know if you need anything more,” she said as she cast her eyes down.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      We strode together out into the hall, and I released a breath. “Gods, I’m an idiot, and she hates me.”

      Temi tucked her arm through mine. “Neither of those are true.”

      I fixed her with a look. “Oh, please. She absolutely does.”

      Servants walked by us, causing the candles along the hallway to flicker, and Temi remained quiet until they passed. “She’s not a fan of the feelings you have for her son.”

      “She doesn’t know.”

      Temi chuckled. “She does. She’s not oblivious, Pip.”

      I groaned. “That does not make me feel better.”

      “Well”—Temi leaned her head against mine—“it’s a good thing we have some comfort cake to split between the two of us, isn’t it?”

      I met her gaze and burst into a laugh.
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