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			CHAPTER ONE

			Caspen

			Caspen stared at the plethora of breasts before him, finding himself utterly bored.

			The litany of bodies was becoming tiresome, the endless barrage of fucking nothing more than a tedious distraction. Nudity was nothing new to him; he was not swayed by cunts nor cocks. Caspen had been with nearly everyone under the mountain, and he was not impressed by any of them. The only woman who drew his eye was not even here. The only breasts he wanted to see belonged to Harmony, and she was otherwise occupied. As she always was.

			To make matters worse, Rowe was staring at him from across the courtyard, his face drawn into a sneer. Caspen held his gaze and matched his expression exactly.

			Where is your woman tonight, Caspenon?

			Of course Rowe would taunt him when he knew perfectly well where Harmony was.

			She is not my woman, as you are well aware.

			Is she not? Then whose is she?

			Caspen rolled his shoulders. Harmony was not his. She had made that abundantly clear.

			She belongs to no one.

			Shame. A woman like that is dangerous when not tied down.

			Caspen knew he did not mean figuratively. A vision of Harmony in bed came to him, her wrists secured with ribbons. The thought alone made him harder than any of the women around him did.

			Is there a purpose to this conversation? Or do you only wish to tell me things I already know?

			He felt Rowe’s cruel amusement even from across the room.

			The training begins tonight.

			Another thing I already know.

			Are you sufficiently prepared?

			Caspen snorted. There was no need for him to prepare. My girls always win.

			Perhaps not this year.

			

			That did not warrant a response. Caspen cast his gaze elsewhere, searching for something to interest him. Nothing did.

			Rowe continued: Good thing your brother is here to push you.

			Caspen sighed. I do not need to compete with my brother to perform at my best.

			Your entanglement says otherwise.

			My entanglement is none of your fucking concern.

			It is everyone’s concern. You and your brother make fools of yourselves for her. In turn, you make fools of the Drakons.

			My quiver has nothing to do with this.

			You are a representation of your quiver.

			Then my quiver must be perfect.

			You would do well to check your ego, Caspenon. The tide of fate is ever changing.

			The tide of fate favors me. It always will.

			You speak as if Kora herself has blessed you.

			Perhaps she has.

			And yet Kora has not deemed you worthy of becoming Serpent King. How many years has your father held the position now?

			Caspen rolled his shoulders. His father had been Serpent King for decades. It was an unusual situation; Bastian’s blood bond with Caspen’s mother made him extraordinarily strong. Still, Caspen should have succeeded his father by now. But it was not up to him. It was Kora’s choice that ultimately determined whether or not a new Serpent King came into power. Despite the fact that Caspen’s girls always won the competition—­a pattern that afforded him significant power—­his rank never rose high enough to surpass his father. It had become a point of contention for them; his father believed Kora did not find Caspen worthy of the throne. Caspen was beginning to believe it too.

			Perhaps Kora has gotten lazy.

			Anger flowed from Rowe to him.

			It is not wise to mock the gods, Caspenon.

			Caspen slammed the door between their minds shut. A moment later someone appeared at his shoulder.

			“Are you taking me to the hill tonight?” Agnes chirped.

			He looked down at his little sister.

			There was a hill where it was possible to watch the town square. As soon as Caspen had found out Agnes liked to spend time there, he had forbidden her from doing so. When she had not ceased her outings, he had started to come along. At least he knew he could protect her if something were to happen. Better she have a chaperone than be near the humans alone.

			

			“Not tonight, Agnes.”

			“Caspy,” she whined. “You promised.”

			“And you promised to stop calling me that,” he said. At his reprimand, a mischievous grin tilted her lips.

			“But it is your nickname. You should like it.”

			“You know perfectly well I do not like it.”

			Agnes stuck her lip out in a pout.

			Before she could tease him further, Caspen continued, “The training begins tonight.”

			Agnes sighed. “Fine. In that case, maybe Apollo will take me.”

			Caspen stopped and turned to her. “Remember your promise to me, Sister. No one can know we do this. It is too dangerous.”

			“But why? No one ever sees us.”

			He shook his head. “No one has seen us yet.”

			“You are so pessimistic.”

			“I am realistic. There is a difference.”

			She rolled her eyes, still pouting.

			“Agnes.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “No one else can know. And you cannot go without me. Do you understand?”

			Her mouth formed a tiny, unhappy line.

			“Agnes. Answer me.”

			“Yes, I understand. But you owe me.”

			He sighed. “Fine.”

			“Fine.”

			Caspen dropped his hands. He worried about his sister. She was the youngest Drakon sibling, and since he was the oldest, he felt a responsibility for her that he did not feel for the others. Agnes had always harbored a strange fascination with the humans. She did not view them as prey as everyone else did. Instead, she was constantly asking questions about them, wanting to know more about the way they lived and how they did things. Caspen could not understand her interest. There was nothing duller than a human. But Agnes was naturally curious, even if that curiosity often got her into trouble.

			“Your fascination with the humans is a waste of time,” he said.

			Agnes shrugged. “They are interesting to me. I like the way they interact with one other.”

			“Nothing they do is interesting.”

			“Perhaps not to you.”

			“You should let them be.”

			

			“And you should get a haircut.”

			With that, she skipped off. Caspen ran a hand through his hair, which was admittedly rather long. Why did everyone in his family have to be such a fucking pain in his ass?

			“Preening ourselves, are we, Caspenon?”

			Finally, someone he wished to speak to.

			“Harmony,” he said without turning around. He did not need to see her; he would know that voice anywhere.

			“Caspenon.” He felt her fingers brush over his back before she appeared in front of him. “Why were you not in my bed last night?”

			He looked down into her light gold eyes. Most basilisks had dark golden eyes, but not Harmony. Hers shone brightly in the dim cave lighting. They were a peculiar color—­almost yellow. He had always been able to pick her out of a crowd by nothing but her eyes.

			“Because my brother was there with you.”

			Her fingers trailed over his biceps before resting in the middle of his chest. The feel of her skin against his made his cock harden instantly.

			“Why not kick him out?”

			“I did not want to interfere.”

			“How noble of you.”

			It was hardly noble. Caspen could not stand to see his brother with Harmony, and if given the opportunity, he knew he would do a hell of a lot more than kick him out. He would probably kill him. Harmony knew this, and she savored it.

			“Perhaps you should get there first next time,” she continued, her hand brushing down his torso before wrapping around his aching cock. “Or is speed not one of your many specialties?”

			“You already know my specialties.”

			“True. But I would like to know them better.”

			Caspen closed his eyes. She was standing too close, and she was so beautiful he could not keep a thought straight in his brain. Harmony had always had this effect on him.

			He shook his head to clear it. “I cannot linger. The training begins tonight.”

			“You could linger here with me.”

			Harmony looked up at him through her lashes. It was a look that usually made him weak. But tonight there was too much on his mind. Rowe’s taunts were swirling through his head, distracting him: Whose is she? Not his.

			“Your father is staring at us,” Harmony said.

			Caspen followed her gaze. She was right; his father was staring. Bastian’s brow was drawn, his eyes hollow. His father had been in foul spirits for weeks now, ever since the council had declared that the Drakons were becoming too powerful. They did not respect the Serpent King; they thought he had been in power too long. The Senecas were no longer interested in answering to a quiver that was not theirs. It was an absurd stance, one that did not matter to Caspen in the slightest. But his father had taken it to heart and had been in a paranoid conniption ever since.

			

			“He bears the burden of leadership,” Caspen said. “It weighs on him.”

			“Do you really believe he is thinking about leadership right now?”

			Caspen sighed. He did not believe that. He knew exactly what his father was thinking about. Bastian did not approve of Harmony. He hated that she had driven a wedge between his sons, and he had ordered Caspen on numerous occasions to end his involvement with her.

			But even if Caspen wanted to, he could not sever his relationship with Harmony.

			Caspen had been a virgin once, although by now it seemed hard to believe. Losing his virginity had been the first step in his long climb to the throne. A virgin basilisk could not become a proper member of society, could not ascend in rank. And in basilisk culture, the person who took your virginity held power over you—­Harmony had taken both his and Apollo’s. It was a strange arrangement, even among basilisks, and it had left them both at her mercy. She had a hold on the Drakon brothers that neither of them could break. They were both indebted to her.

			Bastian knew this, and he resented it.

			“Why?” Caspen had asked Harmony once. “Why did you insist on having us both?”

			She had smiled, her yellow eyes gleaming in the darkness. “Because I knew I could.”

			It was the closest thing to an explanation he had ever gotten from her. It had been years since he had asked her anything else concerning their circumstances. He no longer cared to hear the answers anyway. Whether or not Apollo sought them, he had no clue. Perhaps his brother was content simply to fuck Harmony. It would not have surprised Caspen if that were the case. Only Caspen wanted more.

			“Shall we give him something to stare at?” Harmony’s hand was moving down his cock, beginning to stroke.

			Caspen could not say no to her. His head tipped back as Harmony’s hand pumped his shaft, drawing a gasp from his lips. Her other hand went to his balls, squeezing them exactly the way he liked. She knew him explicitly, understood him in a way no one else did. Her influence over him was undeniable. Caspen had no wish to deny it anyway.

			Her breasts were pressed against his chest. He gripped her waist with his hands, pulling her even closer, creating friction between them with every stroke.

			Her voice entered his mind: What would your father think of this?

			You know what he thinks.

			

			Should we have sex? Simply to make him angry?

			No.

			Disapproval traveled from her mind to his. You are getting soft in your old age, Caspenon.

			There is nothing soft about me.

			She laughed quietly. His cock was rigid between them. A decade ago, you would have jumped at the chance to fuck me in front of him.

			A decade ago, things were different.

			The unrest between the quivers was a recent development, exacerbated during his father’s prolonged reign. Caspen had no desire to make things worse. Not even for Harmony.

			Apollo would not be scared to fuck me.

			Caspen pulled away slightly, shooting her a glare. She was always taunting him in such a way, dangling her relationship with his brother over his head—­reminding him that she was the one in control.

			“Mention my brother again,” he said aloud, “and I will not fuck you even if you beg for it.” The words constricted his airway. They were a lie.

			Harmony smiled. “Now, now, Caspenon. Do not pretend you could resist me.”

			He wished he could resist her. He wished that more than anything.

			She leaned in. “You would give me anything I begged for.”

			They both knew it was true.

			Caspen was about to come. Anticipation gripped him, tensing his entire body. Just as he was ready to release, Harmony dropped her hand. She was without doubt the cruelest woman alive.

			Her lips brushed his ear as she whispered, “We will finish this later.”

			Then she swept away, leaving him painfully hard. There was no time to relieve the pressure—­his father was already walking over.

			Caspen steeled himself for what was sure to be an unpleasant conversation.

			“Caspenon.”

			“Father.”

			“She plays you for a fool.” Clearly he was wasting no time tonight.

			“I do not wish to discuss this.”

			“You favor her,” Bastian continued as if he had said nothing at all. “It is a waste of your time. I have seen you turn others away in the hope that she will simply look in your direction. It is pathetic, Caspenon. More importantly, it is dangerous.”

			“Dangerous?”

			“She is a Seneca. She will corrupt you. How can you not care?”

			

			“Of course I care, Father.”

			“Then you should act like it. They conspire against us. They seek to destroy us. Why do you think I called for the Ranking?”

			A contentious silence fell.

			The Ranking was a rare event, occurring only when the current Serpent King called for it and only in a year when the competition for the prince was already happening. Caspen knew Bastian had only called for the Ranking because of him. He should have ascended by now. It was drawing embarrassment to their family.

			Presently, his father continued: “Are you ready for tonight?”

			“Of course I am.”

			“It is imperative that you perform.”

			“When have I ever not performed?”

			“This is not a joke.”

			“Do I appear to be laughing?”

			“You have a duty,” his father insisted.

			“To whom?”

			“To your people.”

			“To my people? Or to you?”

			His father bristled. “You have dallied long enough, Caspenon. It is time for you to become who you were meant to be.”

			“I am not dallying, Father.”

			“And yet you choose to waste your time with her?”

			Caspen’s cock still throbbed at the thought of Harmony. It was difficult to think of anything else. “She does not belong to me.”

			The words were true, although Caspen wished they were not.

			Bastian let out a hard, cruel laugh.

			Caspen turned to face him. “You are not always so selective with your own lovers, Father.”

			All basilisks were free with their bodies, but the frequency of Bastian’s conquests bordered on insulting. Caspen’s father was careless with his endeavors, taking anyone to bed no matter the time or place or potential social consequences. His promiscuity made it seem as if he were not satisfied with his queen—­a grave insult, considering Caspen’s parents were blood-­bound.

			“Hold your tongue,” Bastian snapped. “Or I shall remove it.”

			Caspen rolled his shoulders. Harmony’s insolence had already put him in a foul mood. He felt anxious and uneasy, and his father was not helping.

			“We need a Hybreed,” Bastian continued. “And soon.”

			

			“They do not exist.”

			“They do. And we need one.”

			Caspen sighed. This was his father’s obsession, and he did not share it. A half-­basilisk, half-­human child would do nothing to turn the tide unless it was loyal to the Drakons. That is, if they were even real. In his centuries of life, he had never known one to exist. There was no reason why one would appear now.

			“Hoping for a Hybreed is foolishness.”

			“There are dangers coming,” Bastian said. “We need to be prepared.”

			Caspen merely shook his head. He knew exactly what his father was referring to. The humans were not the only threat to their livelihood. There were whispers of creatures beyond the sea—­monsters with powers that rivaled those of the basilisks. But that was mere legend. No other creature could hope to match his power.

			“You are being paranoid. It is unwarranted.”

			Bastian snorted. “And you are being naive.”

			Caspen was anything but. His childhood had not been an easy one. Any solace he might have found came from his mother, who was always there to soothe the wounds his father had inflicted. They were night and day, sunshine and rain. Deltene was there long after Bastian had gone out to find yet another conquest, and she was always there when he returned. The red welts on Caspen’s body were healed by her before he learned how to heal them himself.

			“You must control yourself, Father.”

			Bastian turned toward Caspen, narrowing his eyes. “Must you always be so reasonable?”

			“It is a necessity in this family.”

			“Hmph.” Bastian turned away. They stood in silence for a moment. But it was not to last.

			“Apollo has been rising in rank,” his father said. “I am surprised you are letting him.”

			Caspen rolled his shoulders. He knew what his father was really saying: You are weak. It was not true; Caspen was not weak. What he was was distracted. Any moment he was not with Harmony was a moment she was with Apollo. His dear brother was always waiting in the wings, searching for an opportunity to swoop in and steal her away. It was infuriating enough without the added knowledge that Harmony enjoyed it. Caspen had always known that her heart was reserved for herself and herself alone. She had told him on the first night they had slept together: You will not win me over, Caspenon. And neither will your brother. You will fight forever, and I will win.

			And fought they had, ever since Harmony had bedded Caspen first. It was a point of contention between them—­something Apollo could never seem to let go.

			

			Bastian clapped his hand on Caspen’s shoulder. “Do not fail me, Caspenon. Your girl must win.”

			“My girls always win.”

			Even Bastian could not deny that Caspen was the best at what he did. No one could possibly claim otherwise. Caspen understood that human women were pliable, moldable, obedient. And he was unparalleled in his skills, unbeatable in his methods.

			“Do not fail me, Son.”

			Caspen rolled his shoulders again, freeing himself from his father’s grip just as two women approached them. Caspen recognized them as part of the group whose sole goal was to bed his father all together. They called themselves king chasers, and as far as he knew, they had succeeded many times over. Now they were eyeing Caspen too.

			The women knelt at the same time.

			If his evening had gone a different way, perhaps Caspen would have refused. But Harmony had left him aching and desperate, and this was the easiest solution to his problem. Caspen grunted as he watched his cock disappear down one of the women’s throats. At last, relief.

			Beside him, Bastian made a similar noise. They did not look at each other; they did not speak. Caspen’s father was a terrifying presence in his own right, but when he was sexually engaged, he was even more formidable. Power emanated from him in waves, clouding Caspen’s mind and surely the minds of the two women before them. Bastian was the Serpent King for a reason; this would not be his father’s first time receiving head tonight. But it would be Caspen’s, and he intended to enjoy it.

			His hand gripped the woman’s hair, holding her in place as he took control. Caspen preferred to set his own rhythm, to thrust at a punishing speed. Not everyone could withstand it, but this woman was eager to please. The woman who knelt before Bastian displayed much of the same enthusiasm. Caspen knew what this act meant to the women—­it was a competition between them. He was inside their minds, and he knew they were racing to see whose target would finish first. Caspen had no stake in such a game; he could not care less when he finished. All he cared about was forgetting the events of the evening. He prolonged his climax, thinking of other things, distracting himself so that his father could climax first and hopefully leave him alone.

			The moment Bastian finished, he walked away. Caspen remained in place, more than ready to come, knowing it would be the pinnacle of relief after Harmony had left him wanting. The woman on her knees swallowed every last drop he gave her, moaning as she did so. The moment she stood, Caspen left too.

			The walk to the cave was a long one. Caspen used the time to think, ruminating on what his father had said. It was true that his human student needed to win; things were tenuous between the quivers, and it was imperative that the scales remained tipped in their favor. Participating in the training was a surefire way to improve your rank, to accumulate power. When basilisks fucked, it was a mutual act between equals. Fucking a human was something else entirely. Predator fucking prey. Humans gained animalistic pleasure and nothing more from it; basilisks gained everything. Caspen was addicted to the power he could draw from the girls, as were all basilisks who participated in the training.

			

			He stared at the cave entrance, deep in thought. He could sense the humans outside: eleven women, all twenty years old. A small crop this year. Judging by their heartbeats, they were nervous. Their questions and concerns were always the same: Will the prince think I am pretty? Am I good enough in bed? The repetitiveness was ceaseless and unbearable, the sex boring and routine. It was not difficult to teach them the basic skills of seduction when they knew so little to begin with. Even the most experienced girl had done nothing but thrash around with the village boys. The thought of such primitive fucking made Caspen want to fall asleep.

			Suddenly, he straightened. A girl was approaching his cave. It was said that Kora’s magic drew the girls to their basilisks, pairing them in a way that was fated. His girl would have stood outside until she felt compelled to enter. It was not uncommon for there to be a long wait; human girls were finicky and timid. They could take some convincing to come inside. When that was the case, Caspen could do nothing but be patient.

			At last, a heartbeat approached.

			Caspen stood perfectly still so as not to scare her. It was in his best interest for the girl to be at ease. At least, as at ease as she could possibly be in the presence of a predator. Caspen knew that humans found him attractive; it worked in his favor.

			Finally, she entered.

			The girl was tall, with long hair that was so blond it was almost white. By all basic concepts of beauty, he supposed she was attractive. Yet at the sight of her, Caspen’s cock did not even twitch. It took more than the basic concepts of beauty to interest him these days. He could think only of Harmony—­of her soft lips, her glowing skin. This girl could not hope to compare. She stopped in front of him, standing a cautious distance away.

			When she did not speak, Caspen asked, “What is your name?”

			Her name was of no concern to Caspen. He did not remember a single name of the students he had trained over the decades. Most basilisks did not learn their students’ names at all. But in Caspen’s opinion, it seemed like poor form to fuck someone without knowing their name, even if it was only a human.

			“Constance,” the girl replied.

			She did not ask for Caspen’s name in return. That was not unusual; no one ever asked for it. Apparently, to the humans, his name was not worth knowing.

			

			“Very well,” he said. “Undress, Constance.”

			The girl did not hesitate. One moment her dress was on her shoulders, the next it had dropped to the cave floor. Usually the sight of a naked body would cause Caspen to harden immediately. But this girl was nothing special.

			Caspen stepped forward, and Constance’s eyes widened.

			“Do not be afraid,” he said. “I am not here to hurt you.”

			It was the truth. They would not even touch tonight; that would come later.

			Caspen circled her slowly, taking in every inch of her skin. She had impressive breasts and not much else. Perhaps that would be enough; for most men, it usually was. Once Caspen had seen every angle of Constance, he extended his hand toward her stomach and closed his eyes, feeling for the life force that resided within all humans. There was a significant concentration in her uterus, which meant she was fertile. He dropped his hand. At no point had Constance questioned him or even made a single noise. The apathy of humans would never cease to amaze him. He did not share Agnes’s fascination—­he did not think they were even remotely equal to the basilisks. Women like Constance only solidified his view.

			“Sit down,” Caspen said.

			Constance sat.

			“Spread your legs and let me see inside you.”

			Constance hesitated but did as she was told. Caspen knelt before her.

			Her pussy was fine—­nothing out of the ordinary. Caspen could not look at it without imagining Harmony’s instead.

			“Am I…good enough?” Constance asked.

			Caspen had been asked that many times before. All human women seemed to wonder the same thing. He gave the same answer he always did: “You are satisfactory.”

			He stood but not before catching the look of disappointment on Constance’s face. He knew she wanted him to compliment her pussy. It would be an honor for a basilisk to find it attractive. But Caspen was not here to hand out compliments. No human woman could possibly compel him the way Harmony did—­no one could draw his focus in the same way.

			“We are done for tonight,” he said. “You will return at the same time tomorrow. Do not be late.”

			He turned and left. He did not linger to see Constance get dressed, nor did he walk her to the foot of the trail. There was no need to do anything other than what he had just done. He had other ambitions for the night, and they did not involve a human woman.

			We will finish this later.

			He was going to find Harmony and make her keep her word.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Daphne

			I don’t want to have sex.”

			The basilisk blinked in surprise. “I beg your pardon?”

			“I don’t want to have sex,” Daphne said again, the words barely above a whisper.

			A deep pause followed, in which her palms began to sweat. They were standing face-­to-­face in the middle of the cave, a fire crackling beside them. It was the first night of the training—­the process through which the human prince would choose his wife. The basilisks were responsible for training all eligible female villagers in the art of seduction so that his bride would bear him an heir. It was an ancient tradition, put into effect as part of the truce between the humans and the snakes. As a woman born in the same year as the prince, Daphne was meant to participate. As far as she knew, no one had ever refused the training before. She had no idea what might happen now that she had. Would the fearsome creature before her become angry? Would he yell at her or, even worse, strike her?

			To her surprise, his next words came quietly. “How do you define sex?”

			Daphne hesitated. That wasn’t what she expected him to ask, and she wasn’t quite sure how to answer. Daphne was really only referring to one thing. “I don’t want a cock in my pussy.”

			The basilisk tilted his head. “Then you should have said that.”

			“I didn’t think I needed to be specific.”

			“Of course you do. Having a cock in your pussy is hardly the only way to have sex.”

			Now Daphne blushed. “I know that.”

			“If you know that, then you know why you need to be specific.”

			Daphne pursed her lips.

			When she didn’t respond the basilisk continued, “Is there anything else you do not wish to do?”

			Daphne hadn’t really considered it. “I’m…not sure. But I know I don’t want—­”

			“A cock in your pussy,” the basilisk cut her off. “You said that already.”

			There was a pause as they considered each other.

			“May I inquire as to why?”

			

			Daphne crossed her arms. “You may. But it is none of your concern.”

			To her surprise, the basilisk laughed. “It is very much my concern,” he said, stepping closer. “If I do not train you, you stand no chance with the prince.”

			Daphne knew that already. She was probably the only woman in the competition who had no interest in winning the prince’s hand in marriage.

			“I don’t want to stand a chance with the prince.”

			If the basilisk had been confused before, he was downright bewildered now. “I do not understand,” he said.

			Daphne did not reply. She hardly understood either. Her decision to not compete for the prince’s hand in marriage was a recent one, and it was something she was still coming to terms with. She wasn’t ready to explain herself and certainly not to a stranger.

			The basilisk did not know what had happened underneath the bridge last night. He did not know that unless things changed for her in the future, she would probably never have a cock in her pussy again.

			In the silence, snake and human studied each other. The basilisk was handsome—­devastatingly so—­and nearly a full foot taller than Daphne. It took all her effort not to stare at his merciless muscles. She had seen plenty of men before but never one built like this. The men in the village were strong from fieldwork—­stocky and tough, their muscles earned through labor. Their bodies were nothing like the godlike one that stood before her now. Daphne found herself wondering what it would be like to run her hands over his body, tracing each and every muscled ridge—­first with her fingers, then with her tongue.

			Much to Daphne’s disappointment, the basilisk was wearing a shirt—­a thin linen number with a deep neckline that exposed his chest. There was a feathered scar on his sternum, right over his heart. It almost looked like the letter Y. Long, thick hair hung over his proud shoulders. There was a curl to it, although it was not nearly as curly as Daphne’s. More like a wave. His eyes were burnished gold, rimmed with black—­and right now, they were watching her intently.

			When the silence dragged, the basilisk said, “If you do not wish to participate in the training, then what exactly would you have me do?”

			Daphne shrugged. “Nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			“I already told you, I don’t want to have sex.”

			“You do not want to have one definition of sex,” the basilisk corrected her. “And I heard you the first time. I am wondering why.”

			Daphne decided to tell part of the truth. “I’ve already done everything there is to do.”

			The basilisk raised his eyebrow.

			

			Before he could comment, Daphne continued, “So there’s nothing to teach me, and there’s no need for these sessions.”

			The basilisk stared at her as if she had three heads. Clearly this wasn’t a situation he had encountered before. But as much as it terrified Daphne to stand here and deny him, it scared her far worse to remove her dress and let another man inside her who had done nothing to earn her.

			“There is always more to learn.”

			Daphne shrugged again. “I really doubt it.”

			She’d had enough sex to last several lifetimes, starting when she was far too young to do so and continuing until just last night. The night everything changed.

			“You truly think I have nothing to teach you?” the basilisk asked.

			Daphne sighed. She supposed there was probably something left to learn. A new position perhaps or something fun to do with her tongue. But none of that interested her. What she truly wanted, the basilisk could not teach her. What she truly yearned for he could not possibly provide. And yet, she asked, “Can you teach me how to love?”

			Another silence fell. But this one was different. This time, Daphne felt a probing in her mind, as if a presence was pushing against her skull. It was a strange feeling, though not an unpleasant one, and it was over nearly the moment it began.

			“That cannot be taught,” the basilisk said softly. “You were born with the ability to love. It is something inherent to every living creature.”

			Now Daphne broke his gaze, looking determinedly at the ground.

			She didn’t believe that for a second. There was something wrong with her; there always had been. The part that was “inherent” to every other living creature was missing in Daphne, likely never there to begin with. Even if she were able to love, it wouldn’t matter anyway. No one would ever love her back.

			Worthless slut. Useless whore. Nothing but a hole to fuck and a mouth to come in.

			Daphne closed her eyes, trying to shut out the memory. But it clawed at her anyway, sinking its talons into her brain and refusing to let go. She couldn’t possibly explain her situation to a snake. She didn’t even know if he was capable of love, much less anything else.

			“In that case,” the basilisk said when she didn’t reply, “how shall we spend our sessions?”

			Daphne opened her eyes, looking up at him. His behavior stood in stark contrast to that of the last man who had wanted to have sex with her. She’d expected him to argue or, at the very least, try to talk her into it. Instead he was watching her thoughtfully, his regal brow furrowed.

			“How shall we spend our sessions?” the basilisk asked again.

			

			Now Daphne took a moment to consider their situation. She already knew everything there was to know about sex, and she certainly wasn’t interested in learning how to please a man. Daphne didn’t want to waste his time. So she shrugged. “I guess… I’ll just go home.”

			To her surprise, he shook his head. “No. You will not go home.”

			“Why? There’s nothing for me to do here.”

			“You will not go home,” the basilisk repeated.

			Daphne crossed her arms. “And why not?”

			“Because I am meant to train you.”

			“I already told you I don’t want to be trained.”

			“And I already agreed not to train you. But you cannot leave. You forget that your decision not to participate affects me too.”

			Daphne frowned. “I don’t understand. How does it affect you?”

			The basilisk wore an expression of frustration—­and bizarrely, regret. He seemed like he wanted to say something. They stared at each other in silence, which soon grew to be too much for Daphne.

			“Well?” she snapped. She didn’t have all night; she was behind on her chores, and every moment she stood here was a moment that delayed her bedtime.

			At her tone, the basilisk straightened, looking down his nose at her. “You are my student,” he said sharply. “And I am your teacher. If you do not wish to have sex, I cannot force you. But you will spend your sessions here.”

			“I can’t spend them here. My mother needs help at home. I promised her I would—­”

			“Your human promises do not concern me,” the basilisk cut her off.

			“But they concern me.”

			The basilisk stepped closer, and Daphne’s throat tightened. The very air seemed to darken, and she understood immediately that she had gone too far. Smoke rose from the basilisk’s shoulders, curling around his impossibly beautiful body.

			“You will stay here,” the basilisk said quietly. “I do not care if we sit in silence. But you will spend your sessions with me, and you will compete for the prince just the same as everyone else.”

			Her mouth dropped open. “But…I don’t want to compete. There’s no way I can—­”

			“That is not my concern.”

			“Why can’t I just—­”

			He stepped even closer, cutting her off mid-­sentence. “I do not owe you an explanation. You will do as I say, or there will be consequences. Do you understand?”

			Daphne tried to reply but couldn’t. His sudden change in tone left her breathless. What consequences could there possibly be? Surely, the punishments a basilisk could come up with were great and terrible. Daphne was once more aware of the size difference between them—­of how her head barely came up to his shoulders. One flick of his wrist, and she would be on the ground.

			

			“Do you understand?” he thundered.

			“Yes,” Daphne gasped. “Yes, I understand.”

			After a long moment, the basilisk nodded, and the tension was broken.

			Daphne shifted. They’d been standing on the hard stone for what felt like hours.

			The basilisk noticed the movement, his eyes flicking to her feet. “You should sit,” he said.

			She blinked. “Where?”

			The cave was empty save for a mat in front of the fireplace. Too late, Daphne realized that was exactly where he thought she should sit.

			“I’m not sitting on that,” she said bluntly.

			The basilisk raised one eyebrow. “And why not?”

			“Two reasons.”

			His eyebrows rose farther. “Which are?”

			“First, it’s probably dirty.” That was her main concern. Daphne had no intention of touching a mat upon which generations of women had been taught how to have sex. She rather doubted it was regularly cleaned. There were bound to be…stains. “Second,” she continued, “if I sit there, you’re going to try to fuck me.”

			The basilisk actually had the audacity to laugh. Coming from such an imposing figure, the sound was downright terrifying. “You have made your stance quite clear,” he said.

			“So you’re not…going to…make me?”

			To her surprise, the basilisk looked supremely offended. “Of course not. You must come to this willingly. Otherwise it is not sex.”

			“What is it?”

			“Assault.”

			For some reason, the word chilled Daphne. She knew that the creature before her was monstrously strong. He could overpower her in the blink of an eye if he chose to. She found herself suddenly grateful he had answered with such vehemence. If he wanted to assault her, he could do so easily. It wasn’t lost on her that she was unharmed because of his decision—­not hers.

			“I have no desire to fuck someone who does not want to fuck me,” the basilisk continued. “If you learn one thing about me tonight, let it be that.”

			Daphne blinked. That wasn’t what she’d expected him to say. Then again, no part of this conversation had gone the way she’d expected. Her gaze fell to his trousers, where his cock was half-­hard, creating a tantalizing bulge. She resisted the instinct to run her hand over it. Daphne had just told the basilisk her boundary, yet when such temptation was placed before her, it was difficult to adhere to her word. She was only a woman, after all.

			

			“I wouldn’t say you have no desire,” she whispered.

			There was an extremely fraught silence. Then the basilisk smiled. It was a slow smile. Cunning. It made Daphne want to smile back. Before she could, he turned and crossed to the fireplace, taking a seat on the mat. He looked back at her expectantly.

			Daphne crossed her arms. Basilisks were infuriating creatures.

			His smile widened. “Come here.”

			She stared at him. Part of her wanted to follow his order. There were worse things to do with her evening than spend time with someone who was already hard for her. With a sigh, she crossed to the mat, lowering herself gingerly. There were definitely stains.

			“Is it not more comfortable than stone?” he asked.

			She could be mistaken, but it sounded like he actually cared about the answer.

			“Yes,” said Daphne begrudgingly. “It is.”

			“Good.”

			True to his word, he did not care if they sat in silence. And sit they did—­Daphne with her arms crossed, the basilisk with his hands clasped calmly in his lap. It was uncannily warm in here; the fireplace crackled cheerfully, lending a cozy atmosphere to a decidedly un-­cozy situation. The basilisk stared at her the entire time, his eyes narrowed. It was not a threatening stare. It was thoughtful, and despite herself, Daphne stared back, attempting not to look down at his cock. The silence went on. Did he seriously expect them to spend their sessions like this? It could be weeks before the prince chose a wife—­that was a long time to stare at each other in a cave. They might as well have a conversation.

			“What’s your name?” Daphne asked presently.

			At first she thought he might not reply. But after a significant pause, the basilisk said, “Kronos.”

			“Oh.”

			“Oh?”

			“Sorry—­it’s just not a name I’ve ever heard before.”

			The basilisk shifted, causing the muscles of his forearms to ripple.

			Daphne had always been weak for forearms.

			“And what is your name?”

			“Daphne.”

			“Hm.”

			“Hm?”

			“That is a name I have heard many times before.”

			

			Daphne pursed her lips. Of course he’d heard it before—­he was probably a thousand years old. Surely he’d met hundreds of Daphnes. For some reason, the thought bothered her. She wanted to seem unique to him.

			“What’s your last name?” she asked.

			“Seneca.”

			That was sort of sexy, she supposed.

			“And yours?”

			“Verus.”

			“Daphne Verus.”

			Despite herself, a shiver ran down her spine when he said her full name. She liked the way it sounded, how the syllables were melodic, nestled in his baritone voice.

			“Kronos Seneca,” she said back.

			Perhaps she imagined it, but it seemed as if he liked the way she said his name too.

			They lapsed back into silence after that, although it was no longer tense. Now the space between them felt languid, like the calm waters of a lake. Daphne studied him, and he studied her. She wondered what he thought of her hair, which was curly, and her dress, which was simple. For some reason she hoped he liked what he saw. Daphne certainly liked what she saw.

			“What did you promise your mother?” Kronos asked suddenly.

			Daphne blinked. “I—­what?”

			“You said that you promised your mother something. What was it?”

			“Oh—­nothing, really. I just told her I would help her with the chores. She’s a bit overwhelmed at the moment.”

			“Why is she overwhelmed?”

			Daphne frowned. Why did he care? “Things have been difficult ever since my father left.”

			“Where did he go?”

			“To the bar.”

			It was a joke, but just barely. Her father had left to go out drinking six months ago and never came back.

			Now Kronos frowned. “That is the behavior of a coward.”

			Daphne almost laughed. “You’re telling me.”

			His frown remained. She wasn’t sure what to make of this conversation—­wasn’t sure whether Kronos was simply filling the time or if he actually cared about the intricacies of her personal life. It was hard for her to imagine that a basilisk could possibly be interested in the happenings of humans. Either way, Daphne had questions of her own, and under the circumstances, she figured she might as well ask them.

			

			“Am I the first woman to refuse the training?”

			Kronos considered her. “As far as I know, yes.”

			Daphne held this information close, letting it console her. At least in this way, she was special to him. “Would you refuse it if you were me?”

			Kronos frowned. “I cannot say.”

			“Can’t you try?”

			He tilted his head. The motion was reminiscent of the snakes that occasionally slipped into the garden—­the ones that slithered with ethereal grace. She was once again reminded that the man before her was not a man at all. It didn’t make her want him any less.

			“The training is meant to help you win the competition. If I had no interest in winning, I suppose I would refuse it too.”

			Daphne nodded, satisfied.

			Silence fell once more as they stared at each other. She decided she wouldn’t be the one to break it, instead studying his face in the flickering firelight. His jaw was so sharp it may have been cut from glass.

			Kronos broke the silence. “What are you thinking about?”

			Daphne narrowed her eyes. “Can’t you read my mind?”

			“Why would I be able to read your mind?”

			She shrugged. “That’s what the villagers say.”

			“Do you tend to believe everything you hear?”

			“No. Just the interesting things.”

			The corner of his mouth twitched. “I cannot read your mind. That form of communication is only between basilisks.”

			Despite herself, Daphne leaned forward. “So you can read minds.”

			Kronos leaned forward too. “I can. But not yours.”

			In that moment, she realized how close their faces were. His pupils were widening. His eyes—­previously burnished gold—­were turning black. The change was extraordinary.

			“What else are you capable of?” she whispered. How dearly she wanted to know.

			“You will have to narrow down your question.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean”—­he shifted so they were even closer, and her chest tightened with anticipation—­“are you referring to my mental capabilities? Or my physical ones?”

			Daphne blushed. She had no doubt that he was capable of every physical act known to man. But she wasn’t here for those, as much as she might wish she were. “Mental,” she said firmly.

			Kronos leaned back. So did Daphne. He regarded her calmly, as if they were talking about nothing more stimulating than the weather. But his pupils were still blown wide—­two orbs of deep, dark black. His gaze was mesmerizing; she couldn’t look away. And Daphne was acutely aware that those same eyes were capable of turning her to stone.

			

			“What else do the villagers say about us?” Kronos asked. He was clearly avoiding her question. Daphne decided to let him.

			“They say your blood runs black.”

			The corner of his mouth twitched.

			“Well?” Daphne insisted. “Is that another lie?”

			Kronos lifted his hand. Before she could even blink, he slashed it across a jagged ridge of the stone floor, splitting the skin of his wrist.

			Daphne gasped as dark red blood sprayed onto the cave floor. He didn’t even flinch. Then, right before her eyes, the cut began to heal. Daphne’s hand flew to her mouth as she watched flesh and muscle knit itself back together again. Kronos remained perfectly still as the wound healed itself. A moment later, his wrist was smooth once more. Blood still glistened on the ground.

			“That’s impossible,” Daphne whispered. Yet even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t true. There was no mistaking what she’d just seen with her own eyes.

			“For you,” he said. “But not for us.”

			Daphne tried to imagine what it would be like to have the ability to heal herself. Certainly day-­to-­day life in the village would be easier.

			“My blood is red,” Kronos continued quietly, shaking her from her thoughts. “Just like yours. Perhaps we are not so different.”

			Daphne just shook her head. She had been raised to fear the basilisks. She was not about to start relating to them now. It was an act of bravery to sit in this cave, unarmed, with a creature as powerful as Kronos. She would be a fool to forget that.

			Daphne touched her own sternum, right over her heart. “Why didn’t you heal this?”

			Kronos touched his own chest, running his fingers over the Y-­shaped scar. “I was born with it.”

			Daphne stared at the distinctive mark, wondering what it was if it wasn’t actually a scar. If he was born with it, that meant it was genetic.

			“Can all basilisks heal themselves?”

			“Yes. We can.”

			“That’s impressive,” Daphne said quietly, and she meant it. She’d never seen magic like that before. There were greater implications of what Kronos had just shown her. If the basilisks were able to heal themselves, surely they were capable of other miracles. Daphne shuddered to think what those might be.

			There had always been whispers in the village of the great capabilities of the basilisks, but Daphne had never imagined she’d be able to see them in person. She wondered briefly whether the other girls were also getting a magic demonstration from their teachers.

			

			Kronos scoffed. “I do not aim to impress humans.”

			Daphne bristled at his response. His cock was still hard, rigid beneath his trousers. He was not immune to her, no matter how much he insisted otherwise. And she was not immune to him.

			She ignored her fight-­or-­flight instincts, leaning closer. “If you were to impress me, what would you do?”

			Kronos raised an eyebrow. She wondered what he was thinking—­whether he was deciding if she was worth impressing or not. It seemed like an eternity before he replied.

			“I would put my cock in your pussy,” he whispered.

			He said it easily, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Daphne was sure she was blushing. Kronos wore an expression of total self-­satisfaction. Barely keeping her composure, she replied, “That wouldn’t impress me.”

			Kronos gave her a deviant smile. “Would it not?”

			Of course it would. But she didn’t need him to know that.

			“No. It wouldn’t.”

			“I have lived for centuries, and your life has barely begun. Do you truly think there is nothing I could do that would make you tremble?”

			Tremble. Daphne had to admit a man had never made her tremble before. Orgasm, sure. Cry, definitely. But tremble? That was something she had yet to experience, and she couldn’t deny that she was eager to do so. But to admit it would be to let this monster win. So instead of speaking the truth, she said, “No. Nothing.”

			Kronos let out a soft chuckle.

			She wanted to slap the smile off his face. “You are lying.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Your heartbeat is accelerated. Your pupils are dilated. It is easy to read you, Daphne.”

			“Your pupils are dilated too. Does that mean you’re lying?”

			He looked her straight in the eye. “It means I am turned on. As are you.”

			There was no denying it whatsoever. Daphne was wet between her legs, and from the way Kronos’s nostrils flared, she highly suspected he could sense it. But it didn’t change anything. She would not let him win this. With far more ease than she felt, Daphne leaned away, shrugging her shoulders casually. “Just because I’m turned on doesn’t mean I want your cock in my pussy.”

			“Does it not?”

			“No,” she said, twirling the end of a curl around her fingers. Kronos tracked the motion with his eyes. “It doesn’t.”

			

			Now he was the one leaning closer, breathing her in. “Then what does it mean?”

			The fire crackled.

			“It means my body doesn’t agree with my mind. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

			He smirked. “I see. So you do not listen to your body.”

			“Not if I can help it. It’s gotten me in a bit of trouble in the past.”

			“What sort of trouble?”

			It wasn’t an unreasonable question; she was refusing to have sex with him, after all. But it wasn’t wise to reveal such a private part of herself to a basilisk.

			She dropped her curl. “I’d rather not say.”

			To her surprise, Kronos looked amused. He seemed to find this entire interaction entertaining. Daphne would have thought that he’d be annoyed with her by now. Instead he was regarding her with a smile. The urge to slap it off his face was rapidly disappearing. She would rather kiss it off instead. But that wasn’t an option. Especially not now that she’d established her boundaries and he was respecting them. There was no doubt that Kronos—­no matter how intimidating he might seem—­was an honorable creature. It was a stark difference to the boy she’d been with just last night. But Daphne didn’t want to think about that.

			“Are you prone to trouble?” Kronos continued, the same amused expression on his face.

			“Sort of.”

			“That is a rather evasive answer.”

			“Maybe I’m an evasive person.”

			Kronos tilted his head with reptilian precision. “You do not seem like an evasive person to me.”

			“What kind of person do I seem like to you?”

			He tilted his head in the other direction, his movements uncannily smooth. “You seem lost.”

			Daphne frowned. She hated that she seemed lost. But she couldn’t exactly blame Kronos for saying it. Truth be told, she had never felt more lost in her life. The events of last night had unsettled her, casting her out into an uncertain sea. It wasn’t a sensation she was used to, and it bothered her that Kronos could sense it.

			What else could he sense? He’d already confirmed that he couldn’t read her mind. So why did it feel like he could? The way his eyes held hers made her feel terribly exposed, as if she were naked before him—­just the thought of being naked in his proximity made her even warmer than she already was. She didn’t dare imagine it. It would only make her want to experience it.

			“Are you?” Kronos said quietly.

			

			“Am I what?”

			“Lost?”

			Daphne already knew there was no point lying to him. He’d made it clear he could tell when she did so. Instead, she said, “Maybe.”

			It was a kinder sentiment than how she really felt. She knew she was lost. Kronos, apparently, knew it too. He nodded, as if she’d said something profound. Perhaps she had. “There is no shame in being lost,” he said gently. “As long as you are willing to be found.”

			A moment of silence fell. The fire crackled merrily, and for the first time in a long time, Daphne allowed herself to experience hope. How was it possible that the first connection she’d felt to another living creature was with a deadly basilisk? It seemed contradictory. All her life, she’d been taught to fear the snakes. Yet she’d found common ground with Kronos, and she’d found it quickly. Suddenly, her stomach growled.

			Kronos glanced at it. “You are hungry,” he said.

			“I’m fine.”

			“Do not lie to me.” His tone was sharp.

			Daphne straightened, squaring her shoulders. “I’m not lying. I said I was fine, not that I wasn’t hungry.”

			If he was going to dissect her words, she would dissect them right back. She was perfectly used to hunger; it was a regular occurrence in the village, especially with the winter months coming. She was more than acquainted with the sensation, even though she was fortunate enough not to suffer from it as much as others.

			But Kronos was already standing. “I will get you something to eat.”

			“No,” she shook her head. “I don’t want it.”

			She wasn’t trying to be obstinate; she didn’t want to owe the basilisk anything. She didn’t need her teacher to take care of her; she could fend for herself. It was embarrassing enough that her stomach had growled in front of him; it would be downright mortifying for him to consider it his problem to solve.

			Kronos frowned. “But you are—­”

			“I said I’m fine.”

			At her tone, Kronos slowly sat back down, keeping his eyes on hers the entire time.

			“I don’t need you to do anything for me,” she said slowly, enunciating each word. “You’re not my boyfriend.”

			Boyfriend seemed like an utterly ridiculous term to use in the presence of a basilisk. But Daphne didn’t know what else to call it. She was trying to convey to him that she didn’t need his help—­she didn’t need anyone’s help.

			Kronos’s expression darkened. Then he nodded. “Very well.”

			

			Daphne had no idea whether she had offended him or not. At this point, she hardly cared. She crossed her arms, her walls firmly back up. “I should go.”

			His expression was equally guarded. “If that is what you wish.”

			“It is.”

			“Very well.”

			He stood, and she followed suit. They walked to the head of the path together, and the moment the icy air hit her skin, Daphne shivered. She could have sworn Kronos reached for her, but he must have curbed the impulse immediately, because he stopped at the head of the trail, his arms firmly behind his back.

			Daphne stared up at him, utterly at a loss for words. Much of what she’d been taught about the basilisks had been wrong. They were not bloodthirsty or cruel. Kronos had noticed her hunger and attempted to address it. He had pushed her intellectually but not physically. He was nothing she could have predicted.

			“You will return tomorrow night,” he said.

			An order.

			“Fine,” she said back. It was clear she didn’t have a choice.

			Kronos held her gaze. Then he dipped his head in a strange imitation of a bow, turned, and disappeared into the darkness.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER THREE

			Daphne

			The moment Daphne got home from the caves, she went straight to her room to touch herself.

			It wasn’t the way she’d expected to end her evening, and yet after meeting Kronos, there was no other possible course of action. Daphne imagined what it would be like to pull down his trousers, to behold the cock he was so proud of. Surely, it was impressive. The outline she’d seen already was enough to intrigue her. She wanted to see the entire thing. She remembered what Kronos had said he would do to impress her: I would put my cock in your pussy. Then she pictured him doing it.

			She wondered if Kronos was doing the same.

			The next day was spent helping her mother with her work. Daphne came from a long line of seamstresses. Customers brought their coats that needed mending, their socks that needed darning. From a young age, Daphne had learned how to fix things. It was easy to lose herself in the rhythm of sewing, to understand life just one stitch at a time. On days like these, she was grateful for the distraction.

			By the time it was evening, she was utterly distraught. Nothing she did soothed her anxiety—­no amount of chores or sewing was enough to quiet the maelstrom in her mind. All Daphne could think about was Kronos.

			She traversed the trail to the caves with a surety she did not understand, putting one foot in front of the other as quickly as she could. When she reached the base of the mountain, she paused. Daphne knew she was being stupid, that she was acting like a schoolgirl with a crush. There was no worse thing to be around a basilisk. And for some reason, she wanted him to respect her, to view her as an equal. It was an absurd desire, and she tried to suppress it. But as she entered the cave, she found that she couldn’t. She was so eager to see him—­to feel his eyes on hers.

			He looked the same as he did the night before: regal, proud, sinfully gorgeous. His long wavy hair was thrown back over his shoulders, his golden eyes piercing the air between them.

			“Daphne,” he said. Her name from his lips was like a church bell. It called to her.

			

			“Kronos,” she said back.

			“How are you this evening?”

			Nervous. Terrified. Absolutely out of her mind.

			“Fine.”

			He nodded. “Good.”

			There was a pause.

			Then Kronos extended his hands to her, palm up. “Will you join me?”

			Daphne looked down at his hands, which were unreasonably enormous. She noticed he had a unique pattern of freckles—­twelve on each palm, three beneath every finger except for his thumbs.

			It was such a specific arrangement of pigment that she paused to stare at it, not even realizing that the silence had dragged until he said, “Daphne?”

			Her gaze snapped up to his. “Yes?”

			“Will you join me?” he asked again.

			“Of course,” she said quickly. “Sorry.”

			She followed him to the mat, which she still wasn’t quite keen on sitting on, but she figured they were past the point of protest. They sat facing each other, just as they had the last time. Kronos spoke first.

			“Are you sure I cannot bring you food?”

			Daphne shook her head. “I don’t need it.”

			Kronos nodded, although he still looked concerned.

			Before he could offer again, Daphne said, “Did you have a good day?”

			It was the first thing she could think to ask, and as soon as she said it, she wanted to crawl into a hole and die. Kronos was not her husband coming home from work—­he was a deadly basilisk who could kill her with a single glance.

			Yet to her surprise and utter relief, Kronos smiled.

			“I did. Did you?”

			“Yes,” Daphne said. It was hardly the truth—­she’d spent the day having what could only be described as a singular, drawn-­out panic attack.

			Kronos seemed to know she was lying because he laughed softly. “Is that right?”

			Daphne crossed her arms, suddenly self-­conscious. She was acutely aware of the way he was looking at her as if he could see into her soul. He’d opted not to wear a shirt this time, and the sight of so much bare skin was making Daphne rather warm. She wished he wasn’t wearing anything at all. The urge to touch him was so tempting it was almost a physical sensation, tingling in her fingertips. She wondered whether that was a result of his mysterious basilisk magic or whether it was fully her own desire.

			“Yes. That’s right.”

			

			Kronos smiled. “What did you do?”

			Was he actually…asking her about her day? “I…sewed.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “You…sewed?”

			“Yes.”

			“What did you sew?”

			It was a completely normal question. More than warranted. Yet somehow it felt like a significant inquiry, and Daphne couldn’t help but pretend that it meant he was deeply interested in the intricacies of her life. “Lots of different things. My mother is a seamstress, and I help her out with her work.”

			Kronos nodded. “I see.”

			Daphne nodded too. Then silence fell, and she attempted to look anywhere but at his tantalizing expanse of exposed chest.

			“Have you changed your mind?” he asked presently.

			She frowned. “About what?”

			“About fucking me?”

			Her mouth fell open. Heat bloomed on her cheeks. “No,” she said firmly. “I haven’t.”

			“That is a shame,” he said.

			Daphne could not fathom how to reply to that. He made her so unsteady, as if she were walking on a tightrope over open water. There was something about the way Kronos looked at her that made her quite sure he would take her passionately if he could. She shook her head, trying to clear it. Basilisks were known for their powers of seduction. It was his
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