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      Sweltering heat choked the cavern miles below the entrance to the Ethereal Mountain. Beads of sweat rolled down Aura Pipidi’s reddened temples, colliding with blood and dirt. Salty drops ran in heavy rivulets beneath her torn chiton and snaked along her spine, in, out, and over the sensitive whip marks.

      “Please.” The word grated across the air, her throat raw from days of screaming.

      Firm hands, forearms wrapped in brown leather vambraces, tightened and yanked her into hurried, clumsy steps. The leather bore the imprint of the king’s stallion, an insignia she’d spent her entire life fearing. Avoiding whenever possible. The City Guard was one thing. Royal Guard was quite another. Their presence signaled an affront on the king, and someone would pay. Today it was Aura and the man she loved, a verdict of guilty dragging them like stubborn pigs across sharp stone and gritty earth. Her bare feet were now stripped of flesh.

      This pain was a distant prologue to the epilogue before her. A cage. A lock. A chain and pulley system. And deep within the gaping, hungry mouth of the earth, a bubbling core furious enough to melt the flesh from her bones with a mere glance.

      She stumbled onto a stone dais in her path, and nearly tripped on a broken, jagged octagon of shimmering marble. It rose only inches from the base.

      A bubble of power caught her, its magic so comforting, so…

      Aura knew this place.

      The breath stilled in her throat. A blink and her surroundings emptied. Her body was not her own. Except it was. And she was free to move about.

      Her pale wrist hovered over the cracked base. Knife fisted, she sliced her thin skin. Blood streamed and painted the jagged marble. The remains of the Llinunae. The veins within throbbed with a drinking gold light, accepting her offer. Choked and shaking, she spoke brutally into the chamber. “Then the gods will have to damn me as well.”

      A gasp rocked her and, disoriented, her wasted body drooped, only to be hauled upright with grunts of annoyance from the guards. They crossed that barrier, that line of demarcation in the cradle of power, a moment later. The soldiers focused straight ahead, unfazed.

      Had they not felt anything? Did they not see what she saw? They didn’t so much as glance at the symbols etched into the walls. Those, too, pulsed toward her like a heartbeat. She shouldn’t be able to read the ancient language, and yet she knew what they said.

      Souls forged from fire must return from whence they came.

      And: From the ashes they rose. Only in fire, as one, will they sleep.

      Apollon Rodelis stepped into view, his hands gathered together in front of his temple robes. Draped head to toe in the white of his godly station, his expression was serene. Her stomach lurched toward her throat. If she had a single drop of water left in her body, she’d use it to spit on his sandaled feet. He didn’t deserve the ear of the gods—if his black soul truly had that right at all. Anyone who would use their power the way he had…

      Fresh, scorching tears lined Aura’s vision. She’d been a fool to let him remain close to her all these years. He’d used her faith like a leash. And now she was here. Facing death.

      Dropped at Apollon’s feet, a sharp pain seared through her knees.

      Vasilis arrived beside her with a scuffle that scattered pebbles, his feet bruised and bloody. Hands pressed down on his shoulders, but he twisted and turned with teeth bared, a cutting focus on the calm priest.

      His fight didn’t last long. The soldiers eventually had their way, and he collapsed with a grunt. He fell forward and caught himself with bound wrists before his face hit the coarse ground. The back of his tunic opened in long strips, exposing the torn flesh beneath. A single cough tore from him. Blood and loose dirt sprayed upon the exhalation. Sweat mingled with tracks of blood on his cheeks and forehead, and inside the untamed layer of dark beard growth.

      Aura clutched his firm shoulder. “Vasilis.” Her throat had never felt so thick. “My love.” It was on her tongue to ask if he was all right, but she knew his answer. None of this was. They weren’t and wouldn’t be.

      Vasilis rose wearily and sat on his heels, all his fight vanishing with the sag of his shoulders. Only then did his uniquely beautiful gaze seek hers. Eyes like a cloudless summer sky and freshly tilled earth. One blue. One brown. Mirrors to hers. The telltale signs of their so-called treason. Born into this life without enemies or struggles or fights, but finding them just the same. Never to experience the peaceful life they once whispered about from dark rooms and warm beds.

      Vasilis reached for her face, eyes glazed. His mouth formed words, but no sound came. I’m sorry.

      “Enough.” The king’s bark startled the relative quiet. He strode in from behind with shoulders squared, spine straight, chin high. Eyes an icy blue. He was nothing less than the embodied strength he required of his kingdom. “Prepare the cage.”

      Aura’s breath came in swift starts.

      She wasn’t ready to die.
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        * * *

      

      Vasilis Artinilis watched King Orestis Vidalatos stride through his armed soldiers, clad in the royal blue-and-silver of the Perean Kingdom, parting their ranks like the sea. A man in his fourth decade of life, more blond than gray. A king seeking an unequivocal end to a long-fought battle that had, thus far, been made of words alone.

      He should have killed the king when he had the chance.

      It was disbelief—and maybe a little hope that truth would out—that had stayed Vasilis’s hand. Why were they eternally at war with a man they’d done nothing to? Why must he protect himself and Aura against slander and theories? Words powerful enough to bring them both to their knees in this mountain pit with an order of immediate execution.

      Aura’s choked cry gripped his attention, and his heart wrenched. Her eyes—one brown, one blue—welled with tears and reflected the hot molten orange of the cavern. He wanted nothing more than to protect her. To love her. To spend his life uncovering ways to be worthy of her.

      But the king wouldn’t allow it. Couldn’t, he’d said, as he told them irrational tales of another pair of fated lovers, each with one crystalline blue eye, given a mission to seat a true heir to the kingdom. A warning handed to him by the gods not eight and ten years past.

      Aura had understood none of it. Neither had Vasilis. Was Orestis Vidalatos not the undisputed king of their lands? They didn’t have the power to unseat him. What commoner did? They were happy with their meager belongings, little coin, and love enough to last the ages.

      “Return them to the flame.” Apollon nodded to a soldier stationed before the cage. The door creaked open. “Save their doomed souls from repeating this tortured existence. May Saenar grant them passage and eternal rest in the Valley.”

      Soldiers wrenched Vasilis back to his feet. Aura swayed at his side. He reached for her, but the soldiers pushed him toward the yawning cage door. Each stumbling step brought them closer to their ultimate death, if the prophecy was to be believed.

      Until a rightful king stands, they will never again look upon their twenty-first year.

      They’d made it all of seventeen. Such a little time to share their lives together. Never to experience what it would be like to watch Aura swell with his child. Grow old and wise.

      Maybe this was for the best. This death in these eternal flames. At least they were together. The king promised it would be final. Their souls would never return, and the mysterious heir would be no more a threat than a fly on a horse.

      Inside the cage, Aura’s steady stream of tears, the pleading look in her eyes, reversed every thought he’d just had. It didn’t matter that she gleamed with sweat and blood. That dirt had roughened her soft skin. He carried with him the hard-set memories of how her brown locks glowed in the sunlight. How rosy her appled cheeks became when showered with compliments and kisses. How her soft touch reached the heart of his soul. Vasilis wanted a complete life with her. This couldn’t be the end.

      But it was. The moment that cage door shut, what hope remained for them? They would die today. And when the fires took them, the flames from which their souls had risen centuries ago, there’d be no chance of returning.

      A savage shove took Vasilis by surprise, and he tumbled toward the rear of the cage. “Get back.” The soldier shoved him again, and he hit the bars. Pain etched through a shoulder blade. A punch in the gut took his breath, and he doubled over.

      The man’s mouth came down beside his ear and spoke in a harsh whisper. “For Nikos. For you. And soon, the gods willing, the man you will become again.”

      From within their close stance, a blade passed, unseen by the king and his men, into Vasilis's hand. The jeweled handle sat unnaturally warm in his palm. Fire glinted off the ioprese steel. The stranger in the garb of a King’s Guard flashed the inside of his wrist, and Vasilis stared in disbelief. There, branded into the pale flesh, was a bird in flight crossed by a longsword. This man wasn’t a soldier. He was a Blade. A trained member of the Assassin’s Guild.

      Vasilis met the assassin’s steady gray gaze with one of jolting incredulity. The man wore the painful markings of some recent battle. A fresh scar trailed through his left brow, and another crossed the right side of his jaw. And the blade he offered…

      It was an alternative. Not a continuation of this life, but a way out, just the same. An opening to their next life.

      Again, the man whispered. “Do you know what you’re to do?”

      Vasilis dipped his chin once. His lips sunk heavily to either side, and a burn pricked the backs of his eyes. He shut them. He refused to think about what this meant.

      Instead, he repeated the one name the Blade had given him like a prayer. Nikos. He’d known nothing of the man with eyes of blue and brown until recently. The king couldn’t even say the name without mocking or spitting. According to him, Vasilis was to blame for his failure to kill Nikos and Natalia properly those nine months before Vasilis and Aura were born. Sometimes, though, the blame fell upon Apollon; the priest should have deciphered the prophecy earlier. More precisely.

      Whoever was to blame, it wouldn’t happen again. Once the lovers burned in these fires, their souls burning as one, the two halves as a whole, they’d never return.

      A hand fell down on Vasilis’s shoulder, and he met the Blade’s eyes once more. “I will see you again, brother.” A promise. A plan.

      A future.
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        * * *

      

      The cage door clanged shut. Aura startled at the finality. Outside, from the safety of the cavern, the king, a glint to his eyes, swung the fabric of his chlamys over a shoulder, then turned. Signaled to the soldiers manning the pulleys.

      With a jolt, and a series of ticks, the cage rose and swayed. Her stomach tumbled toward her knees.

      “Aura.”

      It was the longing in Vasilis’s voice that spun her to face him. A war waged across his handsome face. Anger, fear, and love battled for dominance in his eyes. A mirror to everything spinning within her own mind. What if this death by fire truly meant they would fall into an eternal slumber? How was it possible they would never see each other again? Would the Valley be closed to them too? She couldn’t stomach the idea.

      The distance between their bodies vanished, the only hindrance being his clenched fists between them. His knuckles settled uncomfortably against her stomach. Despite this, his closeness made the scorching air almost bearable. The steaming metal under her feet a distant fever.

      His eyes, glinting with unshed tears, flicked back and forth, searching hers. His mouth rose into a smile, yet he struggled not to frown. “Tell me what you wish, my love, my heart. Would you let this end now, or would you live to fight another day?”

      “I do not understand.”

      At the apex of their rise, the cage stopped. Swayed. Clutching his shoulders for balance, fingering the scraps of his tunic, she watched the molten center burble and steam below.

      Across the cavern, the soldiers cranked a lever, rerouting the cage until they had no way to go but down.

      A sob lodged within her throat, and she choked.

      “I would take every chance.” The hope in Vasilis’s voice drew her attention away from the fires that would steal their lives. A warm smile greeted her. As did desire and belief and possibility. “Every opportunity to have that life we dreamed of.”

      Tears sprung to her eyes and spilled over. He’d spoken like this the day he’d proposed marriage, and against all odds, her heart filled with the same elation. “That is my dream as well.”

      Vasilis's chest expanded on a breath. “Do you trust me?”

      The cage began its descent.

      “I trust you.”

      His eyes closed, and maybe it was the way his smile vanished, but a frost swept through her and drew goosebumps to her skin. Had she answered wrong? Why did he look⁠—

      The punch below her sternum stole her breath. Warmth spilled through her like a gentle fountain of water. Then pain. Like lightning branching through her with sharp limbs. Her heart popped. Each beat struggled. Slowed.

      She forced her gaze down to see what her mind refused to believe. Vasilis's hand clutched a jeweled knife between their bodies. The blade was sheathed under her ribcage. Blood soaked their clothes and painted his fist. And the ropes that had once bound his wrists were gone.

      “Vasilis… What⁠—”
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        * * *

      

      Gods, what had he done? The accusation in her eyes clawed at his heart. His very soul.

      Choking on bile, Vasilis wrenched the knife from Aura’s body. Fat teardrops landed on her cheeks as he eased her limp frame to the hot floor.

      Far below, echoing through the cavern like the souls of every life they’ve ever lived, the king roared. This wasn’t the plan. Dying this way…

      It would be like starting over.

      He could—would—live with that. Aura would, too.

      She blinked haltingly up at him from eyes that had always reminded him of warm chestnuts and sparking sapphires.

      Of home.

      “It’s all right, my love.” He kissed the soft skin between her brows. “I’m right behind you.”

      And as she took her last—but not final—breath, Vasilis Artinilis slid the blade across his throat.
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        Twenty Years Later

      

      

      Augustus Labienus Triarius couldn’t have asked for a better day to steal a ship. The sun was high, the sky blue, and the sea calm. Beneath the undercurrent of sulfur and smoke, brine thickened the warm air.

      The thrill of victory was an inferno inside him. The boarding plank bowed across the calm, sparkling sea beneath his marching steps. His men, sweat-coated and bloody, parted as he hopped down onto the quarterdeck. To be honest, they weren’t his men. You could call them…borrowed loyalty.

      He gripped a hand railing, then jiggled it a little, testing the give. Solid. “She’s not too bad, is she?” In fact, everything looked damn near brand new. A few nicks and gouges…nothing too concerning. He squinted into the sun at the four great masts, with sails of blue, black, and gold. At the bow, the two ship-destroying scimitars surged up in place of the ship’s figurehead, untouched. Unused, if he had to guess. He’d change that.

      “We rounded up who was left,” one of his men said, with a nod down the stairs. “They’re ready for you.”

      Augustus could see them from here. Lines of men on their knees filled the main deck.

      His boots struck each step like a dirge, halting every whisper, every chuckle, every breath. He’d been five and ten the first time that happened. Five more years hadn’t muted the pleasure of it. Fear and respect like that…you had to earn that. As far as he was concerned, he had.

      Not everyone would agree, but…

      Fuck everyone else. He wasn’t a walking, talking hand-me-down. His enemies could shout it from every rooftop, every tavern, and from every bow all they wanted. His parents hadn’t handed him a damned thing. In fact, he’d carefully cultivated the stories that spread in his wake. The patch over his right eye, for example. There were plenty of fanciful stories behind how he’d lost that eye.

      None of them were true.

      Then there were the sunken ships, wasted cities, and the highly guarded vaults he’d stolen into… which were mostly true. As long as people were talking about him, who was he to set the records straight? Especially when they made him look so damn good.

      The credit behind those adventures, almost without fail, went to his parents: Mettius Labienus Triarius and Cassia Rutiliana. If pirates used titles, they’d be the king and queen of every sea ever sailed. And he was under their command.

      That changed today. Today, he was taking this ship for his own. Today, he would join the ranks of the Triarius-Rutiliana fleet as a captain. His “training” was over. He’d planned this siege from start to finish. His parents would finally see the man they’d raised him to be and release the boot from his neck.

      That, and Captain Tristan Thorne never should have threatened his family. Or sent this lone vessel so near Warian Bay, knowing the Triarius-Rutiliana fleet anchored nearby.

      Augustus strode toward the crew, kneeling in uneven rows, hands bound behind their backs. Each striking step of his boots on a plank ended in another lowered eye. A lowered chin.

      Who did they see? A young Mettius? Cassia’s bane? Or better yet: a powerful, unyielding captain, who was unreasonably tall and broad-shouldered, with legendary tales fit for a captain of three decades or more? Yes. Had to be that.

      He knelt before a man with black skin and long beaded braids. He slanted a grin—the one he deployed only when he wanted to piss off his mother—and propped an elbow on a knee bound in brown leather. A jeweled dagger of ioprese steel swung loosely before the man’s face. “Life or death, mate? Thorne crew or Triarius crew?”

      The man’s chin jutted forward, though his entire body trembled. “Thorne crew.”

      “Bold choice, but I appreciate your honesty.” Augustus stood and motioned for one of his men. “Mark him for death.”

      It went on like this for over a hundred men and women. Many chose life, and he granted them passage to the Protea, one of the ten fleet ships that he’d borrowed for this act of piracy. The survivors would work scut jobs for a while, with little to no wages until they earned their way up the ranks.

      Augustus finally spotted a familiar brown face. He smiled at the tall, muscled man. “Captain Cuza.” Cuza had several open wounds along his cheek and forehead. Augustus made a show of irritation and outrage. “Why has this man been treated with such disrespect? Get him up. Untie him.”

      Two crewmen helped Cuza to his feet. He was dressed in finery: a thigh-length gray coat with gold stitching and gold buttons. An elaborate black belt circled his trim waist, and gold chains hung from his neck. Black boots, shined to a high polish, rose to his knees. Quite the opposite of Augustus, whose most detailed article of clothing was a seaweed green vest. He didn’t fuss with jewelry and buckles the way most captains tended to do.

      Augustus drew up on the other man. An unexpected delight coursed through him. He’d taken this man’s ship. His crew. Cuza was a seasoned captain within Thorne’s fleet.

      Sanda Cuza’s expression twisted into disdain.

      Augustus’s smile stretched further. “Where are your weapons, sir? A captain should never walk around unarmed.”

      “You speak of bold choices, Triarius… What you’re doing here today will only bring you death on a swift wind.”

      Augustus bent near and inhaled the tang of sweat and blood. The fear. Then let the stony mask that served him well in these situations slide into place. “Tristan Thorne should never have threatened my family.” He took a half-step back to look the man in the eye. “I offer you the same choice, Captain. Thorne crew? Or Triarius crew?”

      “You know my choice.”

      So be it. “Someone give this man a sword.”

      Augustus’s favorite cutlass sang on the way out from its sheath. He flipped the sword, once, twice, three times. Sliced the air. Waited patiently for the short sword that slapped into Cuza’s hand.

      Augustus advanced with an arced swing. Steel clashed.

      Cuza stumbled. Froze. Tightened his grip and—scowling—he lunged.

      A tight but wide ring of men formed around Augustus and Cuza. Fists pounded a drumbeat against palms. The beat led Augustus into a deadly rhythm, forward and back, steel slicing and grating. Sweat tickled along his brow, but he kept up against Cuza with barely a breath out of place.

      He shouldn’t toy with the man—he could have had him down in seconds—but opportunities like this? Rare, indeed. He wanted it to last. And for his legend to grow.

      He finally landed his crushing blow, and Cuza lumbered backward. The captain lost his balance and struck the planks, sword clattering out of reach.

      Augustus advanced, a prowling beast. He spun his cutlass from one side to the other, the sharp blade slicing through the brine-thick air in warning.

      Cuza, propped on a single elbow, raised a hand. “Wait.”

      “Wait? Wait? This is war, Captain. One you became a part of the moment Thorne announced he would sink my family’s fleet into the deepest part of the sea. That he would cut up my parents and myself into bite-sized pieces for the bloodeyes.”

      He twisted his sword. Sunlight glinted off the steel. “Are you here to spy on us? Out here, all alone, undefended? Did you think we wouldn’t have people in every cove? On every cliff face? We are never without an eye on our backs. I’m surprised Thorne didn’t tell you that.”

      Tristan Thorne was the only man his parents cared to monitor. The pirate captain shared their ruthless nature, their ambition, and their lack of regard. Thorne had been the quartermaster aboard Cassia’s ship, the Entia, before his heated departure four years ago. He’d even taken much of its crew with him. Cassia, of all of them, held the largest grudge against Thorne. He’d used her, after all, to get ahead. He knew her moves as well as she did.

      So, why did he send a lone ship out to anchor so close to his enemy only weeks after declaring war⁠—

      The answer struck like lightning, and Augustus belted out a laugh. “He didn’t tell you. He wanted to see if we’d make the first move. Interesting.”

      Even more interesting, his parents had agreed only two nights ago to wait and watch. Augustus hadn’t seen the need. Besides, they promised him a ship for his twentieth name day. Which happened to be today. And this beautiful ship had just been sitting here, ripe for the plucking.

      Captain Cuza’s face flushed a bright red. “I was to report on your activities. That’s all. See what direction you took once you replenished your stores.”

      Augustus held the cutlass blade beneath Cuza’s left ear. “Where’s your fleet now? Nearby?”

      “I won’t tell you that.”

      It took only the slightest pressure to separate the man from his ear. Cuza screamed and cupped a hand over the rush of blood escaping his head.

      “Where. Is the fleet?” Augustus positioned the blade beneath Cuza’s remaining ear, then smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Augustus boarded his father’s ship, the Akias, named for the god of storms. Some of the crew offered him a nod. Some their back. Others dipped their chins and gave him a wide berth. He paid them no mind as he entered the officer’s deck.

      He propelled into the captain’s cabin without so much as a warning knock. “Hello, Father.”

      Lanterns swayed overhead from several beams, casting further light upon a globe, chests, and an array of weapons braced on the walls. Among them was a short sword Mettius had collected off an arrogant sea captain from Soterra; the cutlass from his first kill; and a hook sword he’d stolen simply because he wanted it and had had a bad day.

      Captain Mettius Labienus Triarius, arms clasped behind his back, turned away from his panoramic view of the Ellispar Sea. He was the picture of restraint in a cobalt velvet coat, ornamented in gold from thread to button. A towering and commanding man, he had only to raise a single brow to alert Augustus that his “restraint” was nearing its end. He emphasized it further by dragging a ring-laden hand down the gray-speckled beard that hung past his clavicle.

      A second man with deep brown skin took one look at Augustus and let out a deep, chortling belly laugh. Loto Savali was a man twice the girth of Mettius and just as brutal. But to those in the know, Loto was a fine man with a heart the size of his incredible stomach. “My boy, you have some fucking nerve.”

      Mettius gave his quartermaster a sharp look, but Loto just sank deeper into his chair, a grin stretching from one ear to the next.

      Augustus ignored them both and surveyed the books, scrolls, and charts littering the massive desk. Nothing to give away a change in plan. Yet. The same collection of spoils as paperweights he’d last seen yesterday. The false eye of Anir. The lost jewel of Zaris—a massive sapphire gem long sought for decades by every smuggler on the high seas. Mettius had single-handedly killed seven men to reach it. Then there was the kris knife passed down by Augustus's grandfather, a military general-turned-smuggler from the Otuvian Kingdom.

      “Loto, leave us.”

      Augustus turned at the commanding female voice that came from directly behind him.

      Cassia raised a slim black brow at his surprise. Noting that he’d not heard her approach, no doubt. The slightly raised corner of her mouth creased a series of jagged scars. They resembled a system of tree roots from temple to ear to neck. A gift from a rival captain who didn’t survive that day. Very few underestimated Cassia Rutiliana since.

      Cassia captained the fleet’s largest vessel, the Entia, named for the god of chaos, and rarely boarded the Akias. And only then it was to reunite with Mettius, her husband by common law. Or when Augustus had done something to really piss her off.

      Augustus sent a silent prayer of thanks to the gods that his father was in the room. Mettius might be a hard man, but he could at least summon an understanding of his son. Cassia, on the other hand, had never been maternal and would demand respect from a cockroach or a wailing babe should the need arise.

      Together, they were a balance he could survive.

      Loto clapped an enormous hand around Augustus's shoulder on the way out. “Twenty years ago, I watched you come into this world covered in mess and screaming like a bloody bride. I’m sorry I won’t be here to watch them take you out.”

      Augustus met him grin for grin. “Say hi to Lili for me.”

      Loto’s smile vanished. Lili was his only daughter. Little did Loto know, Augustus and Lili would never be the sort of “friends” he was implying. But it entertained him endlessly to make Loto worry otherwise.

      “Out, Loto.” Cassia’s tone cracked like a whip as she strode across the cabin wearing black upon black upon black. Thigh-high boots, skin-tight pants, her trim waist was bound in a corset vest. All of this topped by a long coat with a high collar, unadorned but for silver trim. She wore more jewels within the braids of her sleek black hair and about her tan neck. She’d always preferred silver and gemstone to anything else.

      His parents met beneath the gaping white maw of a bloodeye shark. Its sixteen rows of teeth surrounded a gold-and-crystal chandelier on his father’s ship. Mettius nearly lost his first ship to the beast and spent an entire night in battle. He lost more than half his crew and every mast that eve.

      Cassia stroked Mettius’s bald head with a rarely spied tenderness. Then they were kissing—deeply. Mettius moaned low, and Cassia stroked his chest.

      Augustus thumbed his patch off—alone or with his parents being the only safe time to do so—and glanced elsewhere. Notorious pirate captains were one thing. Highly sexual adults who never seemed to lack a want and need of the other was another entirely. It didn’t make being near them easy.

      Mettius finally dropped into the massive desk chair, a look of contented bliss in his brown eyes, and Cassia took her place upon his lap.

      The gaze she swung to Augustus held a simmering heat. It was a look that used to melt him into a puddle of piss, but years of its burn had roughened him. He slanted a grin in response, then sat and flung his arms across the back of the plush loveseat.

      The heat in her eyes flared. “Is it your life’s mission to ruin us at every turn?”

      “Quite the opposite, and if you hear me out, you’ll be shocked⁠—”

      “Enough.” The one word from Mettius came with the velocity of a cannonball. “We had a plan, Augustus.”

      “It was a poor plan. Besides, I recall the promise of a ship for my name day and the title of captain to go with it.”

      Cassia’s coal-black eyes narrowed. “I recall a stipulation. You had to earn it.”

      “I swiped one of Thorne’s ships out from under him. I’d say I earned it well enough.”

      “You stole one of our ships to do it.”

      “Borrowed. The Protea was just out there”—he waved a hand starboard—“in pristine condition. Also of note, not a single member of the crew died.”

      Mettius’s fingers tightened around Cassia’s waist. “Plenty were hurt enough to require several of our best surgeons. And now we have additional mouths to feed.”

      “You’re angry I brought you forty seasoned crew who will work simply to continue drawing breath?”

      Cassia leapt to her feet. “We’re angry because you didn’t weaken Thorne’s fleet by taking his ship⁠—”

      “The Soris. That’s what I’ve named her.” For the god of the seas. It suited her. Better yet, it suited him.

      Cassia snarled. “I don’t give a fuck what you’ve named her. You’ve thrown fuel on an already volatile flame, you fool. Tristan Thorne was biding his time, and we could have used that time to plan an offensive so great he’d never recover. But now he’ll react like a bitten dog, and bitten dogs can be vicious.”

      “And we’re not?” Augustus shot back. “He’s not even nearby. That’s what I came to tell you. The rest of his fleet is five days from here.”

      Mettius sat forward. “Where?”

      “Thorne has taken the Isle of Dikha, and with it, additional ships. His coalition now numbers seven.” He grinned. “It was eight this morning. And now we’re up to eleven strong. You see? There’s no problem.”

      Cassia shook her head. “If he’s taken Dikha, he now has full access to their ioprese mine.”

      “A single mine that barely produces a sixteenth of the amount of ore one Perean mine does,” Augustus countered. “Less, actually.”

      Or so he’d heard. Those were lands his parents vowed never to enter, for reasons they refused to tell.

      Cassia’s eyes hardened into black pearls. Her voice scraped from low in her chest. “A real captain would never disregard an opponent’s increase in advantage, no matter how slight it might appear.”

      Mettius fisted his beard and stroked down, smoothing the thick, coarse hair. “Thorne only needs enough steel to stock his weapon stores.”

      His parents shared a wordless conversation, and Augustus tensed. He hated it when they did that. Usually it was to decide his fate through tics in their eyes and tilts of their heads.

      Then Cassia asked, “Where’s the captain of this stolen vessel?”

      “I trimmed him of his ears and several fingers before he finally gave up the information I wanted. Then I weighted him down and dropped him into the sea.”

      Mettius rolled his eyes and looked away.

      Cassia growled. “You could have attracted bloodeyes.”

      “If any are about, they followed the body to the bottom of the sea.”

      “This is exactly the sort of thoughtless behavior proving our point,” she said.

      “Thoughtless? We now have an advantage. Let’s weigh anchor and set sail for the Isles. Take Thorne from behind and end this thing.”

      Why was this still a topic of debate?

      “It’s that simple, is it?” she asked. “That sort of offensive requires careful planning, and the time to go with it. Time you’ve stolen from us.”

      Mettius flattened a palm on the desk and pinned Augustus with his gaze. “You’ll leave this to us, Augustus.”

      “I get a say. As captain⁠—”

      Cassia burst into laughter.

      “We’re delaying your command.” Mettius was so matter of fact that he could have been reporting that the sky was blue. “You will stay aboard the Akias with me and continue your apprenticeship.”

      He barely finished speaking before Cassia said, “Thorne wouldn’t have dared touch us here. Now, thanks to your reckless actions, we’ve lost the month and cannot wait. Once we offload our wares and replenish our stores, we will return to sea. And, if the gods are feeling generous, have time to prepare our offensive.”

      A swath of heat coursed through him like a raging fire. “First of all, I don’t need to stay aboard any of your ships. I have one of my own. If you think I’m going to let you give the Soris to another⁠—”

      “We aren’t keeping her,” Mettius said. “She needs a crew we can trust, and we don’t have the time to find one. A shame, too. She would be a magnificent vessel to add to our ranks.”

      “The Soris is my ship. I say what we do with her.”

      Cassia hiked a hip onto the desktop. “I’ve already sent a raven into Warian Bay and asked Taran Phya to find a buyer. It is done.”

      Augustus leapt to his feet, fists clenched. “I say again—the Soris is my ship.”

      Cassia had him by the shirt before he could blink. She bounced him against the wall. “You are not yet a captain.” She bared her gleaming white teeth. “You forget your place.”

      It was she who taught him to hold his ground. Especially in the face of another captain, even if that person happened to be one of his own parents. To back down meant a loss of honor. “The Soris is my ship.”

      She released him with a shove and watched him sag forward. And maybe he was mistaken, but he could have sworn that was a flash of respect in her eyes. “Another year at sea will do you good. You’ll thank us one day.”

      Behind the desk, Mettius leaned forward into straight arms. “It is done. As of this moment, the Soris is now in the hands of Taran Phya. And you, my son, are no captain.”

      He’d see about that.
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      Freedom lay before Selene Marinea like a painting bathed in sunlight and glinting water. She was rarely allowed this view of Praevia’s vast landscape and bustling harbor. The texture of the Ivory Forest at the base of the Kirrane Mountains resided on her left. To the right was the soft sweep of Castona Bay, with the king’s naval armada mere specks of white in the distance.

      On the far side of the East Harbor Market, the Temple of the Gods rose as bold and proud as the palace itself. White columns held the peaked roof of glittering gold. Gentle smoke wafted like prayers from several open chambers.

      Overhead, a flag snapped in the air like the crack of a whip. Selene glanced up at the blue-and-silver flag featuring a sword and stallion. Behind it, rising in columns and floor upon floor upon floor of white marble, the palace loomed.

      A cage of open verandas, blooming gardens, and bursting fountains.

      A court of judgment and misinformation.

      A gentle queen.

      A violent king.

      And—

      Dread coiled in Selene’s gut like a viper. Princess Alexandra strode past, her chiton—a gauzy blue chiffon—danced in the wind. She glanced over her shoulder and beckoned Selene with a sweep of her delicate hand.

      Selene tossed a prayer toward the vaporous curls drifting out of the temple. Please.

      Alexandra didn’t need to walk about the market. She didn’t need to let her people see her, as she claimed. The princess didn’t care about them, and she certainly didn’t run her own errands.

      Still, Selene followed the dark-haired princess, who was barely into her nineteenth year. By rights fully grown, she didn’t owe anyone a reason for this outing. Except, when it came to the princess, nothing was simple or innocent.

      At least she wasn’t stuffing Selene into any number of uncomfortable situations back at Court today. The princess desired information. Intrigue beyond simple gossip. Selene—and as a result, Alexandra—knew almost as much as the king’s own Council thanks to her eavesdropping efforts.

      What could Alexandra get up to in the market that was as bad as that?

      The unbidden memory of Alexandra elbow deep in blood appeared in response. A ravenous gleam in her brown eyes. A vicious and triumphant smile.

      An incident that proved that there were some things not even the king himself knew about.

      Selene shut her eyes and willed away the trepidation. She focused on the things she could feel. Here and now. The hot dust scuffling into her sandals and between her bare toes. The beads of sweat rolling down the back of her neck and between her breasts. The warm breeze coasting along her pale, freckled skin. The sun burning bright orange outside her eyelids.

      Not every day was one filled with conflict. Sometimes, the princess could show gentle regard. Kindness, even. Today could very well be one of those days.

      Chest caving on a released breath, she opened her eyes and stared at the back of Alexandra’s departing back. A dark heaviness sank within her belly, swallowing the promising thoughts whole.

      She knew better than to dream.

      To hope.
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        * * *

      

      The riotous sound and movement inside the marketplace came in many forms. Wild chickens scampered about. Goats bleated from small pens. Vendors peddled their commodities to every passerby as if their goods were unique. Only there was no shortage of farmed vegetables, fruits, and meats to choose from. In the end, it came down to a preference in seller.

      Selene tried to enjoy being outside the palace. It had been months since she’d last seen so many varieties of people. They came from all over the world for Perean goods, like wine from their rare fapaya fruit, and quality blades made from ioprese steel.

      Any entertainment value was lost the moment she found herself in the unique position of guarding Alexandra’s safety. The princess had intentionally slipped her guards on the way out. A plan was afoot, one the princess kept to herself, and would end in Selene’s lashing if things went badly.

      Mere steps into the area selling household wares—fabrics, woven baskets, blown glass, jewelry—a prickle tickled the back of Selene’s neck. She whirled⁠—

      Sellers and patrons. Children playing. Coins exchanging hands. A pair of city guard perched on a fountain drinking from a cask of wine. Drunk in the middle of the day. Meanwhile, she could list every country and every ruler who wanted King Vidalatos and his family dead. Assassins could be making their way to the princess right now. It’d only been six months since the Crown Prince Angelos's head had arrived at the king’s feet with those of his two sons.

      Selene rubbed the tension building in her neck. A villain did roam the marketplace today. Whether the city guard were drunk or not, they’d never even know.

      Alexandra stopped and spun, nearly colliding with her. “I need another shaved ice.” She dropped several coins into Selene’s hand. “I’ll wait here.”

      “Your Highness, shouldn’t we go together? I mustn’t leave you alone. The queen⁠—”

      “The queen isn’t here.” Alexandra’s full, pink mouth belatedly sketched a smile that didn’t reach her doe eyes. With a flick of her wrist, a white fan popped open, and she wafted air in her face. “Thank you, Selene. Try not to be long.”

      The princess turned to a stall full of beautiful silk fabric and beckoned the seller over.

      Selene calculated the route. They were more than fifty paces from the shaved ice, and the line would be long this time of day—damn that unobstructed sun.

      Plenty of time for the princess to get up to something.

      Alexandra caught Selene from the corner of her eye. “Why are you dawdling? Go.”

      She knew better than to hang about once Alexandra unleashed that tone. She spun, picked up the yellow skirts of her chiton, and ran. The long length of ornamental silver chain double-belted at her waist beat a haphazard rhythm against her thighs. A hand over her bosom prevented a mishap with her cowled neckline.

      Twenty paces from the cart, a hand darted out of the shadows. Seized by the elbow, she half tripped over her own feet, and ended up in the alley with her back to a firm chest. A broad, sweat-scented hand clapped across her mouth just as a cry leapt from her throat.

      “It’s me.” The deep voice gave her shoulders permission to relax.

      The hand fell away, and she turned. A few strands of her reddish-gold hair caught in his close beard growth, and pulled free from her careful twists. The towering man shoved back his black hood revealing scars through his left brow and across the right side of his jaw. For just a moment, she glimpsed the brand of a bird in flight crossed by a longsword on his inner wrist.

      “Oskar Dahlin, you scared the life out of me.” And yet, she was relieved to see him.

      He might be in his sixth decade of life—as old as the king—but you’d only know by counting the gray in his clipped dark hair. It certainly wasn’t in his brawny frame or the agile way he moved. He’d been trained early in his life to go unseen. Unheard. By most.

      Just not her. “It was you. You were following us.”

      “I should have trusted my instincts and brought you in as an apprentice long ago.”

      She ignored the comment. His line of work held no interest for her. “You must want something.”

      Oskar always wanted something. Updates on King Vidalatos, Queen Emanouella, staff changes… He even appreciated the gossip she gleaned from Court. In return, he’d given a standing offer to help her escape at a moment’s notice.

      An offer she wasn’t prepared to accept. Not while her mother still lived. Ioanna Giannatou would never leave the palace kitchens, and couldn’t run even if she needed to. A badly healed break in her left leg ensured she could never go far.

      “I have an important request. One of the highest priority.”

      “You have only to ask.”

      “I need confirmation of a rumor. If what I’ve heard is correct, it could change everything.” That was desperation in his tone, but also…

      Hope.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know you don’t. But you will.” Oskar took her by the shoulders and lowered his voice. She had to read his lips to fully retain his words. “They say a man lives in the northeast tower of the palace. A man long thought to be dead.”

      “Who? Why is he so important?”

      “If he does, in fact, exist, ask him to tell you. Only then will I confirm his claim.”

      He should know better than to ask her to take such a risk without knowing its importance. There’d be no whipping if she were caught. She’d never again draw breath. “I see no reason for such secrecy. You will tell me now, or⁠—”

      “Any man imprisoned and tortured for months would claim any name as his own if it meant rescue. If this man is who I believe he is, he’s been there for decades. I will not risk my men for a lie, Selene. That is why you must get him to tell you who he is.”

      He wouldn’t risk his men for— She gasped. “You mean to enter the palace and rescue him?”

      “I do.”

      “But the northeast tower… I’m not allowed there. No one is but the king and his most trusted men.”

      “And if my sources are correct, you’ll understand why.”

      His desperation wrapped around her like a vice. The lengths he was willing to go for this stranger. And yet… “You would risk helping a prisoner from this tower, but not my mother?”

      Oskar didn’t hesitate. “For this, I will. You have my word.”

      To make that promise now, after all this time, said a lot about this prisoner. Now, even she, had to know. Because Oskar would never promise to help Ioanna for the same reasons she couldn’t attempt running on her own. Her leg would only slow her, and anyone with her, down. And as the king’s property, they would be hunted and killed on sight.

      Oskar was their only chance.

      “All right,” she said. “I will do this for you.”

      “Thank you, Selene.” He bowed, then swept up her hand to kiss her knuckles. “We will speak again soon.”

      The princess’s task became second to the questions she now had. Who was this prisoner, and why was he so important that Oskar would finally agree to help her mother? Was it possible? Would they finally be able to leave this place?

      As she made her way back, she mused over where they would live. Which lands would allow them to live in peace? The Yirian Queendom had a just ruler. Although the climate was said to be frigid most of the year. They survived through the trade of maclinite gems, as well as the pelts sheared from the Barbed Oxbeast—five times larger and more dangerous than its distant cousin found in the Kirrane Mountains—for most of their food. The lands were also thousands of miles from the Kingdom of Perean, and its queen had no love for King Vidalatos.

      The colors of silks bloomed in the corner of her eye, and Selene stopped, her fingers frozen from holding the cup of shaved ice. This was where she’d left Alexandra, only⁠—

      Where was she?

      Heart drilling into her ribcage, Selene flit between the stalls, making inquiries. Everyone had seen her, of course, but no one knew where she was now.

      Near the docks, she nearly bounded directly into another nightmare she’d hoped to avoid. Roya Kasebi. The queen’s Head of House. The woman glared from hooded eyes, slim fingers digging into Selene’s arm like claws. “Where is the princess?”

      Six soldiers, armed with short swords and spears, stood behind Roya. Tufted leather whips curled at their sides, and sun glinted off their silver helmets. Beneath their blue-striped chlamys, and atop a thigh-length chiton, they wore thick brown leather armor. The stallion sigil pinning their chlamys gave them away as being personal guard to the royal family.

      Their presence could only mean one thing: the queen had discovered they’d gone off without a unit of guard for protection.

      Selene curtsied to her superior. “The princess…” It wouldn’t do to lie. It was plain Alexandra was nowhere nearby. “She sent me on an errand. She was gone when I returned.”

      “You stupid girl,” Roya snarled. “If anything happens to her, it’ll be your head.”

      This day was already going to end with Selene under a strap. She’d known that the moment they left without a unit of guard. But what if something did happen to Alexandra? She was the Crown Princess, and there was still that list of enemies to consider…

      Selene was the first to restart the search. Desperate now, calling Alexandra’s name as if she’d lost a small child. Local Pereans marked her as crazy, but she didn’t care what they thought. She cared that she still had her head by nightfall.

      She spied the princess down a narrow alley after only a few minutes. She immediately recognized the blue material flowing out from beneath the purple skirts of another young woman’s chiton. The unfamiliar girl reclined against the alley wall, one foot braced atop a crate. Alexandra was on her knees beneath the purple linen, and the brunette gaped in ecstasy at the sky.

      “Gods above,” Roya cried the moment she realized what was happening. “Your Highness!”

      The princess’s response was muffled from beneath the skirt. “I’m almost done.”

      The brunette gasped. “Al…most there.”

      Selene spun away, cheeks flaming hot, and Roya followed suit. Not even she had the authority to force the princess into stopping. The queen, yes. The king, absolutely. But neither were here.

      The girl let out a pitched, pleased cry.

      Selene winced.

      Still, she gave it a bit more time before turning around.

      Alexandra rose with a satisfied grin on her face, eyes pinned to the brunette. They kissed then. Deeply.

      “That was delightful,” the princess told the girl, who remained speechless, breasts heaving. “Thank you.”

      Princess Alexandra strode from the alley without a care in the world as the guards closed ranks around her.

      Roya spun on Selene, eyes popping, face as red as she’d ever seen it. “I will see you punished for this.”

      Selene gaped at the woman’s back, a soundless plea on her tongue. The shaved ice she’d been clutching, forgotten and mostly melted, dropped from her numb fingertips.
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      Selene knelt before Queen Emanouella inside her personal apartments. It was the queen consort’s duty to handle the palace staff affairs, so Selene was fairly familiar with the space. Today’s incident in the market wasn’t the princess’s first.

      The sitting room was more to Selene than a place of punishment. Beyond one third-floor balcony, the Ivory Forest and roads to other lands. Outside the other, the east side of the world beyond Castona Bay. Maybe she’d never leave the city of Praevia, let alone the country of Perean, but she found bits of beloved memories in the cloying scents wafting through the queen’s floor-to-ceiling arched windows. The garden below perfumed the apartment with honeysuckle—her mother’s favorite tea—and lavender—a hot bath after the palace went to bed—and citrus—the sugar-laced treats that Oskar sometimes gave her in little white paper bags.

      Selene envied the queen her days in this private space. What must it be like to rest upon one of the many lounging couches? Watched over by the statue of Ilenta—the goddess of tranquility—who posed atop a pedestal in a less-than-modest chiton. To browse the shelves of books in the queen’s library. To go to sleep every night staring at the ceiling, its wood placed in kaleidoscope shapes that spread like cogs in a never-ending wheel.

      She would never be invited to do anything in this room but kneel.

      Queen Consort Emanouella sat stoic and regal, perched toward the front of a settee, hands lain gently atop her lap. She was an exceptionally beautiful woman. Full, dark hair, curled and plaited, lying over a slim shoulder. Her chiton in a shade of gold that sparkled when the sun hit it just right. Gold bracelets wound up her wrists, and a matching set of earrings fixed along her ear’s helix.

      Roya stood beside Selene, as erect as any of the Royal Guard, relieved of her account regarding the missing princess. Alexandra strolled lazily about the room, touching everything she passed, as if casting a blessing. The harp. The large-leafy plants. The marble tables veined with gold.

      The queen’s gaze—her eyes the color of brown orchids—followed her daughter as she listened. So quiet, so still, Selene wondered if she heard a word at all. By the end, she gave only the smallest of sighs. “This is disconcerting. Alexandra, please come sit. Your movements are causing my head to stir.”

      “Your Majesty,” Roya began, repeating a curtsy, “I leave the punishment of this handmaiden to you. She has⁠—”

      “Punishment?” The queen’s attention flicked briefly to Alexandra, as she draped onto a chaise across the room. Another sigh, and her shoulders sank every-so-slightly. She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I cannot see that any punishment is required here.”

      “But she⁠—”

      “Alexandra,” the queen interrupted, “who requested the guard stay behind? You or Selene?”

      “How is it any fault but their own when I’m able to slip right by them unnoticed?” The princess waved a dismissive hand. “Honestly, though. I do not need protection from my own people, Mother.”

      The look in her eyes plainly said, They need protection from me.

      Emanouella’s gaze drifted toward the gilded frames on a far wall. Paintings of the royal family. She could have been looking at any one of them, but Selene knew exactly which one the queen focused on. Because she did, too. She missed having the charming Crown Prince around. Blond and blue-eyed like his father, but that’s where the similarities ended. He respected and loved his wife, their two sons. And now their likeness lived quietly beneath sheer dark gray fabric, their laughter never to be heard again.

      The queen turned to Selene, but with distant eyes. “The princess’s safety is your responsibility, Selene. We cannot expect her to make that judgment on her own. You know this.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Selene bowed her head, eyes lowered. “It will not happen again.” She knew it to be a lie even as she said the words.

      “If there is nothing else?” the queen said to Roya, her tone dismissive.

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Then I will leave this situation for you to handle.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Roya and Selene bowed quietly to the room.

      Selene turned to go.

      Alexandra nodded to the leather strap coiled against Roya’s side, and received a nod of acknowledgment in return.

      Any hope she’d had after the queen’s dismissal froze beneath a block of ice.

      Roya dug clawed fingers into Selene’s arm and dragged her down the cold, white hall.

      She nearly tripped over her skirts trying to keep up. “Roya, please.”

      “Shut it, girl, or I’ll have you as a scullery maid by nightfall.”

      Roya turned them into her private chambers, then threw Selene to the ground. Roya prowled forward, removing the strap from the belt.

      “Bend over that chair.” She pointed to the bit of wood that sat in a bare corner. A gleam entered her eyes. “Lift your skirts.”
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        * * *

      

      “Lift your skirts.”

      Augustus gasped awake inside his room above the tavern inn, drenched in sweat, chest heaving. The nightmare lingered for several minutes like an unwanted woman hung about his neck. His fists clenched nothing but air, but in his mind…he was bent over that chair, barely more than scraps of wood, and held tight.

      He couldn’t take it anymore.

      This had to stop. He threw his legs over the side of the bed. Coolness from the rough floorboards seeped into his soles, but did little to erase the phantom room in his mind. It didn’t take away the sting of the lash across the backs of his thighs and ass.

      But there were worse things.

      A woman’s scream echoed through his head like a ghost. A parting gift.

      A star-flecked night blinked back at him from outside his open window. His lungs gripped and tugged on the cool breeze coasting in from Warian Bay. How long had he been asleep? There was no sign of the sun teasing the horizon.

      Behind him, the bed stirred, and a soft voice broke the silence. “Everything all right, my captain?”

      Augustus twisted around. The naked woman was half-draped beneath their shared sheet. A pretty little thing. Blond. Freckled.

      Like flecks of sand sifting through a minute space, the night before came back to him. The coin he’d placed in her palm as he’d climbed the stairs to his room. The flare of surprise, then delight in her eyes as she spun to follow. She’d not been coy about undressing, and her eyes had gobbled up his cock before taking him into her mouth.

      He’d never even gotten her name. Months at sea with nothing but his hand for comfort had really turned him into a ripe piece of shit.

      “Lift your skirts.”

      Wincing, he closed his eyes to the cruel voice. He couldn’t stop the scene from replaying. The skirts he pulled up were a light whisper to the sting of leather that struck over and over. Screams and cries tearing from his throat. Ten lashes, then shameful silence. Raising to stand, legs wobbling, and that whisper of fabric scorching across bare skin as it fell back into place.

      Then…a mirror. A woman’s face staring back. Pale skin, freckled and flushed. Cheeks stained with tears. Reddish-blond hair stroked back into artful twists but for the few wild strands pulled free. And a pair of eyes…it was like staring into—the descriptive words came to him as if they were not his own—a fire-warmed chestnut and glinting sapphire. He’d seen eyes like hers before.

      They were exactly like his.

      Shock raked across his soul and scored his bones.

      “I’m right behind you.”

      Light fingers traced his spine, and he startled. He glanced back at the eyes blinking up at him from the dark. A lackluster brown like stale chocolate. Her gaze flicked to his eye patch and back. “You look like you could use a distraction.”

      More than she knew. Especially since the unknown woman’s pained screams continued to serenade his waking mind.

      Wordlessly, Augustus rolled back into the bed and lay on his back, then guided the woman atop him.
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        * * *

      

      Selene dropped salts into the heated bath, while Meropi—a brown-skinned girl of five and ten—helped Alexandra out of her dress.

      Meropi’s dark gaze lifted the hairs on the back of her neck, and not for the first time that day. The girl had been watching her ever since the whipping. Pitying. Not curious and hungry the way Alexandra’s attention was, but just as unwanted.

      Selene ignored them both as best she could. Every brush of her chiton’s fabric burned like wildfire. Roya made sure she’d feel her punishment for several days.

      Alexandra, her keen eyes on Selene, stepped away from the pile of blue fabric on the floor. She stood completely naked, shoulders back, head high. “Show me. I want to see.”

      Selene stilled. “Your Highness?”

      Her brown eyes, like the cool, coiling leather of a whip, sparked. “Lift your skirts.”

      A lump slid into her throat and, with a shaking hand, she set aside the oils she’d clutched to her chest.

      “Quickly.”

      For the second time that day, she lifted her skirts under order. The fabric scraped her thighs, and she winced.

      “Higher.” Alexandra’s order struck like a fresh lash.

      Selene bared her inflamed rear end to the room.

      Meropi gasped.

      The air shifted behind her and she glanced back.

      Alexandra stood too close. Her breath coasted across the back of Selene’s neck. Then, slowly, reverently, Alexandra lowered to her knees. Cold, dry fingers grazed Selene’s wounds.

      A sharp breath raked down her throat, and she bit her lip, holding back a yelp.

      “Does that hurt?” Alexandra’s question came on a heady breath, and her examination turned into featherlike strokes with both hands. “I’ve always admired Roya’s powerful swing.”

      Hot tears welled and immediately spilled.

      Then it was over as suddenly as it began.

      Selene dropped her skirts and faced Alexandra’s greedy gaze, nearly identical to the one Selene had witnessed in the market. “How many times did she strike you?”

      “Ten, Your Highness.”

      “Did you cry out?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “All ten times?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” A lie. But the answer Alexandra desired. In truth, Selene held her screams until the sixth.

      Alexandra bit her lower lip, smiling, then thumbed off one of Selene’s stray tears. “That pain will linger for days, won’t it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The princess turned to enter the pool, lifting a hand for Meropi to hold as she began a slow descent. “Tell me, Selene, did you notice anything different about the queen earlier?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      The princess sat, then turned to face her handmaidens. “She was different with me today. What have her handmaids shared with you?”

      Selene sensed the perilous shift. The question was disguised as natural curiosity, but was born of malicious intent. Coming from Alexandra, the distinction straddled a razor-thin line between living or dying.

      Meropi wasn’t as adept at recognizing the difference and, while carefully sponging Alexandra’s arm, answered with casual regard. “I have heard nothing, Your Highness.”

      Selene managed only half a step toward the pool.

      Rage filled the princess’s expression. She fisted Meropi’s thick hair and shoved her face under the water. “Liar!”

      Meropi flailed, splashing water. Large bubbles burst around her head of brown curls.

      Alexandra pinned her frenzied attention on Selene. “Well?”

      Selene dropped to her knees and, carefully out of reach, rattled her head. “We have heard nothing, I swear it.”

      The princess released Meropi, but kept her gaze fastened on Selene.

      Selene willed the princess to stay focused on her. To ignore Meropi, who inhaled and choked, flopping wetly onto the tiles. The princess was no different than a venomous snake, coiled and ready.

      “Does she know?” Alexandra gripped Meropi by the hair once again and held her above the water. The handmaid’s eyes widened and silently begged Selene for help. “I want the truth, Selene.”

      The true reason for this interrogation sank cold and heavy into Selene’s stomach. Alexandra didn’t fear much, but Selene had watched her these last six months… How she listened to every word, watched for the slightest nuance whenever the murders of her brother and his family were mentioned. If anyone were to learn the truth, Crown Princess or no, Alexandra would be put to death.

      In those warm, gently swirling waters, the princess’s expression wasn’t unlike the one she’d worn the night Selene found her. Blood-slicked and frenetic as she ordered Selene to burn the evidence: a chiton soaked and discolored by fresh blood. Selene had been forced to hold back her tears while she stood alongside the young princess in this very pool, washing the stain of three murders from her skin.

      Their blood was as much on her hands as it was Alexandra’s.

      “Did you realize,” Alexandra had said that night, “that we haven’t seen a sitting queen on the throne in more than two centuries? It’s true. I looked it up. Do you know what else I found? First-born daughters, all dead by either illness or murder. As
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