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      The Royal Guard chased one of their own through the East Harbor Market. The five men, outfitted in the leather, blue, and silver of their station, barreled over innocents without regard. Moonlight reflected off the sweat that coated their faces and necks.

      Oskar Dahlin, Master Blade of the Assassin’s Guild, hung his head from where he perched inside a temple tower. His palace contacts were already down to scant numbers, and the man they chased, Elias, had been one of his best.

      It can’t wait, Elias’s note had said. The quick scrawl lacking in both details and careful planning revealed how dire this information was. That its importance couldn’t be shared in something as permanent as script. Elias wasn’t only risking his life but those of his wife and daughters, who would be gathered and enslaved by morning as punishment. A warning to anyone else who considered defying the king.

      Oskar watched long enough to realize that Elias led his followers with intention. Even in his desperation to escape, Elias acted rationally. Drawing them ever closer to where Oskar was meant to be waiting, the only aid Elias would find.

      Except, instinct had led Oskar to the Temple of the Gods tonight to watch Elias’s back. Oskar had worried the guard might be followed, but not chased.

      Oskar backtracked through the temple—a lethal shadow—and burst from a side door into the streets. Dust and gravel kicked up under his boots. He took more care to avoid a collision, taking to the roofs where he could, needing every advantage. Elias’s life—and the information he carried—depended on his timely arrival.

      Elias was already engaged in battle by the time Oskar reached him. The guards’ swords a furious stroke, Elias at their center. Tiring. Slowing.

      Oskar entered the fight, easily breaking a neck on the way to meeting another with a pair of Kopis knives, just as a spear sank into Elias’s gut. Elias fell into a table of vases and bowls, the entire lot going down with a clamber of shattering clay.

      Failure twisted through Oskar like a cyclone, yet he continued his battle against the remaining guardsmen. He doubted the king knew who Elias was meeting, and Oskar needed it to stay that way.

      Oskar let his body fall into its natural rhythm for the next few minutes. He spun into the shift of air and toward the slice of steel, letting his senses protect him. He took the jarring hits with his blades, feeding off the vibrations up his arms. The dead fell around him in the wake of his arcing knives, but he refused to let those thoughts distract him.

      Then…silence. The world stilled, and he was left with only his heaving breaths and a dull ache in his palms.

      He knelt at Elias’s side. The young man—relatively young only to Oskar’s five and fifty years—made quick gasping sounds, his hands failing to staunch the flow of blood.

      Oskar added his hands to the man’s wound. “What’s happened?”

      Elias gasped for air. “My wife, Marietta— The girls⁠—”

      “I’ll see to their safety. I swear it.” Oskar had, at most, an hour to relocate the family. Based on the blood loss, Elias’s color, and his shallow breath, he wouldn’t last a full minute. “Don’t let your secret die with you, friend. Tell me what was so urgent.”

      Elias coughed, and blood sprayed across his lips and chin. He gripped the side of Oskar’s neck, eyes widening. “Northeast tower.” He swallowed, his throat bobbing low. “The true king lives, Oskar. Mihail li⁠—”

      The man choked and convulsed, then went utterly still. Eyes open but unseeing.

      Oskar shook the dead man, his mind spiraling and the ground tilting. His heart pounded with new life. “Elias! What do you mean?”

      Elias was gone.

      “Master?” Stefanos Andretis stood like a wraith in the nearby shadow, outfitted in solid black with a hood over his head. His identical twin, Panos, watched their backs. The brothers must have witnessed Oskar’s race through the marketplace and come running.

      Oskar laid Elias down and closed the man’s dead eyes. The true king lives. Gods, was it possible?

      Now wasn’t the time to get lost in the prospect. He had a death promise to keep.

      He scrubbed his face with an aching, bruised hand, then stood and faced the twins. “Gather some men. This man’s family is in danger.”

      He quickly shared the details with the young assassins, who followed his command. Marietta and her daughters would be squirreled safely away long before Orestis’s men breached their doorstep.

      Usually, acting against Orestis lifted Oskar’s spirits—anything to trip up the king and his heinous acts against his people—but his mind clung to Elias’s final words.

      The true king lives.

      The true king lives.

      Mihail is alive.

      Impossible.

      In the distance, looming high over Praevia’s market, the palace glowed with candlelight. The tower jutting out of the northeast corner was but a cold, black monolith. The perfect place to imprison someone away from prying eyes. Away from the usual host of prisoners in the palace bowels and its rotation of guards.

      Orestis kept a lot of secrets, but this? Was he capable of faking his own twin’s death? Keeping him alive all these years? Why? For what reason⁠—?

      The truth struck him low in the gut.

      The prophecy.

      The true heir.

      This was it, wasn’t it?

      The time had finally come.
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        * * *

      

      Emanouella Vidalatos despised Court. She’d never found a foothold in the bland politics—that weren’t politics at all—of the Perean noblewomen, which were superfluous at best. Her mother’s influence held nothing to her father’s, who’d placed her on his lap during council meetings. Never thinking twice about the idea that she’d hold an interest in Soterran politics the way only men seemed to.

      Her husband, Orestis, would never include her in matters of state and had made that known in the early days of their marriage. She’d been two and ten at the time, a foolish, hopeful child believing her new husband and king—crowned only the year prior—to be a better man than her brother, Titos.

      Emanouella drifted through the room with her handmaid in tow. Speaking when spoken to. Laughing and smiling when expected. Granting kindness and blessings wherever necessary. Mostly, though, she listened.

      Something had the Council gathered in a tight formation, speaking in whispers. It didn’t bode well that they excluded Orestis from whatever had them in this tense thrall. Had Orestis trusted her, given her more slack on her leash, she might have alerted him. But his ability to lead and garner trust was no longer her concern. He could hang for all she cared.

      A member of her Queen’s Guard approached with an envelope. “This has just arrived for Her Majesty.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her heart thrummed wildly, and her breath turned ragged. She held the parchment to her chest and glanced around as if anyone would easily guess its contents.

      Hot tears pricked her eyes. He hadn’t given up. He was still there. Still her ally. Her friend. Her⁠—

      “Are you all right, my lady?” Tasia asked. She was a young woman with black skin, hair shorn to the scalp, and had been with Emanouella only a few short months. Plucked from the streets without a home, family, or friends.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “Is that”—she nodded pointedly at the folded parchment—“another one?”

      Yes, it was. She didn’t have to open it to know what lay inside. Even so, she couldn’t help but break the seal and spread the folds. A single blue flower petal slid out and floated to the ground. Not a single word marred the pearl-colored paper.

      Tasia picked up the stray petal. “Could this be an admirer?”

      “It’s a harmless gesture.” Emanouella folded the edges back around the flower. “I think I will retire to the garden for a while.”

      “I will get your⁠—”

      “No need.” Emanouella tamped down the swell of happiness threatening to overload her senses. It wouldn’t do to draw anyone’s attention. “Have you seen Selene?”

      “No, ma’am. Should I pass on a message?”

      “No, I’ll find her. Take the afternoon for yourself, thank you.”

      Tasia’s tawny eyes sparked. She’d recently started speaking with a young fisherman in secret. Emanouella suspected they were more than fond of each other and found no need to interfere in their happiness. Besides, Emanouella benefited from her excursions as well.

      Tasia curtsied and left the room, skirting the outer walls until she disappeared through the exit.

      Emanouella also made to leave when a sharp slap startled half the room.

      Inside an alcove, just past a wide marble column, Alexandra raised her hand to strike her handmaid a second time⁠—

      Emanouella started toward her vicious, cruel daughter, but a large, calloused hand snapped around her wrist.

      She looked into the cold, gray eyes of Apollon Rodelis. “Unhand me.”

      “Her Majesty the Queen wouldn’t want to interfere with matters that are none of her concern.” The temple priest smiled, and his attention lowered to the valuable item in her hand. He snatched her precious envelope and held it out of her automatic reach.

      Emanouella understood what it must feel like for Alexandra to give over to every whim. She longed for the relief of the sting her palm would feel across his cheek. Or the warmth of his blood. “You have no right⁠—”

      “Let’s not draw attention,” Apollon warned conspiratorially, absently opening the paper. The lone petal fell for the second time. The High Priest bent to retrieve it, his thick, wiry brows drawn together. “What have we here?”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, the setting sun deepening the colors in the field of wildflowers, Emanouella lowered her cloak’s hood. A balmy breeze off the nearby bluff whipped through her hair and plastered the silks of her apricot-colored chiton against her legs.

      She navigated the path through the field, past the ivory-barked forest’s tree line where the air cooled within, and true darkness had fallen beneath the lush canopy. But she knew the way by heart, and there was nothing to fear.

      The tiny cottage appeared around the bend, and she quickened her steps with her heart and head light. She crossed the threshold and entered the familiar space, hiding the quiver of her hands behind her back.

      Oskar rose from the bench at the small table across the room. “Hi.”

      Emanouella settled her back against the closed door. “Hi.”
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        Twenty-two Years Ago

      

      

      It was the sort of crisp, mild morning one might expect between winter and spring. Warmth would be in full bloom by midday, then cold again by nightfall. Not unlike the lands where Oskar had spent the last eight years, only Perean had a fraction of the rain.

      Oskar stepped off the skiff and into Hristos Martas’s waiting arms. The years might have changed Hristos physically, but the man still carried a way about him that put Oskar at ease. Hristos was a tall and imposing figure—Oskar had seen the best of the King’s Guard balk in his presence—but a sharp kindness filled the man’s eyes. His arms were strong, and his hands deadly when called upon, but his touch could also be gentle and guiding.

      Hristos was an enigma to most, but not Oskar. He was the father Oskar never knew and had taught him to walk through the darkest paths without corruption. To be a man who was gentle and understanding. Only true goodness balanced the unpleasantness of their profession. Otherwise, they were lost.

      The thrill of seeing his mentor again might have split Oskar’s chest in two. “Your hair has gone all white, old man,” he said through small bursts of laughter. “Have I been gone that long?”

      Hristos, only somewhat taller, pulled away just enough to look Oskar warmly in the eye. “Eight years hasn’t left you untouched, either. You left here a boy and have returned a man.”

      Oskar didn’t feel so unchanged on the inside, though he knew what time had unleashed on his exterior. Gray strands of hair colored his temples. Years of relentless training had hewn quite a bit more muscle. And maybe, just maybe, his calmer mind showed in his expression and the set of his shoulders. His time away had been meant to heal old wounds under the guise of further discipline, and it had. At the very least, he’d learned to separate his actions from his emotions.

      Hristos cupped Oskar’s head. “Welcome home.”

      Home, at the moment, was no more than a gritty, damp beach and a small cove. A mile-high cliff walled them off from the capital city itself. Last he was in Praevia, he’d have gladly burned everything to the ground and happily gone with it.

      Yes, he’d come a long way since then.

      “Come,” Hristos said, slinging Oskar’s one sack of belongings over a shoulder. “You’re home in time for the festival and games.”

      The telltale signs of celebration had been viewed from the ship. Even if he hadn’t already seen the bright-colored flags, he’d have guessed by the number of visitors arriving in the harbor. People came from all over for the games, both to watch and risk their lives for the honor of calling themselves the victor.

      “Which god are we honoring for the next week?” he asked.

      “The ocean god, Soris.” Hristos trudged across the sand toward a nearly invisible path in the seagrass. “The palace has many royal visitors this week.”

      There would be an increase in City Guard, then. The harbor market would be drowning in vendors from all over the kingdom, which meant more “accidents” at the hands of emboldened guardsmen.

      “Just let me know where I’m needed,” Oskar said.

      “You’ve been traveling for two months. Take the day to rest. Take the entire week if needed,” Hristos added with a shrug. “You’re no good to your brothers without a temperate mind.”

      “Wasn’t that the point of shipping me off to Linesh? To master myself in body and mind and soul? I’m always ready. It matters not that I’ve been traveling.”

      Hristos gave him a thorough scan, then nodded. “I stand corrected. Maybe it is I who needs some time to adjust and reconcile your changes.” After another moment, he said, “I could use another man in the market later today. Half of the continent will be celebrating the opening festivities. Let’s get you settled first, though. Will you be staying with your brothers?”

      Oskar had wondered what his answer to that question would be for the last two months. As young, new acolytes, the men stayed together. Trained, ate, and slept as one. They were a family.

      However, the time always came when a man grew up and longed for independence. Being a Blade didn’t require a vow of celibacy, nor did he shun the idea of taking a wife. Building a family was encouraged, though few had.

      For now, Oskar had no desire for more than what his Guild family offered, but he did long for his own space. “Nikos and Natalia had a cottage. Do you know if it still stands?”

      Oskar’s best friend had been dead for… Had it truly been seven and ten years already? It felt like yesterday.

      In any case, Oskar had spent many a night thinking of that little home Nikos had built for his wife. Hidden inside the woods with a trail leading to a bluff of wildflowers that overlooked Praevia. One didn’t have to travel long to reach their cottage, but once there, the entire world felt an eternity away.

      Hristos’s brow furrowed, and his words came with the slightest hesitation. “I assume it’s still there. Why do you ask?”

      “I imagine it will need some maintenance, but I like to think Nikos wouldn’t mind if I lived there.”

      “He would not,” Hristos confirmed, a sad smile spread his lips. “He loved you more than most.”

      And Oskar, him. Nikos had been more than his best friend. He’d been a true brother. Not by blood, of course, but by soul. Three years had separated them in age, but somehow, that had never mattered. Nikos had guided Oskar as a brother would, whether in the ways of the Guild or the ways around a woman’s body.

      Nikos had been the one to hand Oskar his first ale. Had taught him to fish. Once, as foolish young boys, they’d traveled to the nearest family of seers and ran screaming before the old woman with one eye and gnarled fingers got a hand on them. Laughing about their shared cowardice the entire way home.

      Oskar had been there the day Nikos fell for a pretty silk merchant with his strange, mismatched eyes.

      And it was Oskar who’d spent much of his elder youth searching for answers to their disappearance. He never found them. It was widely assumed that Nikos and Natalia had left, but Oskar knew in his heart that something happened. Nikos wouldn’t have left him without a word.

      Then everyone was distracted by the war against Otuvia, followed later by the death of King Minos. Then the coronation of Prince Orestis, and his child bride, Emanouella, who’d been only two and twelve. Why would anyone care about a missing Blade of the Assassin’s Guild?

      Hristos approached with eyes that burrowed straight into Oskar’s soul, searching and questioning. “Do I need to worry about this choice of yours?”

      Nikos had been the reason Oskar was sent away for reflection. Oskar hoped Hristos believed him as he said, “No. I have accepted he’s gone.” It was a truth that had taken years for him to accept. “If the gods wish me to know how or why, they will place those truths at
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