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      The blast of gunfire pierced Aria’s eardrums and forced her to freeze. Two men in black Brayleigh military attire toting guns pointed one directly at the eighteen-year-old girl.

      The royal militia was there to collect her.

      “Show me your wrist!”

      With wide, fear-filled eyes, Aria turned her palms around to reveal no branding on either of her wrists.

      “Leave her alone!” her mother’s voice echoed from the living room. The first had been a warning shot, demanding to know where her daughter was hiding.

      Aria had buried herself in the closet when the armed military agent fired a shot. If it was a warning shot, she was not about to let her mother die because of her misfortune.

      “Wait! Don’t shoot.” She climbed out from beneath the stacks of fabrics her mother used to make clothes.

      “We have a deserter,” the one royal militia soldier shouted at his colleague, staring at Aria. His face was lined with pockmarks, his blue eyes filled with no emotion.

      A second shot rang out, forcing Aria to race into the living room. She had to see her mother and protect her at all costs. Aria gasped, her mother lay motionless on the floor, a gunshot wound to her head.

      Sophia, her mother, had protected her daughter until her last dying breath from those monsters.

      Although she wanted to flee, she couldn’t. They were armed and she weighed probably half of what they did, with no training in combat, and surely she could not outrun a bullet.

      “Move and die.” His words were not just a threat, given the sight before her eyes.

      “Don’t do this,” Aria tried pleading with the two armed men who worked for King Gideon. “Please, I can pay you.” She didn’t have much money, but she could scavenge whatever it took if they allowed her to buy back her freedom and her life.

      At fifteen, women were required to come before the king and his four sons to offer themselves as courtesans.

      The princes took only those they found most attractive and alluring for their harem. The rest were returned to their homes with a brand on their wrist proving they had been through the process and rejected.

      These royal militia agents had been alerted of her status, but who would have told?

      Sophia sheltered her daughter from the men who desired her for being an emerald, a rarity in Brayleigh, after the horrific genocide that slaughtered millions.

      Lucky Aria was born with blue eyes during the war. At age seven, the color gradually shifted from blue to green. The war may have ended, but she would never be safe. Democracy had fallen, and a king rose to protect his new nation.

      The king had a desire for virgin flesh, and when his sons reached fifteen, they were given a monthly allotment of young women to choose from.

      How had the palace gotten wind of Aria’s existence? Once her eyes had changed from the blue of the ocean to the green of the grass, the young girl had been kept inside the cottage, sheltered from others.

      Of course she snuck out, catching a glimpse of moonlight and stars speckling the night sky, but she always stayed close to home. In her years growing up she had befriended Ethan, her nearest neighbor who had only a few years on her.

      His family would never have sold her out.

      The ceremony at fifteen was supposed to be an honor. On the last day of every month, the women who had reached fifteen were brought into court and presented to the princes.

      Women who were accepted were supposedly lavished in luxury. No one knew what happened, because those women didn’t return home, ever. Aria didn’t buy it. Not with the way those men stormed into her home and murdered her mother.

      “You’re coming with us,” the taller of the two men said, his skin smooth except for the stubble on his jaw.

      He grabbed Aria’s waist and tossed her over his shoulder. She kicked, and her arms flailed, trying to fight back. It did no good, as she was small in size and stature.

      Aria should have known she couldn’t hide forever. It had been three years since her fifteenth birthday, and she began to think she’d been long forgotten. Birth records, along with most of the government’s historical records and documents, were lost in the war. Aria had hoped hers had burned in the fires that ravaged the city.

      At eighteen, she would be sentenced to death if a prince didn’t choose her, for disobeying the laws of the kingdom.

      “Sedate her,” the man standing by the door said. He was the one who fired the shot that killed Aria’s mother.

      Aria screamed as loud as her lungs would let her. “Help!”

      No one could hear her pleas in the cottage in the middle of nowhere. Even if someone had been nearby, no one would have been stupid enough to face off with the royal militia.

      The scorching sun blinded Aria as the guard carried her out into the heat. Her forehead glistened with sweat, and a needle pierced her arm. Her vision wavered but she fought the sensation as her eyelids drooped.

      “No!” she attempted to scream but the sound came out more like a faint whisper, begging for release. “Please. Let me go.”

      “I can’t do that,” the man carrying Aria said.

      The second man opened the back of the van and tossed the girl inside.

      She worried she may never experience freedom again. Her eyes shut, passed out.
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      There were days he hated his father. James could not help the anger bubbling inside of him.

      Did he love being a prince? Beyond anything. However, there were also fleeting moments of unhappiness that crept into his very existence.

      He watched as a girl was brought in, unconscious and carried by two men up to the guest suites that were used solely for the monthly courtesan choosings. Her dark hair and shut eyes reminded him of a story from another era.

      Did she sleep as soundly as sleeping beauty?

      The two royal militia guards shut the door on their way out of her room.

      Prince James stopped them from passing by in the hall, blocking their exit.

      “Tell me about her.”

      If guards were bringing the girl in unconscious, it only meant one thing: she was well beyond fifteen. From the looks of it, James guessed she was eighteen or nineteen.

      Why had she ignored her required invitation to court?

      “We got a tip that an unmarked girl was hiding out. She put up quite a fight, but we brought her to you. King Gideon will be pleased,” the man with a pockmarked face said. “We have other business to attend to, do you mind?” He nodded, gesturing that they wished to walk past.

      James had learned very little about the brunette and her whereabouts.

      Where had she been hidden away? Did she not desire the jewels of the royal family and the fortune that followed being a courtesan?

      He could not send her back to the shadows of her old life if she was not fifteen. It would be a violation of his father’s rules. James had no intention to break them, for fear of his father whipping his back raw.

      Waiting until the royal militia guards stalked down the stairs, James sneaked across the hall and glanced in on the sleeping girl.

      Her dark hair fell around the pillow beside her, fanning out as she slept.

      He did not worry about waking her. If they drugged her bringing the young brunette into the palace, then she would be asleep for many more hours.

      Would she awaken in time for him to choose a courtesan?

      What made her afraid to face the princes upon her fifteenth birthday?

      She was beautiful, and James might have considered her a courtesan, but she seemed quite simple, too. Her fingernails were caked with dirt beneath them, and her dirty and torn dress had faded beneath the sun and outside.

      Would she be saddened to learn that the girls of the royal harem stayed inside, where they could be kept safe?

      “James, what are you doing?” Prince Aaron asked, coming up behind his brother and glancing over his shoulder.

      James was the taller of the two. He spun around and stepped out, quietly closing the door behind him. He did not wish to let his younger sibling catch a glimpse of the sleeping girl. She had caught his eye and he wanted to keep it that way, without worrying if Aaron would bring her to his royal harem.

      It was no secret that Aaron despised the harem, or more specifically being forced by their father to send away a courtesan every month.

      They were not given a choice, and though their eldest brother, August, thrived on the attention of new ladies, James and Aaron did not.

      “I’m looking for Henry,” Aaron said. He looked concerned, as though he’d gotten himself into further trouble while he was away, though James did not know where he went or what he was often up to.

      “I haven’t seen him.” Henry was the second in line for the throne should anything happen to August after their father passed. “Is there anything I can help you with?” James asked.

      “No. I had a question about a courtesan from a few years back, but he probably doesn’t remember her anymore. It doesn’t matter much,” Aaron said, shrugging it off.

      James wrapped an arm around his younger brother’s shoulder, pulling him farther down the hall toward the princes’ suites.

      He wanted to keep the brunette to himself, bring her to his harem, and forego the choosing. James did not want to consider the effect she might have on August.

      Though he did not know her, a girl who was hiding out to keep away from court meant she would not be happy to be there.

      Prince August would thrive off her desire to return home and the fear she might feel being in his presence. He was not a generous prince or virtuous in the slightest.

      Much like their arrogant father, August had set out on becoming just like the King of Brayleigh, smug on taking what was not his.

      Already he felt a hint of affection, a desire to protect the girl who had come in well past her prime.

      Why could she not have come when she was fifteen to court? What made her desire to break the rules? Did she think she could live and hide unnoticed in Brayleigh?

      James did not wish to punish the young woman more than she had already been. If the royal militia stormed her home, then it was likely deaths followed.

      They were not ones to knock on a door and ask a young woman to come with them. Known for using brute force, James hoped that her family remained alive wherever she called home.
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      Aria woke to the sound of rushing water and her eyes flashed open. Where had they taken her?

      Fluffy and soft beneath her, she sank into the warm inviting mattress.

      Were they trying to show her the pleasure of being a slave to the prince? The walls were a crisp white and gold with stripes decorated from decadent wallpaper. The window streamed a small hint of light through the sheer yellow curtains.

      The color reminded her of daisies. Her eyes studied the room. There was nothing within reach to use as a weapon.

      How would she get out of the royal palace?

      She assumed that had been where the royal militia had taken her. They were the only men dressed with the crest, sporting weapons, who raided people’s houses and murdered civilians without question.

      Her eyes glistened thinking of her mother. She swallowed the sadness and fear, and sat up. She had a small window of opportunity to escape.

      The princes hadn’t met her yet which meant she might still be able to leave.

      Aria glanced down to see that she had been dressed in a robe. Who took her clothes?

      She clenched the plush garment around her naked body, uncomfortable. Why would anyone strip her without her knowledge?

      Aria’s eyes widened, horrified. Had they done anything else to her while she was unconscious?

      “Don’t be shy,” a young woman said as she brought a pitcher of water and a glass beside the bed.

      Her long blonde hair was curled into a bun at the back of her head. The simple gray dress was tight and cinched around her chest, only to flow at the waist and reach her toes.

      She looked like a handmaiden from more than a century ago. The woman’s eyes were a pale blue, the color of a perfectly clear ocean that one might wade through along the equator.

      “You should drink up. The sedative can be quite dehydrating.” She poured half a glass and handed it to Aria to drink. “I’m Clara, your handmaiden,” she said, introducing herself.

      The woman could have been her older sister, not quite her mother’s age but nowhere near eighteen either.

      “I’m Aria.” She sipped the water feeling it slide down her throat.

      Holding the cold glass forced a tingle through her hands and arms. “Where am I?” She presumed to already know the answer but preferred to hear it for herself.

      She felt the woman’s stare. It was probably because Aria had green eyes.

      “The royal palace. Do not look so shocked.”

      Clara didn’t comment on her eyes, but she also couldn’t tear her gaze away either. Had she never seen an emerald before?

      “You look a bit older than the other girls brought in.”

      Aria considered lying about her age, but what good would it do?

      The men came to her home and dragged her to court. It wasn’t as though she willingly arrived there on her own when expected. Now, they would probably kill her for her mistake.

      “I’m eighteen,” Aria said and placed the empty glass on the nightstand.

      She would accept her fate with honor. Her mother had taught her that much, watching her die. Even in her last moments she had not sold out her daughter’s whereabouts.

      Aria felt the weight of her mother’s death upon her shoulders, a burden she could not shake. It would haunt her for many years.

      Clara’s expression grew grim. “I see. There’s no time to get ready. You slept through the preparations. The royal militia must have given you quite a strong dosage. You are to follow me to be presented to the four princes.”

      Aria planted her feet on the ground and shivered from the cold marble floor.

      She had never stepped upon such beautiful a surface, except perhaps outside. Aria loved the grass, the earth, tending to the land. She doubted she would ever step foot in the gardens again.

      “Come with me, and leave your robe here,” Clara said.

      Though she didn’t want to go or do as she’d been told, what choice did she have? How far could she get on foot? Besides, her house was now the court’s property because her mother hid Aria and lied to the king.

      If Aria was to survive, she had but one chance.

      “Must I leave the robe?” she asked, chewing her bottom lip anxiously.

      She could feel her bare skin beneath the plush material and did not wish to undress in front of another person.

      “Yes, the princes expect to see the courtesans in full bloom. Do not be shy, Aria. Come, get undressed, and follow me.”

      Aria stepped out of the robe and raised her right arm to cover her breasts and her other hand to cover her most intimate parts. She didn’t like this one bit.

      How could they expect her to wear nothing in front of another soul?

      “Don’t be shy. Believe me, we’ve seen it all before,” Clara said and walked out of the room, holding the door open for her to join.

      Aria hesitated but followed her out into the hallway.

      Forty young women stood naked in the hall. Most did not seem bothered by their nudity, unlike Aria.

      The young emerald stalked past an array of women with their hair down in curls or wrapped in braids. Her dark locks were brushed but in no way elegant.

      Many of the women wore makeup, their eyelids coated in rich blues and greens. Were they trying to make their eyes more appealing for Prince Henry?

      She had known little about each of the four princes, but Henry was well known for taking women who were not sapphires, the common gem of Brayleigh.

      Another girl in the hall passed by Aria wearing cherry red lipstick. Her hips swayed as she walked, trying to claim as much attention as possible.
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