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      “Van Dyke puts an imaginative spin on “Cinderella” in her second Reimagined Fairy Tales romance, The Ugly Stepsister, which takes place after the traditional tale’s happy ever after. Van Dyke keeps readers guessing with a clever, twisty plot that proves stories are always filtered through the point of view of their tellers. The hero and heroine make a swoon-worthy pair, and supporting characters add color, especially rebel Mina and her brothers. This adult fairy tale will captivate fans of fantasy romance.” — Publisher’s Weekly

      

      “A fun, sexy, swashbuckling read. Hook is a swoony, caring, protective surprise of a hero, and he meets his match in the dauntless and sassy Tink, who’ll go toe-to-toe with a pirate any day. Magical creatures, seafaring adventures, plot twists and turns, steamy kisses (and more!) await in this exciting, reimagined version of the story of Captain Hook and Tinker Bell.” — Amanda Bouchet, USA Today Bestselling author of The Kingmaker Chronicles

      

      “A seductive reimagined Neverland fairytale dusted with magic, passion, and adventure that will hook readers from page one!” — InD’Tale Magazine

      

      “Such a wonderful retelling. Fast paced, well plotted, full of glorious pirate action and a great enemies to lovers romance at the heart of it.” – The SFFRomCast Podcast

      

      “Van Dyke’s action-packed debut puts a sexy, adult spin on Tinker Bell and Captain Hook. On this daring adventure, mermaids become the least of their problems, as Hook and Tink come under threat from their mutual enemy, Blackbeard. As they spend time together, they learn the complicated truth behind each others’ storied pasts—Van Dyke does a good job making Hook and his crew sympathetic—and a fiery passion grows. The steamy scenes, explosive battles, and adventurous treasure hunt make for a gripping tale.” — Publisher’s Weekly

      

      “Packed with steamy romance, adventure, and an unforgettable cast of characters, Megan Van Dyke’s clever reimagining of Peter Pan, centering Tinker Bell and Captain Hook, is an absolute treasure. The writing is effortless and draws you in immediately, leaving you fully immersed in a fantastical world that feels both familiar and fresh.” — Paulette Kennedy, International Best-selling Author of Parting The Veil

      

      “Keep your hands and feet inside the ride at all times. Ladies and Gentlemen we are going to Neverland. But not the Neverland you remember from your childhood. Hook and Tink are amazing in this new twist on a classic.” — Melody Caraballo, author of Unhinged Witch

      

      “Megan Van Dyke’s story resets the balance of Neverland, turning an imaginary playland into a world that lives and breathes through every scene. Highly recommend!” — K.J. Harrowick, author of Bloodflower

      

      “A delightful, sexy romp set in a fresh, yet familiar fantasy world. Perfect for anyone who has shipped Tinker Bell and Captain Hook!” — Jeffe Kennedy, award-winning author of Dark Wizard and The Forgotten Empires

      

      “A fun read that hooks you from chapter one with vivid characters and a smooth, fluid writing style.” — Desirée Niccoli, author of Called to the Deep

      

      “Megan Van Dyke just became a one-click author for me.” — Ashley King, Author of Painting the Lines and Forever After

      

      “A fun and sassy retelling that's impossible to put down.” —  Kat Turner, author of Hex, Love, & Rock and Roll
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      They conquered my city, but not me.

      Our people lay dying. Sorrena burned. The once salt-tinged breeze, turned putrid with the scent of smoke and death, ruffled my hair. Surrender was the only way to cease the carnage, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. Not when I’d be taken from the city I was born to lead and made the hostage of a tyrant.

      My sandaled foot clicked against the marble floor, sharp staccato beats in time with the fury pumping through my veins.

      “Stop that, Ilya,” Mother said from her high-backed seat at my side. She cut a hard glance up to me where I stood next to her on the dais, her dark eyes carefully devoid of emotion.

      I pressed my lips together but nodded in return. The heiress of Sorrena couldn’t appear nervous, furious, vengeful, or any of the other racing emotions churning within me. No, I must be just as severe and resolute as my mother. Her back sat as straight and stiff as the cliffs that plunged into the sea. I tightened my fist, blocked from her view, in a vain attempt to keep my emotions in check.

      Thunder rumbled, echoing through the room. The wall across from the throne was open, clinging to the top of the cliffs and providing a view of the sea beyond. Only a handful of marble columns obstructed the sight. Dark clouds hovered low on the horizon, dropping a sheet of rain into the turbulent waters below. We could no more halt the storm than the vastly more threatening and terrible fate we waited for.

      Any moment now, Emperor Ryszard’s dogs would be shown into the throne room to demand our surrender. To refuse would mean death—a long, bloody, terrible one.

      Lightning flashed over the sea. Its light reflected in the twisting silver of Mother’s crown, so similar to the streaks painted by age in her brown hair that it was hard to tell where one stopped and the other began. The central sapphire was unmistakable in its brilliance though. My hand found the smaller twin stone around my neck, the Mark of Sorrena, the symbol of the heir of the city.

      I swallowed the humorless laugh trying to break free. A failure of an heir who’d been forced to watch from the high tower as our troops were slaughtered. We’d never been fighters. Our small military were more peacekeepers maintaining order in our coastal trading city, the farthest east before the Ocean of Storms, but we’d had to try.

      The double doors groaned open. Rain and sea spray splattered onto the polished floors across the room. Men and women in crimson and grey—the emperor’s colors—filed in. Blood and dirt marred their uniforms, but otherwise, many looked none the worse for wear. I wish I could have said the same about my people.

      Lieutenant Barbarous led the procession of our enemy. It should have been Nyke, our captain of the guard, but he was lost among the dead or dying. Word of his loss still cut me deep. My chest tightened at the lack of his reassuring presence. I’d seen him almost every day of my life, discussing plans with Mother, instructing our troops, or providing me with weapons lessons that I never could quite master. No more.

      “Perhaps they’ll all slip and fall into the sea,” I muttered as they crossed the wet marble to ring the room.

      For once, Mother didn’t rebuke me.

      Terror gripped my limbs as the first of the emperor’s captains entered the room. Then another. And another. It was easy to spot the captains with the armor that covered them head to toe, all gleaming metal and polished leather. Five in all, each lethal with both blade and magic. The emperor sent only a handful of his children to drive us into submission. Each bore a different helm resembling an animal. No one truly knew the faces of men and women who led the emperor’s armies and carried out his every whim.

      Mother rose as they came to stand before us.

      I glanced at the side of the throne room where my father stood with my little sister and a cluster of nobles and advisors. He nodded to me, offering a tight smile that pulled at the laugh lines around his mouth. The best support he could give, I supposed. He was always the bright spot in our family, calm and soothing in contrast to my mother’s sharpness. A small circlet graced his head, the only sign of position that separated him from the other well-dressed courtiers he stood with.

      My sister chewed her bottom lip, her attention far away on the stormy horizon. The High Priest of Soliel, God of Light, had kept watch over my sister during the battle, but she was wise for her cycles—she knew far more of what happened than anyone wanted.

      My attention fixed on the captain in the center, the one who advanced nearer than the others—Lucien, they called him, with a helm like the great stags of the northern wood. Everyone knew of the emperor’s first-in-command. Blessed by Erabus, the God of Darkness, he could craft masterful illusions, force someone to see their worst fear, their greatest desire, or their doom staring them in the face. He didn’t use it now, but he didn’t need to. His presence struck a horror all its own. My throat dried. I notched my chin higher as I stared him down, infusing my eyes with all the fury simmering under my skin.

      We’d lost, but I’d never let them conquer me.

      “Lady Astraea Valerious.” Captain Lucien’s voice rang with power, deep and fluid as the churning seas.

      “Captain.” Mother gave the briefest of nods in return.

      My back stiffened as another captain, one with a helmet resembling a bear, snickered. A glance from Lucien silenced him. Perhaps our pitiful defense was humorous to him, or he enjoyed the thought of my proud mother submitting to them. If I’d been blessed by The Four with magical gifts like each of the emperor’s prized captains, I’d have used them at that moment. Burnt them to ash. Stolen the air from their lungs. Graced them with the kiss of death. But no, I wasn’t so blessed. Few in our city were. Nor had the Gods and Goddesses heeded my prayers as I’d kneeled in each of their four temples in turn to beg their protection and grace. Perhaps if I’d been more devout, they would have listened.

      “In the name of our emperor, I ask you to pardon your people from further death and destruction and kneel. In return, Emperor Ryszard is prepared to let you and all your people”—he gestured to those assembled—“live as long as they follow his edict.”

      He paused, but Mother did not respond. There would be more. We’d heard enough about the fate of our neighboring city-states to know. The emperor would demand a hostage as a show of our submission to his rule. An honored guest he called it—such a joke. Everyone knew one step out of line by the city-state would mean the hostage’s head. And it wouldn’t be my father’s, nor my little sister Justina’s. He’d take the person my mother would least want to lose.

      Me.

      Not because of any great love, but because I was her prized heir. The child she’d trained from birth to follow in her footsteps. All for Sorrena. Our motto. I swallowed the bitterness on my tongue. I’d have given my life to ensure Sorrena’s future if it would have saved us from this moment.

      Lucien’s attention slid to me and held.

      A shiver rolled across my skin, raising gooseflesh in its wake. I fought the urge to squirm and stared him down, our gazes locking across the space between us. What I wouldn’t give to rake my nails across his face or hurl him off the cliffs. His death wouldn’t save us, but it might spare the next city-state the emperor eyed.

      It could have been a trick of the light or my imagination, but the hint of a grin flashed behind the slim opening at his mouth. My wall of defiance shattered for the briefest of moments. My lips parted. Heat raced to my face. Lucien’s attention returned to Mother. The shift in his focus snapped the spell over me, if there’d been one at all. I straightened, my resolve firmly back in place.

      “Our emperor also requests a tax be paid to support the greater good of the empire,” Lucien said as he looked to another captain, who stepped forward bearing a large scroll, a crimson wax seal face up on its seam. “Failure to meet these requests will result in a consequence of our emperor’s choosing.”

      Greater good. I dug my nails into my palms. I didn’t need to read the scroll to know what he’d demand. Food, money, and supplies to support his army and keep us weak. No doubt he’d want any profits from our trade network as well, first access to the goods we imported, and control over the sea trade routes we’d developed to the west and south. It’s what I would demand if the roles were reversed.

      “Further, members of your household will join him as honored guests in Zhine.” Lucien’s attention slid back to me. “Your daughters.”

      Daughters.

      Plural.

      No. No, no, no.

      It was supposed to be me. Just me. But Justina—

      Mother spoke.

      I didn’t hear what she said, nor the words of the captains as I stepped off the low dais and advanced on the enemy in front of me. “Leave my sister out of this!”

      “Ilya!”

      The heat of Mother’s exclamation scalded me, but I didn’t back down as I stared up at Captain Lucien, his fierce figure only an arm’s length away. He could pull his sword and cut me down before I could retreat, but it didn’t matter.

      Mirth danced in grey eyes as stormy as the clouds behind him. “Intriguing.” His voice was so quiet I nearly missed it over the murmurs and conversation that erupted in the wake of my outburst.

      “Take me. Let her stay.” My chest rose and fell in quick succession as I braced for his reply. An invisible rope stretched between us, pulling us closer though neither moved.

      “Our emperor will want you both.”

      The rope frayed. I stumbled back as my anger seared brighter than the lightning crackling in the clouds.

      “No. He can’t, he—”

      “Ilya.” Mother stood beside me. My name might as well have been a slap in the face. Her look said everything she couldn’t. Be quiet. Don’t make this worse.

      Emotion roiled under my skin like the storming seas. First my city, my people, and now my sister. I’d destroy them all. My teeth ground together as I stared Lucien down. Let them take us and use us as pawns against Mother, but I’d make them pay for it. Him. Them. I spread my anger across the allies at his sides. Even the emperor himself.

      Mother turned to Lucien. “We accept.”

      Tears burned at the corners of my eyes as Mother knelt, her violet dress, the same shade as my own, pooled around her on the floor. Her regal head tilted forward. The only sign of subservience she’d ever shown.

      The storm reached us then, the rain blowing in sideways from the opening toward the sea. Thunder rumbled through the very ground as the biting wind tossed my hair.

      An all-consuming fire spread through my chest and up my neck. My knees wobbled. I knew this was coming. I thought I was ready, but nothing prepared me to see her like this.

      All for Sorrena.

      She’d give it all, and so would I.

      I didn’t remember kneeling or bowing my head, but there I was, staring at the boots of the emperor’s captains as the sideways rain soaked through my dress and onto my legs. The cool, salty wetness did little to douse the inferno that roared within me.

      “In the name of Emperor Ryszard, we accept the fealty of Sorrena and all its people,” Captain Lucien said, his voice once again booming and clear despite the raging storm.

      “In the name of the emperor,” his soldiers echoed.

      A single tear escaped to join the puddle. Just like that, Emperor Ryszard added another city-state to his collection.

      Mine.

      They’d pay. If it took my very life, I’d tear the empire apart one stone at a time.

      I craned my head up at Lucien. He stared not at Mother, a ruler on her knees, but at me.
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      Honor and duty. They were the foundation of my life, yet they could be cruel mistresses. They were for the armies of Sorrena today. How many died for their ruler’s foolishness?

      Weariness pressed on my shoulders. Drying sweat and grime clung to me under my armor—it chafed against my senses as much as my skin. Death walked with me long before my first battle. I’d been born with the blessing of the God of Darkness after all, but this one bothered me. So much bloodshed could have been avoided if Lady Astraea had only bent the knee and sworn fealty earlier. Or better yet, if they hadn’t blocked the trade routes, perhaps our emperor would have spared them. They weren’t a threat to us, not a military one. Their arrogance cost many lives—theirs and ours.

      At least we finally had another city-state brought in line and added to the empire. One step closer to my emperor’s goal of lasting peace and prosperity for the entire region. Perhaps then death wouldn’t be such a constant companion.

      My attention shifted to Lady Astraea’s daughter, Ilya. A proud spark of defiance flickered in her strong-willed gaze. I could almost admire it. She showed more strength than many of the men on the battlefield. Her look alone would have flayed a lesser man. Yet she’d be trouble, a nuisance that would live under our roof in Zhine and likely try to murder each of us in our sleep.

      The young woman notched her chin higher despite the unmistakable wetness on her cheeks that wasn’t from the rain. “She’s just a child. Don’t tear her away from her home, from her fa—”

      Her mother latched onto her arm. Ilya grimaced and went silent. I stiffened and fought the urge to step back. Her words had struck a blow worse than any I’d received from their men on the battlefield.

      Old memories, ones I’d long ago tried to repress, crept to the surface. A cabin in the resting season. Death. Starvation. My skin prickled as a chill slid down my spine. The deep sorrow of loss still haunted my nightmares.

      My emperor had found me there long before he rose to power after his brother’s illness and ultimate demise. I was the first of his adopted children, his captains. He gave me life, purpose. All that I’d become was thanks to him. For that, if nothing else, I served him with every waking breath. I stood a little straighter, forcing away the reckless thoughts. I couldn’t afford a distraction. Not now. Not here.

      “A feisty one.” Orson stepped forward. His words anchored me back to the moment. Like me in height and bulk, his armor still bore our enemy’s blood that he’d refused to wipe away. He thought it made him more intimidating, like the red paint he applied to the teeth of his bear helm, but it was sloppy, disrespectful. Our emperor didn’t raise us that way.

      “Maybe she already needs a reminder of who she swore fealty to.” Kasida’s tone spoke of a threat rather than a question. Her feline helm cocked my way, sharing the sharp glint in her eyes.

      They were still jumpy from the battle, bloodlust unquenched despite the terror we wrought. I gripped the pommel of the dagger sheathed at my side. This could get out of hand, and though I’d grown numb to death, any more of it today would complicate this surrender.

      Ilya’s lips thinned. She held my gaze as I turned back to her, not bothering with the other captains. Wise, she knew where power resided, but her look said much more than that. I rolled my neck to ease the sudden tension there. By The Four, she would be a thorn in my side.

      “Rise.” I gestured to the women on the ground. Rain pinged onto my armor, the storm at my back just as furious as the women in front of me.

      Orson returned to his place behind me with a huff of frustration.

      Lady Astraea finally released her daughter. The imprint of her tight grip faded from Ilya’s arm as she rose. Wet, purple fabric clung to her legs from the water, accenting a form that would be pleasing if she weren’t our captive. A gust of wind tousled her hair, rich as good soil.

      “I’ll offer you a deal.”

      “Lucien, we—”

      My teeth ground together as I waved Orson silent. He tested my authority more and more lately. We had orders to bring our emperor a guest from Sorrena to reside with him in Zhine—whomever the ruler valued most. Any fool could see that was Ilya. She’d come with us. On that, I wouldn’t budge. But he didn’t specifically demand two from Sorrena. He’d taken Lord Merrin’s twins after his oldest had been put to the sword following a failed uprising. I’d planned to bring him two from here as well. Assurance, in case of a similar incident. The foresight would please him, but plans could change.

      “I want your vow of obedience, here and now, to our emperor and to me, and I will let the little one stay.” I gestured to the young girl still trapped within her father’s arms, barely visible beyond the advisors clustered around them.

      Ilya’s lips parted. Her eyes widened before blinking rapidly.

      “You already have my pledge, the pledge of all of Sorrena to serve the emperor.”

      “Our emperor.”

      She swallowed. “Our emperor.”

      “By your oath of fealty, you and your mother have spared your people—for now,” I said. “This additional pledge is to me. No trouble. No stepping out of line. One offense against our emperor or his rule, and your sister will join us in Zhine.” By The Four, I didn’t need one more thing to worry about in this sprawling empire. If leaving the younger one behind could ensure her sister’s willful allegiance, then so be it. But if Ilya caused as much trouble as I feared, I’d bring the young one too to keep her in line and as an extra guard against misbehavior from their mother. Lady Astraea Valerious might hide her emotions well, but I had no doubt she harbored just as much fire and resentment as her oldest daughter.

      Lady Astraea glanced from her daughter to me and back again, her expectation clear.

      “I agree.” Ilya gave a jerking nod, but I didn’t miss the way her fists tightened at her sides. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed as if The Four themselves bound her vow.

      “So be it.” I nodded to Ilya in return and then to Lady Astraea. A flicker of emotion passed over her face, so dim I nearly missed it behind her granite façade. Perhaps the Lady of Sorrena had a heart after all. The governor our emperor assigned to the city would have a task keeping her in line, even if she was smart enough not to directly defy him for her daughter’s sake.

      Ilya pulled my attention once more, her scowl still etched in place. Who would have the more difficult charge to watch over—the governor or me?
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      Ilya ignored everyone for the first few days of our return journey to Zhine. She sat still as a statue in the coach we’d brought to bring the emperor’s honored guest to him. If we hadn’t immediately whisked her away, I would have sworn she traded places with her mother. They had the same emotionless expression, one so unnatural it could only be mastered by years of careful practice. She ate little and said less. Even Orson’s crude remarks at a stop on the second day earned no more than a thinning of her lips.

      Had her fire gone out? Or was it simmering and building, waiting to burst forth? The change in her demeanor intrigued me. Most of our hostages were complacent upon their capture, not eager to resume the bloodshed that led to it. Even so, there were plenty of hard looks, muffled curses, and occasional tears. One poor girl sobbed for days. There was no such emotion from Ilya.

      Even now, as we took a break to rest and water the horses, she sat in the coach, staring at the wall in front of her rather than the activity around us. This section of the dirt road ran near the river, swollen to its banks from recent rains. But soon it would veer away, leaving the forest behind for a while in favor of grazing land. This time of year, the fields would be lush with wheat ready for harvest and cattle fattened from the abundance of the growing season.

      Warren slapped me across the back, jarring me back to the moment. “Still weary from the battle?”

      “From that scrimmage outside Sorrena? Never.” I was tired. I’d drained my magic and worked my muscles to exhaustion outside the walls of the city. It was impossible to rest properly on the journey home, even with our slow pace due to the wounded. But I couldn’t let that show. Once we returned to Zhine, then I could rest properly and refill the inner well of my magic as only time and sleep could do.

      “Right.” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. His fox helm canted to the side.

      “You weren’t there.” I rolled my shoulders, forcing away the tension building there. I’d ordered Warren to stay behind and guard our supplies and our medics during the battle. Our new subjects didn’t need to know he never bloodied his sword.

      “And whose fault is that?” he asked.

      I shot him a level look. “Mine.”

      Blessed by Vespera, Goddess of Twilight, with the ability to move the very ground beneath our feet, he was one of the strongest among us—magically anyway. But the young man, no more than twenty cycles, suffered from a bad heart. The last battle he’d fought in nearly ended him. I couldn’t lose him—I wouldn’t. Not like that.

      I’d been raised together with my fellow captains at Emperor Ryszard’s country manor. There we were trained and tutored in all matters of war and government, but none of us were related by blood, at least not that we knew. As orphans, it was hard to know. Even so, the bonds between Warren and I were as strong as any blood relation. My brother by choice. I couldn’t say that about all of them. A few I’d have preferred to see the back of if not for our shared bond of loyalty.

      “Anyhow, you seem…” He shrugged. “Distracted.”

      Distracted by a puzzle I yearn to solve. My attention slid past him to the coach. Midmorning sunlight slanted in through the open window, highlighting the edge of Ilya’s face. “It’s nothing.”

      Warren shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

      Three sharp whistles split the air.

      Fuck. I pulled my sword and ran toward the warning from our scouts as another set echoed the first. “To the east.”

      Warren and a cluster of nearby troops followed.

      My grip shifted as we plunged into the heavy green underbrush, weaving between the thick, maroon trunks of the Naya trees. We’d spread out our troops, traveling in a long line through the forest roads. An ill strategy for defense, but I didn’t think we’d need it. Not this deep in territory we controlled. Who would dare?

      “Captain!” A young soldier rushed up to meet us, brushing a branch lush with needle-like pointed leaves out of his path. No visible injuries hampered his movement.

      “Report.”

      “We were fired on from just across the clearing up here. At least ten strong. They fled when we whistled for help.”

      Fled? So quickly? It wouldn’t be easy to do with the heavy overgrowth here, to say nothing of the Naya tree’s pointed leaves that could leave quite the sting on the skin if you hit them just right. I toyed with the pommel of the dagger at my side as I ordered the troops near us to spread out through the forest. “See what you can find. Take them alive if you can, dead if you must.” They couldn’t have gotten far. Turning my attention back to the scout, I addressed him directly. “Injuries?”

      He shook his head. “None, sir.”

      “None?” Warren echoed my thoughts.

      The clearing was visible down the slope ahead, an open, grassy plane spotted with shrubs. Any archer with decent skill would have been able to hit a target that far away. With several of them firing, someone should have been injured.

      Unless they meant to miss. I stiffened.

      “A distraction?” I asked, more to myself than anyone.

      The scout’s eyes widened.

      “The valuables we took are near the back with Orson and Kasida,” Warren said. “Why pull us away here? A mistake?”

      “Possibly. Unless they’re not after the valuables.” Was their aim to separate us? Divide the line? My lips pressed thin as I pondered the sudden attack. But to what end? They might take out some of our troops, but they had to have known they’d be outnumbered. Not to mention attacking us would result in our emperor exacting retribution from their respective city-state. Plus, their honored guest would be—

      Ilya.

      I snapped my head back in the direction we’d come from, suddenly certain of their ploy. “They’re after our hostage.”
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      Three sharp whistles had called away several guards and two of the captains, including the one I loathed most.

      Bastard.

      Yes, he’d let Justina stay, but he’d tried to take her away in the first place. Besides, what he’d done to my city, my people, was unforgiveable. Bile burned the back of my throat as memories of leaving Sorrena flashed through my mind. Bodies of the dead being arranged for a mass pyre. Blood leaking over blue and silver armor. Burned buildings. Blackened stone. I shuddered.

      The days had blurred into a haze of seething rage. My captors hadn’t shackled my wrists or locked me in a prison wagon, but the coach might as well have been one. I ate the rations they offered—flatbread, smelly cheese, and the occasional roasted hare or deer. I couldn’t slip out in the night and slit their throats, but that didn’t mean I had to talk to them. I’d promised good behavior, not courtesy.

      Mother would be dismayed. An heir of Sorrena turning up her nose at anyone who dared approach? Unthinkable. It wasn’t how I had been raised to behave in front of company. But these captors were far from pleasant foreign nobles. Without thinking, I slammed my fist into the coach wall, earning me a wince of pain.

      Craning my neck out the open window, I watched for returning forms—or lack thereof. A few guards in their crimson and grey uniforms still lingered about, tending to the horses as they looked off into the forest after their comrades. From this vantage I could see little beyond the thick trunks with their maroon bark and their branches laden with needle-like leaves. The guards wouldn’t be able to see too much more.

      Something was amiss, but what?

      The river stretched out in either direction off to my left, the steady rush of water pleasantly calming despite the situation. Some horses drank at the grassy edge of the water, but only a few of the emperor’s men lingered there. If I were ever to make a run for it, now would be the time. My skin tingled as I grabbed the door handle. I could do it.

      I sighed in defeat, my hand slipping into my lap. Not only would they certainly catch me, but I couldn’t risk Justina. Not for something so foolish. Mother would be disappointed that I even entertained the idea. If I were going to act, I’d need to formulate something better.

      A horse squealed. A human curse followed.

      I glanced back toward the river in time to see an arrow plant into the ground near the horse’s hooves. A second one already speared the mud nearby.

      “There!” a guard called. “Across the river!”

      Movement flickered on the opposite bank. Forms moved among dappled shadows amid the trees. My heart leaped. Allies? I embraced the side of the coach, yearning for a better view.

      “Too few,” I whispered. I sank my teeth into my bottom lip. What could they hope to accomplish with only a handful?

      An arrow crashed into the side of the coach. I yelped and jumped back from the window. A second one whistled through the opening before planting itself in the far wall with a heavy thump.

      My heart beat against my ribs as I stared at the fletched end. By The Four, that could have killed me!

      A strip of paper had been wrapped around its center and tied to the shaft with twine.

      I mustered my courage and peeked out the window. An archer in nondescript colors stood near the opposite bank. The figure gave a dramatic nod before hurrying off into the forest. My skin turned clammy. A message? From Mother?

      Hurriedly, I untied the twine. My hands shook as they pulled at the knot. My gaze flickered between the arrow and the world outside. If anyone saw… If they knew…

      The paper unfurled, dropping to the floor where I retrieved it.

      Rebels rise. Help us.

      My eyes widened. Could it be? Not the faintest whisper of rebellion had reached my ears in Sorrena. I turned the narrow paper over. Blank. My heart dropped.

      Movement caught my attention out the window. The captains.

      In a rush, I rolled up the paper and the twine and shoved them the only place I could think of—down my dress and between my breasts.

      I threw open the door and stumbled out as Lucien reached me.

      “Lady Ilya,” he said.

      I feigned hiding behind the coach, letting apprehension and worry show on my features. All I really wanted to do was grab the arrow and shove it into his eye socket.

      “You’re here.” He looked me up and down. “Unharmed.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him, feigning offense. “Did you expect me not to be?”

      His hand toyed with the pommel at his side. “What’s this about?” His voice hardened. “Did you plan this? Set up some kind of rescue attempt for yourself?”

      I gaped. “You think I know? That arrow could have killed me!” I thrust an accusing finger toward the object in question. It hadn’t been meant to harm me, I knew that now, but he didn’t.

      He stiffened as he looked past me at the coach. “But why would they…” Captain Lucien trailed off, and he glanced toward the forest on the opposite side of the river.

      “Exactly.” I spat the word in his direction. “Why would I plan my own assassination?”

      He whirled on me so fast a gasp lodged in my throat. I stepped backward, retreating from his advance until the side of the coach dug into my back. Too close. Far too close. His nearness swarmed my senses, radiating fury. The sharp gleam in his eyes matched my own.

      “If I find out you orchestrated this, then—”

      “You’ll what? Threaten my sister?” I crossed my arms over my chest and stood a little straighter, staring him down.

      Another captain trotted up with a female soldier in tow. He stood shorter than Lucien and bore a helm resembling a fox. Warren. He hadn’t been present in the throne room, though I’d identified him from the chatter of the guards on our journey here. His magic remained a mystery. Of all the emperor’s captains, we knew the least about him.

      “Lucien,” Warren said.

      “What?” Lucien snapped the question at his companion.

      Warren looked between us, silent and calm.

      Lucien’s shoulders sagged, and his voice was calmer when he turned to his companion and asked, “What have you learned?”

      “Same as what our scouts reported,” Warren said. “Should I send troops after them?”

      Lucien peered at the river. The current ran fast and strong from the recent rains. It would be a tough crossing for man or beast unless they found a bridge nearby.

      “Do it, but don’t go too far. It might be a trap. See what information you can gather.”

      Information you can gather.

      Of course. Hope glowed within me. I could gather information for these rebels. Who would be better suited and more motivated than a hostage in their midst? I’d wrest out their secrets, find some way to leak the information outside of Zhine, and take them down from within, one step at a time. I didn’t know how I’d get the information out—any letters I wrote, if I were allowed any, would undoubtedly be read—but I had nothing but time to figure that out.

      “You look pleased.” Lucien stared me down once more. His companions had ventured off to carry out his orders.

      “I couldn’t help but imagine you drowning in the river with all that armor on.” The words were out before I could stop myself.

      He blinked, as if shocked by my words.

      I notched my chin higher and refused to look down.

      “What have I gotten myself into?” He shook his head before turning to walk away.

      My lips thinned as I stared at his back. I’d expected a retort, anger, or a spew of accusations. I wanted them—anything to let me vent my fury at the terrible man. Not nothing. Instead, I channeled my frustration into a plan. Sit and play the happy captive? No. Never. I couldn’t reverse time, not even the Gods and Goddesses could. But I’d find a way to unlatch the shackles placed upon us.

      And I’d do it as far from Lucien’s watchful gaze as possible.
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        * * *

      

      I knew we approached Zhine when farms and grazing pastures became a regular part of the scenery. We neared the end of the growing season, and the fields were still lush with tall grain and other vegetables waiting to be harvested. The cattle had grown fat and lazed in their pastures. Those sights almost made me smile, until I remembered that this wasn’t the outskirts of Sorrena, and any food here likely went to feed the emperor’s armies above all.

      The city of Zhine was large and old, its buildings of stone and wood occupying both sides of the river that cut through its center. The emperor’s castle commanded the largest hillside near the city, where it lorded over the sprawling city in the valley, marring the landscape like a giant barnacle on a rock.

      The castle itself was formidable, massive—a relic of an age many cycles ago when only three families had controlled all of eastern Galanthia’s numerous city-states. Not so anymore. Cycles of strife generations ago had resulted in the breakup of the territory into its current parcels. Each city-state had a sizeable city as its capital with the surrounding area towns belonging to its control.

      Multiple towers of grey stone speared the sky, with lower levels of the castle barely visible beyond the high wall that ringed the entire thing. We approached along a rutted, cobbled road that split just ahead, one branch veering toward the heart of the city and the other ascending the hillside to the massive iron gate at the castle wall.

      We passed through the gate into the castle bailey, where I was let free from my temporary prison. The yard bustled with activity and smelled of horses, sweat, and waste—unsurprising given the number of men and beasts present. I had little time to stretch my legs before I was led inside and promptly searched by a female guard, not that I’d even had the chance to steal a knife or anything of use. Good thing I’d burned the little scroll in a campfire one night.

      Lucien led me through the maze of stone hallways. And it truly was a maze, almost like the castle was built in pieces over time without any semblance of a plan. Perhaps it was. Some passages bore colorful tapestries, others were simple and plain. At one point we must have neared the kitchens or dining hall, as the savory scent of roasting vegetables and meats caused my stomach to give an embarrassingly loud rumble. Through it all, Lucien kept a steady watch on me, frequently looking back over his shoulder to make sure I hadn’t somehow disappeared despite the guards following just behind me. Too often during our journey, I found his attention lingering on me. Avoiding his notice was difficult, gathering information more so, especially since I spent most of my time alone in that cage of a coach.

      At length, we reached a set of guarded double doors. Lucien’s fellow captains entered first, with us trailing.

      My blood boiled as I caught sight of the man seated at the back of the room.

      “My emperor.” Power and respect laced Lucien’s words as he bowed to the man where he sat in a high-backed chair behind a massive desk. It wasn’t a throne, not exactly. The room we entered was more of a private office than a space to hear the pleas of his citizens or hold a formal gathering. Although, much of the room lay barren, as if the emperor was used to having an audience standing in wait of his attention. The far side of the room he occupied, however, was lavishly decorated with wide pieces of art in gilded frames, a plush rug under his feet, and golden candelabras standing near the walls.

      “I bring you Lady Ilya Valerious of Sorrena.” Lucien gestured to me before stepping aside and leaving me alone.

      An odd part of me yearned to have him back, blocking my view of this most loathsome man. Even the captain was preferable to his emperor.

      Emperor Ryszard steepled his fingers in front of him as he scrutinized me with his shrewd and narrow gaze. His heavily greyed beard and hair spoke of a man who had seen many cycles, though a hint of strength still clung to his frame below the layers of rich fabrics that draped his skin. Unlike his captains, he didn’t bother to hide his face, though I truly wished he would. Then, I wouldn’t have to look upon the man who carried an aura of ownership over all he beheld, as if he truly thought himself the rightful ruler over so many he conquered.

      “Ilya Valerious.” His fingertips drummed against one another.

      “Emperor.” It took everything I had to keep the fury from my voice. My body shook with rage seeing the man responsible for so much death and destruction. And for what? So he could reign like a god over us and increase his own wealth and power? He promised peace and prosperity for all, but those conquered by him had seen none of it. He started the wars. He weighed taxes on our people that would ensure hungry bellies during the resting season.

      The emperor rose from behind his heavy desk of dark wood and stalked my way. The fur cloak around his shoulders brushed the stonework behind his polished boots. “My guest should kneel when greeting her emperor.”

      My body stiffened, refusing to bend. I had to, I knew that, but kneeling before this monster, with his gleaming captains ringing the room, rebelled against my nature.

      “Perhaps some persuasion?” Kasida asked. I recognized her from the journey here. In fact, most of the emperor’s captains I knew from rumor and reputation, if not introduction.

      She advanced, but Ryszard waved her back as he approached.

      I swallowed and forced my knees to bend, lowering my eyes to stare at the boots of the approaching tyrant.

      He extended a ring-decked hand. Rubies and garnets shone in their golden settings from the light of the candle-lit chandelier above.

      It took everything to lean forward and kiss his rings. Oh, to have a dagger to plunge into his neck. It would cost my life, but that would be a worthy price to end his reign. I’d contemplated it for endless hours during our journey to Zhine. Unfortunately, I’d never had the chance to steal a weapon, and they likely would have discovered it and taken it from me.

      “Welcome to Zhine, Lady Ilya. I’m pleased to finally have Sorrena join our empire.”

      As if we’d chosen to serve him. I fought the urge to wipe my mouth as the emperor turned and strode back to his desk. His every word was poison, just like what he’d used to murder his brother and steal his throne. He claimed illness took him, but rumors said otherwise. We should have seen his lust for power then and acted, but the city-states had mostly tenuous relationships with each other at best. Working together wasn’t something we did much at all, certainly not easily, and now it cost us everything.

      “Excellent work, my first,” the emperor said as he reclaimed his seat.

      Lucien bowed to his emperor.

      “Captain Warren, see our guest to her room.”

      A room? Not a cell? I clenched my jaw shut to keep the thought from spilling forth. So quickly the emperor dismissed me, as if I’d brought him tea and not proof of my city-state’s fall. He’d regret that. I’d make sure of it.

      Warren escorted me through the halls. He wasn’t the worst of them, and if I’d had to choose one to escort me, I likely would have picked him. He was kind to those he commanded, from the little I’d seen, and had slipped me a few sweet cakes during our journey here. Because I wasn’t eating enough, he’d said. Fair. Though who could eat with the memory of their people’s conquest fresh in their thoughts? Perhaps, in another world where Warren wasn’t one of the emperor’s captains, we could have been friends. In this one, however, he was one monster serving another. Didn’t he see the death and destruction he caused?

      “I think you’ll like Lady Elin. She’s kind, though a bit skittish,” he said as we traversed the halls. He had a gentle voice, and a young one. This captain could be a teenager for all I knew. It would explain why we knew so little about him. “Perhaps you can share some of your courage with her?” he added.

      I looked at him sideways but didn’t reply. I’d never met Elin Glaus of Ourelas, one of the northernmost city-states, but there were worse people he could have assigned me to share a room with. She was another woman after all, one only a few cycles younger than me, and rumor held that she was pleasant as Warren described.

      We turned a corner down another long hallway. My breath caught. I skidded to a halt. A familiar face stared back.

      “Lady Ilya.” Gabriel Laril, the heir of Trale, gave me a sad smile. “The rumors are true then. Sorrena has fallen.”

      More grey colored his sandy hair than I remembered, but there was no mistaking the kind man who had periodically traveled to Sorrena to negotiate trade agreements on his brother’s behalf. He’d been my companion, a sort of temporary uncle, when I’d visited Trale with Mother cycles ago. The stories he told made me laugh, and he’d included me in conversation where most overlooked me for my youth.

      “Your room will be the first on the left. Your trunks will be delivered soon if not already,” Warren said. “I’ll leave you.”

      We weren’t truly alone. Guards wandered the halls in silent patrol. Another two stood at the end of the corridor. Of course, we’d be watched at all times.

      “It’s true,” I said once Warren rounded the bend, out of sight.

      The fall of Gabriel’s city-state was a terrible blow. If we’d helped them then… I grimaced at the thought. We’d have only lost sooner. We weren’t outfitted for war. Defending sea-fearing vessels from rogue pirates was the best we could muster, and truthfully, we were not as successful at that as we ought to have been.

      “I’m so sorry, Ilya.”

      We met in a friendly embrace, sharing the sorrow of my news. But we couldn’t linger on that. Not for long. We had work to do.

      “I bring other news,” I whispered in his ear. “Rebels rise, and we can help them.”
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      I reclined in the grass under the thick boughs of a tree, savoring the fresh air and the breeze across my skin. It almost felt like a dream, but it wasn’t. For the first time in the few weeks since I’d been brought to Zhine, they let us outside. Not just in the inner courtyard garden that we were often allowed to wander, but truly outside, beyond the castle walls.

      It was a risk on their part, I knew, but also part of their clever ruse. After all, if we looked like honored guests instead of prisoners, some people might just start to believe it. Sneaking off would be impossible with how many guards were around. Even some of the captains lingered near, but still, it was a pleasant change. If only we could have used the opportunity to pass off information to the rebels somehow—maybe left a note in a tree or something. With the emperor holding us captive, he tied the hands of our respective families, our people. But not us.

      “There’s a workroom where a scribe copies letters,” Lord Fernand Reis of Nassia whispered when we had a moment where the guards moved out of earshot.

      The young man had hidden his pregnant wife in a temple to the Goddess of Dawn when his city had been invaded, keeping her out of sight from Ryszard’s men. Even they respected the sanctity of The Four. The ruse had worked, ensuring her safety, but now the two were separated, and he’d missed the birth of his first child.

      One more emotional burden. One more separated family. All the more reason he was eager to work with Gabriel and I to smuggle information to the rebellion somehow.

      “Locked, I’m sure.” Gabriel stretched his arms over his head before reclining back on the soft patch of grass, pretending to relax.

      “Not always, from what I overheard,” Fernand replied. “And it’s not far from the dining hall. We just have to get through the guarded door.”

      “Oh, that’s all,” I said, letting the sarcasm drip from my words. The clang of metal rang out as nearby soldiers shifted in their drills and began sparring. I’d hoped that watching the drills might give us some insight into the emperor’s plans for his armies, but the drills were basic enough that they told us nothing.

      “Maybe we need a distraction?” Gabriel suggested.

      A man slipped in his drills and fell to the ground, groaning a curse that carried over to us. “Or we wait for them to slip up.” I gestured to the man for emphasis. Green as some of them were, it was possible.

      “You could use your feminine wiles on them.” Fernand smirked, his eyes hooded with mischief.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “Or perhaps you should charm them.” With his dark hair, chiseled jaw, flawless golden skin, and confident air, the man certainly had the ability to turn heads with little effort.

      “My charms are better used elsewhere,” he replied.

      Elsewhere? I fought the urge to prod for more information as another set of guards wandered in our direction. Their feigned casual approach wasn’t fooling anyone, probably just as our relaxed and casual nature might not either, but it was a careful dance we all played.

      Despite the sour note Fernand’s suggestion elicited, upon further thought, he did have a decent point. I’d caught a fair share of guards looking my way, like this pair now. I stretched out my legs, baring a little more skin to the light. As expected, one of the guardsmen adjusted his focus ever so slightly. Perhaps it was worth a try.

      Elin wandered up, the book she’d been reading clasped tightly in front of her, and sat on the ground next me, spreading the skirts of her dress out around her like a proper young lady. She sat straight-backed and tall with posture even my mother would have praised…unlike my reclined and casual position.

      Though only a few cycles my junior, she’d retained an innocent disposition more like my sister’s than my own. Perhaps that was part of what made us easy friends. That and sharing a room together. Though I’d been hesitant of the arrangement at first, Elin’s presence had become a welcome comfort in this prison of a castle. Much as I was loathe to admit that a captain was right, Captain Warren had been correct that I would like her, though none of my courage seemed to have worn off on her, at least not yet.

      “Should they really be doing that, you think?” she asked to none of us in particular before gesturing to Lord Merrin’s twins, Titus and Theo, sparring not far from the training ring. Someone had let the boys borrow wooden training swords, and they met in a clumsy clash before springing apart once more.

      Elin was always worried about stepping out of line, and she jumped at the slightest odd sound. A surprise, given her father’s penchant for trouble. It was no wonder Ryszard had targeted their city-state early on for supposed infractions upon his border—ones Elin fervently denied. She’d awoken in tears from nightmares of that conquest more than once—not that I could blame her for that. We all had memories that haunted us now. Sometimes they woke me too. And the poor girl, she’d witnessed even more than I had, having lost all three of her older brothers in the fighting when their city-state fell.

      Gabriel shrugged. “I trained at their age. It could be good for them. Take their mind off things for a while.”

      The boys had had a difficult time of things as well, particularly once they first arrived. Gabriel mentioned that they had only recently started to calm down, and if training helped that, if the emperor’s men would allow it, I supported it wholeheartedly. In fact, part of me yearned for it myself. I’d trained often with Nyke, our captain of the guard, back in Sorrena. Though I’d probably started too late. Perhaps that’s why I struggled to master the skills he taught. At only seven cycles, these boys would be better served learning now. I only hoped they had a bright future to learn for—more reason we had to succeed.

      As the guards wandered off, I voiced the next part of our plan. “If we do find something, then we need to make use of it. Get it…” I gestured around us. And not just out, but to someone we could trust, someone who could get it to the rebels. Ideally, one of our families, if we could be so lucky.

      Elin gave a dramatic sigh. “I should have kept reading…” She supported our plans, though all of it made her nervous. Fair enough. But she was trustworthy and steadfast. Even if we refused to let her get involved in anything dangerous, she was good at listening and gathering information. After all, the guards were not quite so careful around her given her innocent and unsuspecting disposition.

      “I’ve got that handled,” Fernand said with entirely too much confidence. He’d claimed as much before, but never shared exactly how he’d accomplish such a feat.

      “Care to share?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Best if I don’t.”

      I scowled at him. That lack of trust and cooperation got the city-states into this mess to begin with. If we’d worked together from the start, the emperor wouldn’t have been able to pick us off one by one.

      Foolish, so foolish.

      Though perhaps not a surprise. After all, it was how the city-states came to be. Once, three families ruled the stretch of eastern Galanthia that the city-states now occupied. But their heirs started squabbling among themselves, refusing to support one another, and so the territory splintered off into the various larger cities and their surrounding lands.

      “Well, maybe the workroom will have a stack of outgoing letters I can add to. Unless you’re willing to talk?” My brows arched high as I tilted my head to the side. Stubborn man.

      Fernand stared me down, but it was Gabriel, ever the voice of reason, who replied. “If one of us gets caught and interrogated…”

      I sighed. They didn’t want whatever connections they’d begun to cultivate to potentially be compromised by someone else. It was smart, really, and I admired their determination to help their homelands however they could from within Zhine. After all, it was that spark of defiance that now brought us together. Still, it chafed to know I wasn’t privy to all elements of the plan.

      “They don’t tell me anything either,” Elin interjected, opening her book once more and thumbing through its pages.

      “Perhaps later,” Gabriel whispered before bobbing his head with a significant look past me.

      A tingle of unease crawled down my spine, almost like a cloud had covered the sun and promised rain, though no such tufts of white or grey marred the sky. Without even meaning to, I tensed up before I looked over my shoulder, half-knowing what I would find.

      Striding our way around the corner of the training area were two more captains: Zurina, with a mask like a great hawk who could control animals, and the one who always seemed to be stalking my shadows, Lucien. Every time I looked at him, I remembered the fall of my city and his threat to bring my sister to this horrible place. Worse, they weren’t watching the guards in their drills, but instead stared right at us.

      I couldn’t see their faces, not with those ridiculous helms covering them, but one doesn’t need to see lightning to hear the thunder and know it might strike them.

      “Elin, read aloud to us.” We needed something so our gathering would look less suspicious.

      “Um…” She tucked a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “I’m not sure you’d like it.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Just read. Start at the beginning.” I shifted my attention to the captains once more, and this time she followed.

      Her eyes widened a fraction before she looked away. Dutiful as ever, Elin flipped the book back to the beginning and started to read, “Once upon a time, in a small village—”

      Gabriel groaned and laid back on the grass.

      Elin looked to me, her blue eyes round and unsure.

      “Ignore him.” I shuffled closer to her, half-turning my back on the men. A good story might be just the cure for my irritation, and Elin really did have such a lovely reading voice.

      “Right. Well.” She smoothed out the page and started again. “Once upon a time…”
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      The exterior training yard was full of soldiers working their drills, ones they certainly needed based on the sloppy sparring taking place. But the men and women working up a sweat under the blazing end-of-season sun weren’t the main reason why I’d chosen to take a walk around the training yard with Zurina.

      My gaze fixed on a group of the emperor’s honored guests lounging in the tree-dotted grassy expanse nearby. “I still think this is a terrible idea.”

      “Why?” Zurina replied, catching the direction of my attention. “It’s not like they’re in any danger.”

      I halted, leveling her with a hard, flat look. “That’s not my concern.” Which she likely well knew. Sometimes she seemed to know my thoughts better than I did. Not literally, of course. Her gifts came from Aurora, Goddess of Dawn, and though she could communicate with animals, that did not extend to humans. Any power of the human spirit or mind could only come from Erabus, God of Darkness, who granted my blessing of illusions.

      “You worry too much.” She smacked me on the shoulder. “The guards have eyes on them at all times. There’s no way they could sneak away. Besides, it might be good if they relax a bit, you know?”

      “You’re not worried about how comfortable some of them have gotten with each other? What they might be plotting together?” Ever since Ilya arrived, the mood of the others had changed. They seemed bolder somehow, encouraged, and it wasn’t because she was a blinding ray of sunshine. Oh, she shone, so brightly I often couldn’t look away, but it was with a raging fire of fury rather than a pleasant disposition. Somehow she used that passion to galvanize the others, little sparks spreading to them like the start of a wildfire that would consume everything in its path. If I’d seen such heart in one of my soldiers, I’d have admired it, praised it, stoked that fire hotter and seen how it would transform her even more. In Ilya, it spelled trouble. Just like I thought the day I met her.

      “What could they plot here?” Zurina asked. “Even if they do, what could come of it? We’re better off focusing on real problems, like where we’re going to store all that delicious wine you brought back from the last conquest.”

      She laughed at her own joke, but it only soured my mood. We had plenty of things to worry about, and that was the least of them. Whomever had attacked us on the road still remained a mystery, one that plagued my mind into the late hours of the night.

      “Oh, come on,” Zurina replied to my silent scowl. “You know I’m kidding.”

      A heavy sigh slipped through my lips. “I know.” She was always the one trying to lighten the mood, which I appreciated, even if it didn’t take any of the weight off my shoulders these days.

      Perhaps it would be wise to separate them more though—at least for a time. I hadn’t thought it would present a problem for Ilya to stay in the same room as another guest, or for all of them to be housed so close together. It saved space and made it easier for us to watch them. Now, doubt nagged at me. I turned back toward the group lounging under a tree some distance away. The men both lay in the grass, seeming to rest. Ilya had slid next to Elin, who sat with a book open in her hands, reading aloud. The soft, high notes of her voice were a muted hum mingling with the grunts and groans of the training soldiers and crack of wood as training staves met over and over.

      “See, they’re reading,” Zurina said. “Not a problem. If you really want to worry about our guests, then spare a moment for those poor boys.” She gestured to the twins where they beat at each other with wooden swords. “They’ll never learn like that.”

      I winced as they met in another wild clash, both huffing with exhaustion. No, they certainly wouldn’t. The sight pulled at something deep within me. Maybe it was the scars of my own childhood, but seeing the boys struggle always left me with a hollow ache. And how they’d suffered… Their older brother had refused to submit to our emperor’s hospitality. His rebellion earned him death and condemned his younger brothers to live here in his stead, far from their family. They were old enough to know exactly what happened, but too young to endure it without a barrel of tears and sorrow-laced fury.
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