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            ZAK

          

          TWO MONTHS AFTER DORAGUNE PREVAILED

        

      

    

    
      “Humans choose to do this? For fun?” Luca huffed a weary breath behind me, and I smothered a laugh at his antics.

      “Yes, we like it.” I paused along the trail, turning back to wait for him to catch up, a sneer of loathing on his handsome face. I sucked in a deep breath of sweet Einen air, so bracing and fresh. “It’s invigorating. And great exercise.” I pasted on a huge smile, willing him to find enjoyment in our morning hike up the mountain.

      “This exercise you speak of is exhausting.” He gripped my hand as I helped him over a rough patch of loose stone.

      “That’s the point. It gets the blood flowing, makes you feel alive!” I nudged him to get us moving again, gripping his shoulder as he passed.

      I barely caught his muttered expletive and gave him an encouraging pat on the back. “It’s good for you.” I winked and carried on, darting ahead to clear the way so he wouldn’t stumble.

      He hated this so much, but I could not resist Luca doing something he disliked with a fiery passion just because it was something I enjoyed. “I promise it will be worth it when we get there.”

      “You know I could make that happen in a heartbeat if you’ll just tell me where we’re going.” He gave me a pleading look, mopping the beads of perspiration from his brow. “Ugh, I’m actually sweating. This is a nightmare.” He rubbed his damp palm against my shirt to rid himself of the offensive sweat.

      “It’s not always about the destination.” I stared up into the pale lavender sky. “Sometimes, it’s about the journey getting there.”

      I couldn’t help the laughter bubbling up inside me at the string of curses flying out of his mouth about my ‘sentimental, philosophical, keeper woo-woo.’

      “You better be feeding me at some point.” He scrambled up behind me, panting. “I’m tired and hungry. And I don’t do tired and hungry for anyone but you.”

      Grumpy, out of his element Luca was adorable.

      “Our lunch is in your pack with plenty of your favorites.” I pulled him along behind me.

      “Will there be libations?”

      “Of course. I have met you, you know.”

      Luca slowed, one brow lifting as he eyed me. “And what about cheese?”

      “Lots of cheese and crackers with the smoked meats you like.”

      “And golden berries?”

      “Samara got them for me herself. Along with a stack of your favorite honey cakes for a snack on the way back down.”

      “I will continue with this hiking nonsense on the way up, but we’re traveling my way to get home.”

      “Look at you, compromising like a human.” I dodged his playful swat and set a pace I knew he could handle. “You never complained when we were traveling with Odessa through the Aleshaan Mountains.”

      “Traveling was necessary, and I was prepared for it. This “recreational” nonsense is… I…just don’t get it. Humans are strange creatures.”

      I took his hand again and walked a little slower, my heart cracking a bit. “Has no one ever taken you on a picnic before?”

      Luca eyed me with a remarkable frown puckering his forehead. “That’s not a thing people do unless they’re a child. At least not with their Moirai…companion.”

      “Well, it’s a thing we do.” I gripped his hand with a gentle squeeze. “Just up over the next bend and we’ll be close.”

      Luca nodded, mustering up a smile for me. “Lead the way.”

      “Tell me again about Sheema?”

      “I’ve told you all about the prophecy. It’s only been two months since Doragune conquered theirs. We should be taking a break from work while we can.”

      “Humor me and tell me again.” With a smile I turned toward him, walking backward with arms stretched out as I sang the words of prophecy from the book thumping against my hip with every step.

      “A prince of the song

      Love misplaced, where it doesn't belong.

      Should it persist and refuse to flee,

      A kingdom will sink beneath the sea.”

      “It’s ominous, yet alarmingly straightforward. I don’t trust it.”

      “All prophecy is deceptive,” Luca said. “We learned that firsthand through Mara’s drastic measures dissolving the empire. The prophecy said she would lay waste to the empire, and she did, just not in a destruction of lives sort of way.”

      “But what are the signs Sheema will fall? What should we be searching for? What has happened there in the past? I need to know these things.”

      Luca heaved a sigh, but his mouth twitched with the hint of a smile. “You are annoyingly persistent.”

      “I need to know what I’m up against. Preferably before the world starts falling apart around me…again.”

      “Us, darling.” Luca stopped walking, forcing me to face him. “You are not alone in this, and no matter what happens in Sheema, no one can ever call you a failure.” He leveled his dark gaze with mine, his bold words a balm to my inner turmoil with the immediate future. “I am literally Fate, and even I have learned the only thing predictable about prophecy is that it is completely unpredictable.”

      “Oddly enough, that makes sense, but it can’t hurt to pick your brain while I have your attention. You are Fate after all. You’ve done this how many times?”

      “Too many.” He rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’ll tell you everything I know, but I see what you’re doing.”

      “What?” I tilted my head, feigning innocence.

      “You’re trying to distract me from the bugs and the muggy heat of the day, and all this…nature.” He waved his hand at the beautiful landscape with an air of utter disgust.

      “You got me.” I walked beside him. “But I still want to know all the things. Teach me, oh wise Moirai of Fate.”

      “You’re laying it on a bit thick, love.”

      “Please?” I widened my eyes in that earnest way that got Samara to do the right thing when she wanted to do anything but.

      “Obviously, as the strongest Lamia in centuries, Damien is the Prince of the Song. And he cannot fall in love.” Luca gave a halfhearted shrug. “It’s really that simple.”

      “That’s too obvious. I don’t like it.” I lifted the low hanging branches blocking the trail for him to pass through.

      “It is but the first layer of the prophecy.” He ducked under, turning to hold the branches for me. “But the obvious is always the best place to start with the Sheema prophecy. There is a reason it’s tradition for the emperor to choose the brides of Sheema. In the same way Doragune outlawed gold, the crown prince must marry a woman of the crown’s choosing. Her only job is to provide him an heir of the Song, and maybe a spare or two. After, she’s free to go her own way, though she must remain Sheema’s queen, despite a lack of any real power in the position.”

      “But then the prince could find his true love. After he has his heirs?”

      “No.” Luca’s voice dropped to a hushed whisper. “Damien can never have romantic love. Ever.”

      “That’s…tragic.” I couldn’t imagine a life without love.

      “If he falls in love, it will destroy Sheema.”

      “Will it really sink?”

      “Rising tides are one of the first signs the prophecy has begun. Any day now, we will hear reports of flooding. It will be slow at first. Hardly noticeable. But as the waters begin to come, we must find a way to break the prophecy.”

      “So, we just need to keep Damien away from anyone he’s attracted to. And then proceed from there.”

      “It will be more difficult than it seems.” Luca swatted at a mosquito hovering around his neck. “King Oannes is currently seeking a wife for his new crown prince. Damien was raised to become the consort of the future Empress of Doragune. Prince Orlando was selected to rule Sheema in his stead. Now that the empire is no more and Odessa has been exiled and there is no longer an empress for him to wed, the responsibility of Sheema falls back to Damien as the eldest available heir. As much as he loathes Odessa, Damien was never prepared for a life without love. Not the way Orlando was. He is undisciplined in that regard.”

      “Damien knows what’s at stake. He knows we’ve entered an age of prophecy. He’ll be the first one to fall in line, knowing how important it is to the future of his kingdom and the others that will come after.”

      “But we are in uncharted territory,” Luca said. “We don’t know what will happen now that Doragune has succeeded. What if Sheema fails? Will the kingdoms who fall to the prophecies again persist in the cycle until they break free from it, or will we all have to start over until all the kingdoms successfully defeat their prophecies within the same cycle?”

      “Prophets save us, I hope that’s not the way it will go.” A chill raced up my spine at the prospect of having to save Doragune all over again. And again. And again.

      “Are there any signs to watch for that we’re on the right path?”

      “The dragons will appear.” Luca trudged along beside me, the woodsy scent of his warm body hit me hard, leaving me breathless and grasping for the threads of our conversation.

      “Dragons? We already have dragons.”

      “In Doragune. But Sheema has a rich history of dragon-kind as well.”

      “I don’t recall seeing anything in the history books about dragons in Sheema.”

      “You wouldn’t in recent history. But I expect we will see them this time.”

      Unfortunately, Luca’s sense of recent history spanned thousands of years and at least three cycles. It would be nearly impossible to find surviving records from that long ago. “Sheema’s culture and history are filled with dragon lore—a wildly different species from the fiery dragons of Doragune.”

      “Goodness.” I shook my head at the enormity of it all. “Damien is terrified of dragons. That doesn’t bode well.”

      “No, it doesn’t. But until we hear murmurings of rising tides and strange creatures emerging from the sea, we’ve no real need to be there.”

      “We have our work cut out for us. Getting to know the people of Sheema will be important.” I felt a more urgent need to visit Sheema right away. I was a new keeper of the book of prophecies and ill-prepared to lead a kingdom through such trying times. “At least Damien is on our side and well aware of what’s coming for his kingdom.” I would have to thank Mara for dragging him into Doragune’s fight.

      Luca’s stomach chose that moment to make its desires known.

      “Hungry, are we?” Despite the stress of my position, I couldn’t seem to shake the smile from my face whenever he was near.

      “Famished and running out of patience with your hiking-for-fun nonsense.”

      “Good thing we’re here.” I pulled him along, stepping through the hanging willow branches to reveal the most beautiful spot in all of Einen.

      He grew silent as we approached the cliffside. “You found this place on your own?” Luca’s dark eyes swept across the wide expanse of sky before us.

      “You know how I like to roam.” I walked across the smooth, flat stone overlooking the verdant green valley. Luca’s mountainside cabin lay far below, and the crash of blush-pink waterfalls set the background noise for our afternoon picnic.

      “I can just make out the lake in the lower valley.” Luca moved to the edge of the cliff where the full glory of his home lay at our feet.

      “The first time I came here, I was struck by how much of your home is still here. From the valley and your sister’s temples, what’s left of Einen seems so small. And though it is beautiful and unlike any place I’ve ever seen, from way down there, I’ve always been struck with a wave of sadness for all you’ve lost. But from up here…

      “I’m reminded of just how much has been spared,” Luca whispered, his eyes shining with moisture he quickly rubbed away. “There’s so much we have to be grateful for.” A hint of wonder and awe crept into his voice. “It’s beautiful.

      “Thank you, Zak. This is one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me.” Luca’s face flushed and he dropped his gaze. I knew he worried about whatever this was between us. Worried it might be a distraction. I’d come to realize Luca didn’t know how to separate his role as Fate from his everyday life. That was one reason I wanted to bring him on our hike today, to show him he was allowed to appreciate life wherever and whenever he found joy and peace.

      “Well, we’re just getting started.” I pulled his attention away from the lovely vista of his homeland.

      “What’s all this?” Luca peered at the blanket I’d spread over the ground while he’d admired the view.

      “Your picnic awaits, Sir Fate.”

      Luca’s mouth quirked into a half smile. The one he tried to conceal but never quite managed. “Sir Fate, huh? I kind of adore that…and you.” He sat down beside me as I fumbled for the goblets stored in my pack, clumsily pouring a hefty portion of wine for each of us.

      “I brought figs and your favorite cheeses.” I began setting out the spread I packed early this morning. “Jam and bread, with soft white cheese, and your favorite golden berries.

      “Oh, and for dessert, I brought a chocolate torte Samara got for us. She’s made friends with all the bakers and chefs currently out of work while they rebuild Kazan. She says they’re her favorite people. There’s a piece missing from it because she’s uncouth like that.

      “You can put a crown on my best friend’s head, but she’s still not going to be a lady.”

      “Zak.” Luca gathered my hands in his. “You are without a doubt, the kindest, sweetest man I’ve ever known, but please stop your babbling, so I can thank you.

      “Oh.” I met his dark eyes and lost my breath as he moved closer, his warm lips brushing against mine. I lost myself for a few long moments of utter bliss, relishing the touch of his lips and the hot sweep of his tongue against mine.

      Luca’s touch always sent my heart racing and blood rushing through my veins.

      “There it is.” Luca pulled back with a smile.

      “What?” I blinked, dazed and at a loss for anything intelligent to say.

      “The blush. I think that’s my favorite thing in the world.” His thumb grazed along my jaw. “I like the way the color creeps up from your neck to heat your cheeks.” He winked. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”
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          FOUR MONTHS AFTER DORAGUNE PREVAILED

        

      

    

    
      Freedom hit me like the first kiss of rain on parched skin, a long-awaited reprieve from the heat. Or maybe it was more like the feeling of a woman’s warmth, her softness, stirring beside me in the quiet morning light.

      All right, fine, I was dramatic. It was one of my many flaws. Over-the-top, theatrical. The kind of person who could make an exit just by walking into a room. It was a persona I’d perfected over the years, something that made my siblings roll their eyes. Even Phillipa, all of six years old, had mastered the art of mocking me.

      Ridiculous? Maybe. Enchanting? Absolutely. At least, that’s how I liked to think of myself.

      "Are you skipping?" Orlando, my only brother, glanced at me sideways, a long-suffering sigh escaping him.

      "No," I replied, though the lightness in my step betrayed me.

      "You are."

      I slowed my pace, refusing to admit it, but a smile tugged at my lips. "Definitely not. It wouldn’t be very princely of me."

      He gave me his signature eyeroll, the one passed down through our bloodline, like a curse we all secretly enjoyed. My siblings could never be denied. As much as our father tried, we were too much alike. "Have I told you today you're the bane of my existence?"

      I shoved his shoulder, laughing, and we continued down the narrow alleyway toward the city center. It felt good to be home in Sheema. Even though the nightmare in Doragune ended months ago, I’d only recently returned. I hated being away from the city I loved. The city that was rooted deep within my soul. But Father had sent me off to the frozen tundra of Dabue with duties to the crown. Once again, it was his sons doing his job while he sat on the throne enjoying his wine and his parties.

      My return was not the brilliant homecoming I was hoping for. The moment I darkened Father’s door, he was on about marriage again.

      Marriage. The thought alone made me itch. A ridiculous notion, being shackled to some princess or noble lady I loathed, all for the sake of Sheema’s prophecy. A prophecy that had loomed over our family for generations, like a shadow that never quite let us breathe.

      My boots splashed through the tidewaters as we neared Piazza del Volo. It was rare for the tide to wash in this far into the city, but for the past several months, the waters had crept in slowly. So slowly, Father had failed to realize what it meant. So far, I was the only one who suspected. Sheema was already sinking.

      Cold water seeped through the grate beneath my boots, soaking the hem of my trousers, as if the city itself were reaching for me, asking for help. It was clear we had entered an age of prophecy, but the rising tides came with a jolt of reality. Slowly, steadily, the kingdom I loved would drown under the weight of its own destiny. And I didn’t know what to do about it.

      The prophecy warned of this. Every thousand years, Sheema was at risk of falling beneath the sea, and this time, I would bear witness from the throne, cursed with a perfect view. The tides had never rushed in from the grand canals. They seeped into the drains along the outer alleyways and pooled in the piazzas and parks along the grand canal. Eventually the tide waters would become a constant reminder that our time was running out.

      I sucked in a breath as I stepped over another flooded drain, counting how many cobblestones were completely submerged. I needed exact calculations of how quickly this would change, and I had to do it in a way that wouldn’t alarm the public.

      Sheema had been built to embrace the sea, and my people would pay the price for that arrogance. Isola Coroneth, the island of crowns, held the city of Sheema, made up of a labyrinth of narrow alleyways and winding canals.

      There were no roads for carriages to take you through the city: only a sandare or puparelle vessel, your own two feet, or occasionally horseback on main throughfares. But I preferred walking. It gave me time to think, and when I was one of many lost to the crowd, even a prince could disappear.

      "You’re doing it again," Orlando sighed, shaking his head, as if he had learned to expect the unexpected from me.

      "Doing what?" I grinned, already knowing what he meant.

      "Getting lost in your head." He elbowed me in the ribs, the weight of his sigh heavy with our years of shared history.

      But I couldn’t help it. There was something about coming home to Sheema, something about this city of sinking streets and forgotten promises, that made me dream of something bigger. Something beyond the prophecy. Beyond the weight of family and duty.

      “And you’re skipping again. It’s embarrassing. And I mean for me. To be seen with you…doing that.”

      “This is just how I walk,” I muttered, trying—and failing—to keep the bounce out of my step. Even with the weight of a dark future rushing toward my kingdom, I couldn’t help but feel a spark of joy.

      For one simple reason, I no longer had to marry Odessa Chrysos. That beast of a woman. Not in looks, mind you. Her beauty was undeniable, even I couldn’t dispute it. But underneath it all? There was only venom. The kind of venom that left no room for anything but cold, calculated malice.

      But here was the real problem: when her sister sent her into exile after she tried to destroy her kingdom, I had made the monumental mistake of volunteering to be her jailor. Sort of.

      My sisters liked to remind me the exiled princess wasn’t technically a prisoner. Sure, she couldn’t leave Sheema, but the boundaries of the estate we’d given her were, in a way, her own forsaken choice. She could have left at any time to explore the kingdom and all its many islands. She chose not to.

      A grin pulled at the corner of my lips as we reached Riva Coronata. The bustling energy of the busy quay was something I’d missed. Shopkeepers shouted out as they set up their stalls, children splashed through the tidewaters, their laughter echoing as dogs barked and joined in the chaos. The water reached halfway up their calves, yet the citizens hadn’t yet realized the truth behind the rare flooding of the quay. Today, it was just…life. Uncompromising, full of noise and color. And it was beautiful.

      Arms wrapped around my waist before I even saw who they belonged to, but I knew that squeal anywhere. “Brother, you’re here!” Phillipa’s voice rang out, gleeful as always.

      I grinned and reached behind me, scooping her up effortlessly into my arms, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “Hi, darling. Miss me?”

      She giggled, her little hands pushing against me as she squirmed to be let down.

      Orlando feigned a pout as he approached. “I don’t get a hug?”

      Without hesitation, Phillipa darted toward him, and he lifted her up to his shoulders in one smooth motion. I watched them, a smile tugging at my lips. There had been a lightness in Orlando since I’d returned home to take my place as heir. My younger brother had never wanted to be king, but my betrothal to Odessa had upended his life as much as it had mine when we were children. Now our roles were reversing again.

      I greeted everyone as we walked, my voice carrying the familiarity of home. Phillipa took my hand in one of hers, Orlando’s in the other. Our father had never been much of a parent to any of us. Each of our sisters had different mothers, but despite Father’s wishes, we were family. And that meant everything.

      We made our way toward Piazza Ali where a shimmering fountain of strange serpentine dragons spread their wings wide as if about to take flight. The crystalline water was a Sheeman legend, said to have magical healing properties that might even grant the wishes of those who drank from it. Our resident family artist, Inevra, had set up her easel there. She was engrossed in the ancient sculpture; her eyes trained on the fountain she adored to paint. At only twelve years old, she had the skill of a seasoned artist, and the works she produced were nothing short of breathtaking. I wouldn’t hear a single criticism of her work.

      “Evra!” Phillipa shouted, eager to announce our arrival. “Look who came from the palace!”

      Inevra didn’t even glance up from her work. “I’m busy, Pip. Can’t you see that?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. I’d learned long ago when Inevra was focused, nothing could pull her away—except perhaps her brothers.

      I leaned down and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “You going to paint me one of these days?”

      She didn’t look at me, but I could hear the slight teasing in her voice as she responded, “I only paint what I find beautiful.”

      “Ouch,” I replied with mock offense. “I’m wounded.”

      Orlando doubled over in laughter, and I sent him a scowl. I could always count on him to get his amusement at my expense. But as royal sons of our father, the only heirs residing at the palace, I had learned to accept it.

      “Damien?”

      “Dame!”

      “Damo!”

      “We lost him, Pip.” Inevra sighed. “The moment Sofia Ricci stepped out of the bakery.”

      “What? Huh?” I muttered, my gaze focused across the piazza at the sight of Sofia, her golden curls shining in the morning sun as she carefully arranged fresh loaves on her father’s bread cart outside their shop. The Ricci family’s Pasticceria was renowned across Sheema, and I knew the scent of their zeppole would haunt me for the rest of the day. I could already feel my mouth watering just at the thought.

      Orlando’s voice broke through my thoughts, light and teasing. “You think we even had a chance against Sofia Ricci and that mane of golden curls?”

      I laughed, a lightness in my chest I hadn’t realized I’d missed. “Not a chance.” My feet wandered across the cobblestones of their own accord.

      Someone tugged at my hand, but my gaze was locked once more on Sofia, whose eyes had caught mine again. She stood beside her friend Elena, and the two of them were so alike they could have been sisters.

      “Hi, ladies,” I greeted them with a smile, taking Sofia’s hand and pressing a gentle kiss to the back of it. Then, I turned to Elena, repeating the gesture. "Sofia, have I ever told you how much I love how the sun catches your hair?"

      She pushed a curl behind her ear, her smile softening as she did. "Not today, you haven’t, your Highness."

      There was history between Sofia and me. One full of warmth, shared moments, and a few lingering whispers. We hadn’t been together since before I left for Doragune, but we were in a good place now.

      “Careful, Sofia,” Elena murmured, her eyes filled with wary mistrust. “Remember what we talked about?”

      “What? Oh.” A laugh burst from her lips and she tugged her hand back. “Remind me again why I care?” Sofia stared into my eyes. Her own had gone hazy and soft like her voice.

      “Right.” I took a step back, cursing myself for my lack of control. I didn’t mean it. I never did when my lamia powers overcame my own good sense. “Apologies.” I cleared my voice of any hint of the Song. I gave Elena a quick nod. The thought of anyone holding animosity toward me or not trusting my good intentions always left a sour taste in my mouth. But Elena’s was a common reaction to my presence. A wave of self-loathing hit me at the anger in her gaze. How could my people ever trust me as their king if they feared my power?

      “Will we see you at the festival?” Sofia’s hand grazed my arm, the subtle touch an invitation as much as a reminder she didn’t hold my slip up against me. I had no intention of rejecting such an invitation as soon as she was reassured my interest was genuine and any suggestion of coercion was put to rest for her and her worried friend.

      I let the practiced smile return to my face. “I wouldn’t miss the chance to see you both again.” I offered Elena another reassuring nod. Of course, I’d be at the festival. It was the one time each year when the city celebrated the ancient lore of dragons, the very creatures that, according to myth, had once helped the people of Sheema. Only months ago, I would have scoffed at such stories. Now? I’d ridden a dragon myself. Nothing about my world made sense after that, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      Before either of them could respond, Phillipa appeared at my side, her voice loud and unashamed. “Sofia, can I have my brother back, or do you need another kiss?”

      Sofia bit her lip, trying (and failing) to stifle her laughter. I could see why—Phillipa’s bluntness was something that never failed to amuse, though I knew she could be even sharper when it mattered. After all, circumstances had forced her to grow up faster than any of us had expected. Her mother died when she was only three and our eldest sister’s mother had taken her in after our father’s refusal.

      Sofia bent down to meet Phillipa’s eyes, her voice warm. “He’s all yours, Pip, I promise.”

      “Ladies,” I said with an apologetic smile as I turned to follow Phillipa, who was already tugging me away.

      “Come on,” she said, her voice insistent. “You promised I’d get to see the princess today.”

      I sighed, the weight of the promise pressing down on me. Odessa had refused to see anyone since her arrival, only sending her half-dragon bodyguard into the city when she needed something. My sisters were curious about the traitor princess who now resided along Scalora Heights at the east end of Isola Coroneth outside the city. I had promised the Sheema court she was no longer a threat when I offered her refuge. I knew she had regrets about her actions under the weight of the shadow crown, and she needed a safe place for her exile, but that didn’t mean I trusted her.

      And trust, I had learned, could not be built from a distance.

      Today I was determined to confront her. To make sure she was alive and had everything she needed. No more avoiding me. And I was taking my sisters as a shield. Odessa had a mean streak where I was concerned, and I wasn’t above hiding behind my little sisters. They were cute enough to melt hearts. Even Odessa’s ice cold one.

      When we finally reached Inevra where she was packing up her art supplies, the rest of my sisters had joined her, watching me with a mix of curiosity and concern.

      “Don’t take it personal, Damo,” Zal said, clapping me on the back.

      Zalentine, our oldest sister at twenty-three, smirked as she leaned against the stone wall of the old chapel. “Sofia likes you well enough to overlook the occasional slip.”

      “It shouldn’t have happened.” I couldn’t meet my sister’s eyes.

      “Hey, remember the time Sofia’s father chased Damien out of his shop wielding a loaf of bread like a bat?” Zal winked as the girls’ laughter eased the tension in my shoulders.

      Thanks. I mouthed toward her in appreciation.

      “Oh! I remember that.” Naola’s laugh rang out so loudly people nearby turned to stare, her street urchin energy filling the space.

      “What are you wearing, Nay?” I asked, eyeing the fifteen-year-old from head to toe. Her red shirt was stained and torn at the hem, the pants sagging awkwardly off her small frame as though they were made for someone else. Zal’s mother, Mirabela, had ensured all my sisters—and their mothers—were well-cared for, but Naola, being Naola, was determined to defy every effort. Her short black hair looked like it hadn’t seen soap or a brush in days.

      She shrugged, not bothered in the slightest.

      I knew how the people saw her. The sister who had been caught stealing too many times to count, her excuse was always the same: the thrill of it, the rush.

      Zalentine sighed, an exasperated note in her voice. “I finally got her to bathe last night, and what does she do this morning? Goes for a swim in the canal.”

      I watched my sisters bicker and jostle around me, and for a moment, the noise softened. This—this was the only part of my life that had ever felt uncomplicated.

      Then Pippa, the youngest, bounced on her toes as Giorgia, our quiet ten-year-old sister, joined us with barely a nod. She was at that age where being seen with her older brothers was an embarrassment. Of course, the kids in her lessons teased her about being an unrecognized royal, and in turn, she pulled away from us. It stung, but I understood. Father hadn’t claimed any of my sisters. But he didn’t know what he was missing. Family was everything.

      “Can we go?” Pippa burst out, unable to contain her excitement any longer. We had all agreed to meet at midday to visit the princess. It was my hope Odessa wouldn’t be able to turn my sisters away. Seriously, they were that cute.

      Orlando, standing beside me, shot me a sidelong glance with a smirk. “Hiding behind our sisters? Diabolical.”

      “I have no shame.” I thumped him on the back. Orlando was different since my return. Since the weight of the throne was no longer his. With that burden lifted, he seemed lighter, quicker to laugh. I couldn’t help but feel relieved for him. I was the eldest. Sheema was my responsibility. Especially now we were heading into our own battle against prophecy.

      Glancing around at the seven of us, royal children from six different mothers, I was struck by how impossible we were, yet we remained inseparable. Phillipa grasped my hand, her small fingers sticky with sugar from only prophets knew where.

      There was an undeniable bond between us. Each of us was different, shaped by our own experiences and fathered by a man who had given us little more than ridicule and neglect. But we had each other. I would fight this prophecy with everything I had to protect them and their home.

      I took Phillipa’s hand in mine, leading the group through the bustling piazza to the canal where a row of sandolos bobbed in the water. As I waited for my sisters to take their seats in the boat, shopkeepers shouted their hellos, and a little girl ran up to me, holding a delicate yellow daisy. She handed it to me, giggling as she darted away, her small feet splashing in the puddles, and I couldn’t help but smile. I loved Sheema. Its people. The pulse of life that coursed through it, despite the rising waters that threatened to swallow it whole.

      I stepped into the sandola, pulling Pip onto my lap as the sandolier pushed away from the steps. I would die before I failed Sheema. The prophecy would not defeat us now that I knew it was possible to break the curse. Still the words echoed in my mind like an ominous warning.

      A prince of the song

      Love misplaced, where it doesn't belong.

      Should it persist and refuse to flee,

      A kingdom will sink beneath the sea.

      That prophecy meant me. I was the prince of the Song, the heir who carried the strongest thread of lamia powers in centuries. The magic that made me wonder if the smiles directed my way were ever genuine or if the pull of my power had summoned them. Like the little girl with the daisy, I’d never know if she truly meant the gesture for me or if it was something I’d unwittingly forced on her. It was the not knowing that hit me the hardest.

      The prophecy breathed down my neck, along with the pressures from my father to wed. I must secure my own heir, and he must be a strong lamia prince. Yet love was forbidden to me. The weight of that responsibility had grown even heavier over the months since Doragune defeated their prophecy.

      It was more vital than ever I never fall in love. If I did, the isles of Sheema would perish.

      The only bright spot now was Odessa Chrysos would not be my future wife. The thought still brought a smile to my face.

      “Careful Giorgia.” Zal reached for her before she could leap from the boat to the docks at Villa Ombrescura. It was an old estate. Weathered and abandoned, it perched along the rocky cliffs of Scalora Heights with stunning views of the city on one side and the sea on the other.

      “Hurry, Zal. We’ve been waiting all day,” Giorgia whined.

      “And you’ll be patient a few minutes more.” I set Pip back on her feet on the dock before I stepped from the boat. Counting heads to make sure all seven of us had arrived and no one fell in on the way over, I tipped the sandolier and asked him to return in an hour for the trip back.

      “We have to walk all the way up there?” Naola groaned, gazing at the steps carved into the landscape leading up to the heights.

      “The exercise will be good for you.” Orlando nudged her along and we began climbing up to the highest point in all of Sheema. Only the best for the exiled princess. Well…mostly. The estate was grand, but the villa itself…not so much. It needed a lot of work. The perfect project for one in exile.

      “So pretty.” Pippa’s eyes widened when she caught the first glimpse of the sea stretching out to the horizon. The waves crashed far below, dark and relentless like a reminder of what was to come. Villa Ombrescura had once been full of life, but now it seemed to be nothing more than an empty shell, haunted by the ghosts of its past.

      “You put her in that?” Zal glared at me when we reached the top.

      “It’s a little worse than I remember, but it’ll be stunning when she’s done renovating.”

      My siblings hesitated at the door with peeling paint and signs of rot. Maybe I should have warned her about the condition of the villa. I stepped forward, pushing past them to lift the heavy iron knocker, hoping it wouldn’t crash through the door when I dropped it. It fell with a resounding clang, echoing through the empty halls of the house. Once. Twice. Three times. Before fading into silence.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the door creaked open. A massive woman, a giant of a figure with golden scales glistening on her bare arms, stepped forward, blocking our entry. Her burnished eyes blinked slowly, narrowing with a level of disdain I could almost feel in my bones.

      She exhaled, a puff of air escaping between her lips, and for a moment, I thought I felt the faintest heat (smoke, perhaps) curling out from her. "You," she growled, her voice a deep, throaty rumble. She crossed her arms over her chest, the long silk gown she wore stretching over her broad shoulders. "Dessa doesn't see you."

      "Why doesn’t she see him?" Phillipa piped up, stepping forward with a curious, fearless energy that always seemed to defy logic. The little one leaned in, lowering her voice. "Has she gone blind?"

      Nisi stared at Phillipa for a long moment, clearly stunned by the question and I worried for a moment that my little sister might need to learn to fear some things. Things like hybrid dragon-humans.

      I put a hand on Pippa’s shoulder, gently pulling her back toward me. "I think she meant Odessa doesn’t want to see me," I explained, keeping my tone light despite the tension building in the air.

      "Oh." Phillipa rose up on her toes, the spark of mischief lighting her eyes. "Well, that’s a mistake. Everyone loves Damien. They kinda sorta have to because of his magic."

      The words stung more than they should have, cutting through my chest like a sharp blade. But then she kept going, and it helped.

      "Not me, though," Phillipa continued with a grin. "I’d love him even if he wasn’t a lamia. Do you know why?"

      Nisi’s expression softened the tiniest bit, a hint of confusion flickering in her gaze, but she didn’t snap at her. She simply shook her head.

      Phillipa’s grin widened, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "He brings me sweets."

      Laughter erupted from my siblings, a sound that broke through the tension, but it did little to ease the knot tightening in my stomach. I grimaced, half-amused, half-grateful for her ability to make light of any situation.

      Nisi leaned down, her gaze intense as she scrutinized Phillipa like she was a puzzle she needed to solve. "What is sweets?" she asked, her gruff voice laced with genuine curiosity.

      Phillipa gasped in shock. "You don’t know what sweets are? Oh, my stars, we have so much to teach you!" But before she could grab the scary lady’s hand and attempt to befriend her, I stepped in to steer the conversation back on track.

      "Look," I said, raising my voice slightly to cut through my sisters’ chatter, "Odessa has to speak to me at some point. She can’t just live here in Sheema and ignore the crown prince."

      "Oh yes, I can," came the unmistakable voice from inside, sharp and biting.

      “There she is. That’s the princess I know and loathe.” But before I could say anything else, Nisi stepped aside and a shoe hurtled through the door, striking me in the chest. I dodged another aimed for my head, but this time, I caught it before it could hit Naola, who had instinctively stepped forward to shield her sisters.

      "You are the last person I want to see, Damien Maris," Odessa’s voice dripped with fury. Even though I couldn’t see her, I could practically feel the anger radiating through the walls.

      “Ow!” Phillipa yelped as another shoe smacked her squarely on the shoulder. “That’s not nice!”

      I couldn’t help but agree with her. She had a strange fixation on distinguishing between "nice" and "mean" these days, but in this case, she was right. I stepped in front of her, protecting her from any further shoe missiles.

      “That’s enough, Odessa, there are children out here. And clearly, we need to talk!” I called out, my voice steady despite the anger surging in my chest. No one hurt my sisters.

      “Go away!” This time, an apple came flying through the door, barely missing my head.

      "Now you’re throwing fruit?" I shot back, incredulous. "At me, fine. But no one throws fruit at my sisters."

      "Would you rather I throw knives?" Odessa yelled from inside. "That could be arranged."

      "No!" I threw my hands up in exasperation. "I’d rather you come out here and talk to me like an adult." I shot Nisi a pleading look. "Can you make her stop?"

      Nisi gave me a flat, indifferent stare. "No."

      "Go home, your Highness," Odessa's voice rang out again, thick with venom. "If you’re searching for a princess to kiss your ass, you might want to go back to Doragune."

      The words hit me like a punch to the gut, but I didn’t let the sting show. I squared my shoulders and steeled myself. We’d come here to welcome her. To bring some cheer into her life. Odessa could throw all the fruit and insults she wanted, but I wasn’t leaving without a word. Not this time.
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