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  Author’s Note


  Fallen is the first of a series: Fallen, Destroyed, and Risen. These books are intended to be read in order and are for mature readers only. Fallen contains explicit content, both in language and subject matter. Explicit content includes graphic descriptions of violence; sexuality and sexual acts; rough sex play; and power differentials and violent sexual encounters, which may include discussions or implications of nonconsensuality and/or rape.


  Though there were many influences from ancient Greco-Roman custom and mythology, the characters and places are fictional. A glossary of terms has been included.


  Part I


   


  From The History of the Finctus, written by Marcus Velleius, record keeper of Perdomo:


  The millennia prior to the Finctus were tumultuous and dangerous times. Individual kingdoms and territories dotted the land. Nothing existed to unite the kingdoms and, lacking common cause, man-kings grew power hungry. Conflict spread across the land like a plague as kings and warlords sought to overthrow their neighbors and expand their own territories.


  The gods grew tired of the petty squabbling of men and took pity on the innocents caught between the warring factions. It was then, in the time of the Reckoning, that Nero of House Perdome, King of Perdomo, ordained by the gods, united the Kingdoms in the West.


  The gods honored Nero with the title of Sator and decreed that the united realm be called the Finctus. Under the rule of the benevolent Sator, the inhabitants of the Finctus thrive. For 150 years, the Finctus has not been beset by internal conflict.


  The Kingdoms in the East, however, continue to rebel against the will of the gods. Rather than join with the Finctus, they continue to war with one another for power and resources. Galilae, the most gluttonous and terrible of the Kingdoms in the East, evidenced by its monopoly on trade and its destruction of the navy of Fortunata in the Battle of the Red Sea, continues to lead the resistance.


  The gods will only tolerate this rebellion for so long. It is a matter of time before the Kingdoms in the East unite with the Finctus or are demolished by the wrath of the gods.


  Chapter 1:

  The Darkest Night


  
    Then a shadow crept across the land.

  


  
    Armored wraiths stained blood red

  


  
    Came in the night, snatching children from bed.

  


  
    And Veius crumbled at the Reaper’s command.

  


  
    – From the poem “The Fall of Veius,” by Sappho of Galilae

  


   


  She couldn’t have said what it was that woke her, but as soon as her eyes opened she knew something was wrong. The air was too still. Slowly she slipped from her bed and walked naked to her open window. Although a warm breeze drifted lazily in, a chill wrapped itself around her. The sleeping courtyard did not share Persephone’s sense of impending doom, so how was she to put a finger on what disturbed her? After all, nothing seemed out of place.


  Silently, she cursed the new moon and clouds that left her blind. Hovering in the shadows, she waited, diligently motionless as her eyes fought to adjust to the darkness filling the courtyard below. Patience wearing thin, she finally saw movement. Barely there. A trick of the eye? No threat was readily visible, so she considered writing it off as her paranoid imagination. Then shadowed forms began to move out of the protection of the shrubbery that darkened the inner perimeter of the courtyard wall. The movement was tactical. Deliberate. Galilae was under attack.


  Suddenly, it was glaringly obvious why everything seemed so still – an oversight she kicked herself for. The palace guards were nowhere to be seen. Likely, they had already been killed or incapacitated, leaving the sleeping palace exposed.


  Tearing herself away from the window, she moved seamlessly to the closet on the far side of her bedroom. She forwent her traditional chiton and instead donned the apodesmos and linen briefs she wore during stochasmos. The increased mobility was worth the risk of being mistaken for a slave.


  Once dressed, she unlatched the heavy cedar chest resting proudly in the middle of the closet. From inside, she gingerly grabbed her sheathed sword and pulled the balteus over her shoulder. Her sword had been made especially for her. It was slightly narrower than a traditional broadsword, making it much lighter, but had been forged to be just as strong. From next to the sword, she picked up a narrow, thin-bladed dagger. Its fine-honed edge glinted ominously. Holding it so the delicate blade rested obscured along the inside of her wrist, she opened the trick panel in her closet and slipped from the room.


  
    * * * *

  


  Kolimpri startled awake. Her first impulse was to scream, but a hand lay firmly clamped over her mouth, smothering her distress. No help would come. Panicked, she started to struggle. It was useless. She was very small. Her much bigger assailant held her pinned from behind. Tears stung her eyes, quickly wetting her pillow.


  A familiar voice shushed tenderly in her ear, and the firm hand demanding silence gently turned her head. Looking into the eyes of her captor, Koli recognized the silhouetted face even before her eyes could adjust to the lack of light.


  “I am going to uncover your mouth,” her sister whispered. “You must be very quiet, do you understand, Little Bird?”


  Even though she was confused, Koli nodded.


  Persephone slowly removed her hand from Koli’s mouth. “You and I are going on a quest.”


  Excitement immediately replaced confusion. A game? She loved questing games. “Truly?!”


  “Quiet, Little Bird,” Persephone commanded.


  “Apologies,” Koli replied immediately in a much softer voice. “What is our purpose?”


  In the stories Persephone told, quests always had a purpose. Often, rescuing a princess was involved.


  “Our purpose is simple: we must get out of the palace without being caught.”


  “Caught by who?” Koli asked, wondering who the bad man in this game was. There was always a bad man in the stories.


  “Anyone.”


  
    * * * *

  


  With Persephone leading the way, they managed to leave Kolimpri’s bedroom without incident. Persephone had wanted to take the tunnels – as she had to reach Koli’s room – but the one she suspected led to the Small Council Chamber was perilously decrepit. She’d never been able to confirm where the passage led since even she – daring and reckless as she could be – had never attempted to make use of it. There was no way Persephone would risk it with Kolimpri. So, much to her chagrin, Persephone crept carefully through the hallways with Koli in tow. They did not have far to go, but Persephone had no way of knowing if the intruders were already in the palace or still seeking entry. Kolimpri’s guard had not been in place outside her bedroom when they had exited, so Persephone had to assume the worst had already happened, though with no sign of a struggle nor of their attackers, she had no way of knowing what caused his absence.


  From the outset, Persephone had wanted to rouse her entire family, but she knew the time it would take her to wake and convince everyone to move would cost them the opportunity to escape. Koli had to be her number one priority. Leaving everyone else asleep in their beds was cold, but it was necessary.


  Thinking that they were on a grand adventure in play, Koli did not share Persephone’s pain and loss. Persephone felt guilty for the deception, but she couldn’t bring herself to frighten Koli by telling her the truth. Not to mention Koli’s behavior would be far more predictable if she believed they were playing a game. Koli enjoyed games and was at an age where playing by the rules was important to her, so if Persephone outlined directions for the purposes of the game, Koli would be more inclined to follow them.


  I promise to protect you always.


  Her own words popped unexpectedly into her mind – words she’d spoken in earnest many years ago. A child’s vow. A vow she had kept until this night. For the first time, she had forsaken her pledge and had done so without hesitation, though not without guilt. The knowledge fractured her. Persephone hastily wiped stinging tears from her eyes. She couldn’t think about that. If she was to save Koli from whatever fate awaited them, she had no other choice but to leave the sister that should have been her twin. Seraphime would forgive her – on this side or the next – but Persephone doubted she would ever be able to forgive herself.


  Doing the only thing she could, Persephone suppressed her anguish. Protecting Koli had to be her sole priority. And so it was. Anything less could get them both killed or, worse, captured. So, focusing on her instincts and her adrenaline, Persephone half-dragged Koli through the halls, mindful always to keep her smaller frame shielded behind her own body.


  Persephone peeked cautiously around the last corner before they reached the Small Council Chamber. Pulling back quickly at the sight of the two foreign soldiers walking casually in their direction, she silently ushered Koli against the wall and indicated that Koli should cover her ears and close her eyes. Still believing it was part of the game, Koli did so immediately with a playful smile on her face.


  With Koli secure, Persephone positioned herself as close to the corner as possible while remaining out of sight. They hadn’t been spotted. The click of the intruders’ soles against the stone floor synced with the pounding of her heart, each thud slightly louder than the last. Persephone used her left hand to hold her dagger at the ready across her chest. The first man started around the corner. Grabbing his wrist with her right hand, Persephone used his arm to pull him across her body, simultaneously slamming her dagger into his throat. The blow was well placed, so she would only need the one. He had no opportunity to cry out his surprise.


  Quickly pulling the dagger free, she gave his wrist a sharp tug, sending him stumbling and careening past her. With his blood rapidly cooling on her hand, she moved away from the protection of the wall, swinging her blade wide as she did so and slashing the second man’s throat. The scarlet arc spurting forth showered her shoulder and arm. His hand rested at the hilt of the sword he hadn’t yet drawn while he looked at her with mixed shock and awe before abandoning his weapon to clutch uselessly at the gaping wound pulsing at his neck.


  Koli had obediently kept her eyes closed and her ears covered, so Persephone pulled one of the smaller girl’s hands away from her head.


  “Keep your eyes closed, Little Bird,” she whispered as she pulled Koli to her and scooped her into her arms.


  Koli automatically wrapped her small arms and legs around Persephone and with innocent trust rested her head against Persephone’s clean shoulder.


  Cautiously, Persephone stepped over the soldiers who lay drowning in their own blood and made her way quickly the short distance to the Small Council Chamber.


  Unlike the hallways, the Small Council Chamber was not lit. Knowing they would have little time before the dead soldiers were found – by one side or the other – Persephone moved around the table occupying the center of the room, making directly for the far wall and the rarely used fireplace. Stepping into the firebox itself, Persephone set Koli down so she could grab the grate with both hands. When she lifted, the pivot hinge hidden underneath gave way with a rusty creak, revealing an opening in the floor.


  “What is this?” Koli’s curiosity had gotten the better of her and she had opened her eyes.


  Fortunately, it was probably too dark in the room for Koli to notice the red coloring Persephone’s left hand and arm, or the bloody handprint staining her own chiton. Persephone would have to think of an explanation for whose blood it was later, but she was not going to worry about that just yet.


  “A tunnel,” Persephone answered quickly. “Come here, Little Bird.”


  “Where does it go?” Kolimpri hadn’t moved. She continued to stare entranced at the mouth gaping in the floor.


  “Away. Now come here, Kolimpri. I will not tell you again.”


  At the sound of her rarely used name, Koli scuttled over to where Persephone crouched. Persephone held her arms open for Koli, who stepped into her embrace without hesitation. With Koli’s arms wrapped around her neck and her legs around her waist, Persephone positioned herself at the top of the opening and dropped into it, landing in a squat to absorb the impact. Persephone settled Koli against the wall while she pulled the trapdoor closed behind them. Through touch, she found Koli again. The pitch black of the tunnels was disorienting, so Persephone took her time while she adjusted. They could not afford for her to get lost, and certain wrong turns contained pitfalls that would cost them their lives, not just the time it would take to double back.


  “This will take us down, all the way to the Grand Council Chamber. I have no torch, so we have to do it in the dark.” As she whispered urgently, she grabbed the hem of Koli’s chiton. Working sightlessly, she wrapped it between Koli’s legs, tucking it into her zoster so she could crawl without impediment. The passages on the upper floors were not tall enough for Persephone to stand, though Koli might have been able to. “This is a very dangerous part of the quest, Little Bird, so hold on tightly to my ankle and unless I tell you to, do not let go. It will be too easy for you to get lost.”


  “Is it like the labyrinth quest?” Koli’s tongue tripped over the word labyrinth, so it came out sounding slightly slurred, as it always did.


  It did not surprise Persephone that Koli had drawn that specific parallel; stories about the labyrinth were some of her favorites.


  “Yes, it is very much like the labyrinth quest,” Persephone agreed.


  “Will there be a monster at the end?”


  “No, no monster. But our purpose is still to get out of the palace without anyone catching us.”


  “Why?” Koli asked.


  Kolimpri was in a questions phase. Why this? Why that? What is that?


  “Because that is the purpose of the quest,” Persephone repeated, knowing this didn’t really answer the question, but she was reluctant to offer more of an explanation. Given Koli’s propensity for games with rules, simply reiterating, “because that is how the game is played,” was usually sufficient. “No more talking for a bit, Little Bird. Now grab my ankle and we will start.”


  “Why?”


  “What did I say?” Persephone scolded.


  “No more talking,” Koli echoed.


  “Yes, and I meant it.”


  “Why?”


  Persephone tried not to lose her patience. She knew Kolimpri just wanted to understand, and typically she was happy to take the time to answer Koli’s questions, but time was a luxury they did not have at present.


  “Being quiet will help us to stay hidden. Do you want to go on the quest or not?”


  “Yes,” Koli said quickly.


  “Then do as I say.”


  “Yes, sister.” Finally, Koli grabbed Persephone’s ankle.


  When she felt certain Koli had a firm grip, she began their trek. Persephone had memorized the passages years ago, and even as infrequently as she’d used them in recent times, she still remembered them well. Even in the dark, Persephone made her way with relative ease, though the process was much slower than she would have liked. She didn’t know how long it took them to wind their way to the ladder. Long enough for her nerves to calm and her knees to begin screaming in protest; she was sure the rough ground would leave them a bloody mess.


  The cavern was too narrow through here for her to turn around to talk, so instead she tucked her chin and spoke underneath her arm. “There is a ladder. We must go down a very long way. With the tight space, I cannot get you onto my back, and there will be no rest once we have started. Do you need a break?”


  “Is this part of the quest?” Koli asked eagerly.


  “Yes, this is part of the quest. This will be a very difficult part, though. Do you need a break?”


  “No.”


  “Are you sure?” Persephone pressed, feeling like Koli had answered too quickly.


  “Yes,” Koli reiterated confidently.


  Persephone’s heart swelled even as her fear gripped it. The ladder was one made of old rope, tethered only at the top, so it rocked and swayed perilously the further one moved away from its anchor. They were on the third floor of the palace. The ladder would take them to the ground level. Koli’s exuberant and seemingly bottomless energy would be to their benefit; there would be no halting or turning back once they’d started. Between the two of them, Persephone was going to have the much harder task, but she had committed to this course because it was their best chance of making it out of the palace undetected. Nothing had changed, so Persephone took a deep breath to steady herself.


  “Let go of my ankle. I will start down, but I will stay at the top long enough for you to turn and get into position. You will have to do everything by feel. Do you understand, Little Bird?”


  “Yes, sister.”


  “I am going to stay behind you the whole way to keep you safe. It is more important for you to be careful than to rush. We will go as slowly as you need.”


  “Mmm-hmm,” Kolimpri hummed in agreement.


  Persephone had to practically crawl into the mouth of the drop before she could turn herself around. Carefully seeking the first rungs with her feet, she moved down just low enough that Koli’s small form would be able to get onto the ladder between her arms.


  “Alright, Little Bird. Turn around and find the ladder.”


  She heard some scuffling then as small feet felt their way blindly in front of her. Once there was no doubt Koli was securely in position, Persephone kissed the back of her head before cautiously beginning the perilous descent. Moving one rung at a time, she whispered instructions and gentle encouragement to Koli all the while. The entire way down, Persephone kept herself framed around Koli’s small form. Kolimpri did well – better than Persephone could have hoped – but moving at her pace was excruciatingly slow, causing Persephone’s arms to burn in protest at the extra exertion required to hold her own weight away from the ladder. Every time they swayed unexpectedly, Koli cried out her surprise and Persephone pushed her elbows together, squeezing and locking Koli into place.


  What seemed like an eternity after they started, Persephone finally felt hard stone rather than coarse rope beneath her feet. Suppressing a sigh of relief so Koli wouldn’t know how concerned she’d actually been, Persephone wrapped an arm around Koli’s slight waist and pulled her from the wall. As soon as her feet hit the ground, Koli turned and hugged Persephone tightly. Wracked from exhaustion and silent sobs, her entire body shook violently. So, ignoring the fatigue tremors in her own muscles, Persephone held Koli with one arm and caressed the damp hair back from her tear-stained face with the other.


  “You did so well, my brave Little Bird.”


  She continued to shush and rock her soothingly while allowing Koli several moments to expel her silent tears. When she felt they could wait no longer, Persephone tenderly disengaged herself from Koli’s embrace. She wanted nothing more than to tell Koli that all would be well, but while Persephone didn’t typically feel guilt at bending or distorting the truth, that was a lie she couldn’t bring herself to utter. She had to be strong. They had to make it out. Otherwise the guilt and futility of leaving everyone else would crush her.


  “We have to keep moving. The cave is taller through here. We will be able to walk the rest of the way.”


  Koli sniffled, but Persephone could tell she was attempting to recompose herself.


  “What is the next part of the quest?” Koli asked with tears still clogging her voice.


  “We have to get out of the palace,” Persephone said as she grabbed Koli’s hand and started walking. With one hand braced against the wall to find their way and the other engulfing Koli’s much smaller hand, Persephone led them toward their exit.


  “How will we get out?”


  “Remember, we must still be quiet. Whisper, Little Bird.” After what she’d just put her through, Persephone couldn’t bring herself to completely quash Koli’s curiosity.


  “How will we get out?” Koli repeated more quietly, but still in a louder-than-Persephone-would-have-liked whisper.


  “This tunnel takes us to the Grand Council Chamber. Then we have to sneak to the Eastern Garden.”


  “Then what?”


  “From the Eastern Garden another tunnel will take us under the wall,” Persephone answered absently.


  “How do you know about all this?” Koli was back to being completely enthralled, undoubtedly thinking this a grand adventure just like the numerous stories Persephone told her.


  Curiosity and reckless daring, Persephone thought wryly, but instead she said, “A long time ago I went on my own quest.”


  “Tell me!” Koli squealed far too loudly.


  “Hush, Kolimpri!” Persephone scolded harshly.


  “Apologies, sister.”


  Persephone could hear the fresh tears readying themselves in Koli’s voice and she felt horrible for being so severe. “I am sorry, Little Bird. I did not mean to hurt your feelings, but we are on a very dangerous quest presently. Remember? We must not get caught.”


  “Who will catch us?” Koli asked softly.


  “Little Bird,” Persephone started, uncertain of what she was going to say. They were nearing the exit and there was little chance Koli would not see the blood staining Persephone’s hand. There was also a strong possibility that they would run into more of the invaders, Perdomans as far as Persephone could tell, based on the red tunics and crests on the breastplates of the two men she’d killed upstairs. This was the worst possible scenario: the Finctus had finally made its way into Galilae.


  “Sister?” Koli asked when Persephone still hadn’t said anything.


  Persephone had to tell her something, but hated all of her options. “Little Bird,” she tried again, “there is a possibility if we see anyone on the way out of the palace that I will have to fight.” Koli didn’t say anything and Persephone wondered how she was taking the news. “If this happens, it will be very scary, but it is what must happen if we are to finish our quest.”


  “Like when the hero fights the bad men in the stories?”


  “Yes,” Persephone agreed.


  “Who are the bad men?”


  “I do not know,” Persephone lied. “If we are lucky, we will not see any of them to find out.”


  “Does that mean that you are the hero?”


  She didn’t feel like a hero. She felt like a traitor leaving everyone else – her family as well as the many women and men working in the palace – to fend for themselves.


  “I am a guardian, Little Bird. It is my job to protect you until you are old enough and big enough to finish your own quest.”


  “That sounds like a hero.”


  Able to walk upright, they had made good time, and now they were at the dead end marking the end of the tunnel and the beginning of the Grand Council Chamber. Persephone was grateful to have an excuse to end the conversation. That Koli continued to view her as a hero when Persephone felt like a villain had a steady ache radiating through her chest.


  “We are about to leave the tunnel, Little Bird. No more talking, we must be completely silent unless I tell you it is safe to speak. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sister.” The way the volume changed as she spoke, Persephone imagined Kolimpri was nodding dramatically with her words.


  “I mean it.”


  “Yes, sister.” Koli sounded more solemn that time and, satisfied, Persephone returned to the task of identifying their exit.


  She ran her hands along the impasse in front of them. From the other side, it would look exactly like the stone surrounding it. But from inside the tunnels, the stone she sought was marked with a different texture, readily distinguishing it from its neighbors. It took all of the weight and strength she possessed, but Persephone pushed the stone outward. Protesting the movement, the stone scraped loudly. If the gods were merciful, their luck would hold a bit longer.


  She barely created enough space to squeeze herself through. The practically nonexistent light filtering into the Grand Council Chamber from outside was a beacon compared to the inky black of the cavern. Being so much smaller, Kolimpri snuck past the stone entryway far more easily than Persephone had. Pressing a finger to her own lips with her dagger hand, Persephone wordlessly reminded her of the need for quiet before moving to the door with Koli at her heels.


  Opening the large door a crack at a time to ensure the way was clear, Persephone finally led them out of the cavernous room. She did not know how long it had taken to crawl down to ground level, but the still dim light outside told her the perception was longer than the reality.


  Nonetheless, Persephone was certain the palace had been taken. They had yet to see signs of a struggle, and she took the menacing silence as confirmation that the intruders had managed to catch them unawares. If they had been thwarted, the whole place would be in chaos – people running to and fro, demanding answers to their frantic questions. Who were the intruders? What did they want? How had they managed to infiltrate the palace undetected? What were the losses? What had become of the rest of Galilae?


  Persephone would have welcomed the ensuing chaos over the ominous hush reverberating through the air.


  They were almost to the Eastern Garden when Persephone heard exotic accents. It was too late to flee without being seen. They had only empty hallway to their backs, so there was nowhere to go. The brusque voices and heavy footfalls moving this way stood between them and their only hope of escape.


  Persephone roughly pushed Kolimpri to the wall and drew her sword just as two soldiers wearing foreign armor rounded the corner. She had only a moment’s advantage before the intruders spotted her, drawing and raising their own swords. Striking at one while kicking the other back the same direction he had just come, she attacked high and slow. It was a distraction. Her target had seen her sword but not the dagger, so he expectedly blocked her high stroke. Taking advantage of the opening he left her, Persephone slammed the dagger point-first into his throat. She forced herself not to look in Kolimpri’s direction in response to the small girl’s surprised cry. Blood gushed over Persephone’s hand as she pulled the blade free and turned to block the attack of the second man.


  Avoiding the impulse to retreat, which would have taken the fight in Koli’s direction, Persephone pressed the attack forward. She couldn’t surprise him with the dagger because he had already seen it, but like his compatriot, he was impatient. He attempted to stab her torso with a bold lunge. A hard parry from her knocked him off balance, and while he stumbled past her, she spun, turning so she could slit his throat from behind.


  Persephone heard her latest attacker before she saw him. Quickly dropping into a low lunge, she barely dodged the swing of a sword that would have removed her head. From her crouched position, she slashed her dagger upward, deeply slicing the inside of her newest attacker’s thigh. Blood sprayed from the opened artery, drenching the left side of her face and chest. She grabbed his ankle as she stood and jerked his heel upward. He slammed to his back as his sword clattered to the ground. Though he attempted to stem the gushing wound, Persephone knew he would soon bleed to death.


  As she turned to collect Koli before more soldiers arrived, her heart stopped. A soldier crouched behind Koli with a knife pressed to her throat. With his other hand covering her mouth, he held her mute. Persephone couldn’t even remember to exhale. How long had he been there? She hadn’t heard Koli make a sound after that first exclamation, but she’d been focused on the attack, and everything had happened so fast. Fresh tears streamed down Koli’s pink cheeks. Persephone forced breath into her lungs as she ripped her gaze from Kolimpri’s distressed face to calculate her odds. Between his armor and Koli’s body shielding him, the soldier didn’t have any obvious vulnerable points exposed, so it would be risky, but she might be able to hit him if she threw her dagger.


  “Do not even consider it. If you value her life, you will sheathe your sword, place all your weapons on the ground, and step away with your hands behind your back.”


  She could hear rapid footfalls approaching from behind. No! They were so close. It couldn’t have come to this. And yet, it had. The tide had turned. If it were just her, she would die rather than surrender, but if there was still a chance to save Koli – no matter how small – she had to take it.


  With no other options in sight, Persephone held her face in a blank mask and sheathed her unsoiled sword. Unslinging the balteus from her shoulder, she lowered it almost reverently to the ground. Then, while looking the soldier in the eyes, she slowly and deliberately wiped the blood off both sides of her dagger on the hip of her briefs before laying it atop her sword. Stepping away from her weapons was like leaving a piece of herself. Her instincts screamed at her not to do it.


  Careful to avoid tripping on the men whose open eyes stared sightlessly at the scene around them, she backed away several paces. With her head high, she crossed her wrists behind her back. She didn’t fight back when rough hands grabbed to bind her.


  Chapter 2:

  Good Manners and Soft Words


  
    Speak softly and carry a big stick.

  


  
    – Proverb

  


   


  Augustine sat behind the king’s desk, skimming the scrolls in front of him. Much of what he found he already knew, but the information was useful for expanding his mental image of Galilae. The finances, the ruling merchants, the Council members. The strengths and weaknesses – both of which there seemed to be many, though it was the weaknesses he’d exploited.


  The siege had gone off almost without a hitch. House Galanis had ruled in Galilae for over one thousand years. In that time, the island itself had never been successfully invaded. None had made it past the tumultuous waters of the Great Salt Sea and Galilae’s impressive navy. But arrogance had been their downfall. Just because it had never been achieved did not mean it was impossible. Augustine had just proved so. By sneaking a small battalion in slowly over time on trade ships, Augustine had amassed a force strong enough to overthrow the pathetically underprotected palace. Recruiting the cooperation of the Galanis Arms Commander had also helped. Loyalty could be a fickle beast. Contrary to popular belief, it was something that was maintained, not earned with a single act. Augustine understood and utilized this to his advantage, whereas it would seem that Acheron of House Galanis, King of Galilae, did not, assuming instead that merely his designation as king entitled him to the devotion of his subjects. He was not the first ruler to fall because of this false belief, and he would not be the last.


  Continuing to peruse the documents in front of him, Augustine waited for news of the princesses. The rest of the royal family had already been captured and sat huddled together along the wall to his right. The king, Acheron; his lovely wife, Adonia; and their son and heir to the throne, Antaios, were all present. Thus far the two princesses, Persephone and Kolimpri, were nowhere to be found.


  Two of his soldiers had been found in a pool of their own blood at the lip of the hallway leading to the girls’ rooms. The Galanises’ guards had been removed from duty in one way or another, as promised, so taking the princesses should have been simple. And yet the girls were gone. Had a guard been missed and snuck up on his men? It was possible; the palace was a fucking maze. He would know more when the two were found. Not surprisingly, the rest of the family denied any knowledge of their whereabouts. And if the girls had not been found by sunup? Well, there were a number of ways to stimulate memories. Augustine was prepared to employ these methods in order to find the two princesses if need be, though he would do so only as a last resort. If all Augustine would need from the family was their cooperation, he likely would not have found himself so patient. But for his plan to be successful, he needed their good health in addition to their compliance. As torture would have the opposite effect, for the moment, he could do nothing but wait impatiently for news.


  His train of thought was interrupted by a piercing shriek. Exasperated, he looked up to see what had caused the disturbance. It was Adonia who had screamed, but when he looked her direction he found the entire royal family staring horror-struck at the doorway on the other side of the room. Following their gazes, he felt no surprise at their distress. Cato, his captain, along with three more soldiers, marched in a small child, well dressed and the proper age to be the youngest princess, along with a young woman. A slave, if her partial wardrobe was any indication. The little one was terrified and disheveled, but looked unharmed in spite of several blood stains on the skirt of her chiton. They appeared to have been smeared on rather than soaked through. Unlike the young girl, the slave’s entire left side, from hairline to hip, was covered in blood. By Augustine’s best guess, at some point she had carried the little one.


  “Mama!” the little one sobbed, looking directly at the queen.


  With the little younger girl’s identity settled, Augustine nodded at Cato, who immediately released her, allowing Princess Kolimpri to run into Adonia’s outstretched arms. Keeping a firm grip on her upper arm, Cato marched the bloodied woman into the center of the room. She moved complacently enough, but she wore her defiance like a shroud. Intrigued, Augustine moved around the desk to examine her more closely. She didn’t move like she was injured, and the blood covering her followed clear patterns. Arterial spray. Years of experience on the battlefield told him that none of it was hers. The amount could only mean that she had been right there when the deadly blows were delivered. This, combined with the blood covering her left hand, led to the conclusion that she was the one who had delivered them.


  “How many of my men did you kill?”


  Her eyes brightened slightly, but her expression and tone of voice remained infuriatingly blank. “I was not counting,” she said with an indifferent shrug. The drawl in her tone suggested boredom, but the glimmer in her eyes and the hint of smugness in the tilt of her mouth implied she knew the number exactly.


  She was baiting him, and his fingers twitched in the desire to strike the insolence from her mouth. He might have done it anyway if he had thought it would make a difference, but he had a strong inkling that it wouldn’t. She was outnumbered and bound. If she were the type to quail under the threat of physical intimidation alone, she would have already.


  “Where did you find them, Captain?” Augustine directed the question at Cato rather than engaging her in a pissing match. For the moment, he was more interested in information than securing her submission. There would be time for that when the elder princess was found, should it strike his fancy to do so. It very well might. There was something about her unwavering façade that compelled him to want to break it.


  “She killed three downstairs before we could take her,” Cato explained impartially. “Each with a single strike that opened a major artery. Because of the similarity, I presume she was the one to kill Julius and Marcus while escaping the bedrooms upstairs. It looks like they were making for the Eastern Garden, as it is the only exit on that side of the palace. She probably would have made it if she had not had the little one with her.” Cato’s tone sounded grudgingly admiring.


  Augustine couldn’t blame him. It was quite the feat for anyone, particularly a woman.


  “Once captured, she would not abandon her. Nor did she take any action that put her at risk,” Cato finished.


  Augustine nodded in acknowledgment, though his eyes never left the slave. “Why the trouble to save the child when you could have easily escaped without her?”


  She continued to stare blankly at him in reply.


  “You went to a great deal of trouble to protect one member of the royal family. Clearly your loyalty is admirable. What of the child’s older sister, Princess Persephone? Where is she? I promise none in the royal family will be harmed.”


  She raised a brow skeptically, but her lips remained firmly closed.


  “Should you help me to find her, we can strike a bargain. What is your life, your freedom, worth to you?”


  “My honor is worth far more, General.” The way she droned the word general made it sound like a slur rather than a title.


  She was an anomaly. Everything about her, from her behavior to her appearance, was in contrast to something else. The confidence she demonstrated was not wholly unheard of, though it was uncharacteristic for a slave. As a slave, though, she might not have been born of Galilae, which offered a possible explanation. Her green eyes certainly hinted at the possibility. Eyes uncannily like the queen’s, he realized belatedly.


  “Too bad,” he told her. “Find the daughter. Kill the slave,” Augustine ordered Cato dispassionately, testing his theory as he turned back to the desk.


  “NO!” Adonia’s horrified protest turned all attention to her.


  Suppressing a smile, Augustine eyed the queen with feigned confusion.


  She looked at him beseechingly. “You promised me that my daughters were not to be harmed.”


  “So I did.”


  The queen turned her attention to the bloodied woman in the center of the room. “Persephone, tell him who you are.”


  It was as he’d suspected. But if this was truly the princess, why would she dress as a slave? More importantly, why would she have formal weapons training, as she must have in order to have killed five of his men? It would explain her stalwart loyalty to the younger princess, at least, even if nothing else about the situation made sense. The woman, who was probably Persephone, had not reacted to the queen’s exhortation, other than to turn her head enough to look at her. Everyone else, royalty and soldiers alike, watched Persephone. Augustine pressed closer, crowding her for the sole purpose of intimidating her. The action did draw her attention back to him, but she remained completely impassive at his close proximity.


  “Persephone?” he asked, even more intrigued by her than he’d been when he’d believed her a slave. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth in spite of her silence. “Tell me, does the little one value your life as greatly as you value hers?”


  She tilted her head questioningly, but continued to stare mutely.


  Augustine glanced at the child, directing his next question to her. “Do you?” He grabbed Persephone’s hair, roughly pulling her head back to press the blade of his dagger to her throat. The action elicited gasps of dismay from all except the woman whose life he currently threatened. She still refused to speak in her own defense. The two emeralds that were her eyes shimmered immovably in a sea of red.


  “Who is this woman to you?” he asked, looking sideways at Kolimpri to ensure she knew he spoke to her.


  Her bottom lip trembled as she looked to the woman for direction.


  “It is alright, Little Bird. Do as he asks.” Her tone had a musical lilt when she spoke to the child. Gone was the informal drawl and unconcealed loathing she’d spoken with earlier.


  “She is my sister. Please do not hurt her.” Kolimpri clung to the queen as she whispered her plea.


  He’d now received confirmation from two members of the royal family that the woman in front of him was, in fact, Persephone. Firstborn of Acheron of House Galanis. The Treasure of Galilae. Her beauty was spoken of with nothing short of reverence. A jewel. She was well loved across the kingdom. None of the stories that abounded so much as hinted at Persephone the Warrior. She was a contradiction. A mystery. One he sorely wanted to unravel.


  Augustine allowed his gaze to travel suggestively down her body and back up again, hoping to provoke some kind of emotional response from her. A flush. A blush. An aversion of her eyes. Anything.


  Nothing.


  He trailed the tip of the dagger down her throat. Between her breasts. The singing of metal against skin rasped in its wake.


  “You need a bath,” he told her provocatively.


  Still nothing.


  “Tell me the name of your body slave.”


  “Why would I tell you that?” The same mocking intonation she’d used when she admitted to killing his soldiers had returned.


  “I can think of two reasons.”


  “Is that all? Do not strain yourself.”


  “Persephone!”


  Adonia’s hissed reprimand had the same impact on her daughter as the threats he’d made thus far. None at all.


  “Your reasons, sir?” Like general, sir sounded like a slight.


  Augustine found himself smiling in genuine amusement at her tenacity. It came as a surprise. Galilae was not known for breeding bold women. Here, they were second-class citizens in every way. Chattel. Ornaments to be traded. That she did not act like it pleased him.


  “Your own body slave can help you bathe, or I can enlist the help of one of my soldiers. I’ve no doubt they would only be too happy to assist you.”


  She scoffed, unconcerned. “And the second?”


  It had been a courtesy on his part to offer the assistance of her body slave, though his motivations were not wholly altruistic. He did not appreciate the thought of anyone else touching her. Already, he was feeling extremely possessive. Stubborn as she’d been thus far, her lack of concern did not really surprise him. He was banking on his second incentive to be the one that hit its mark.


  “Give me the name of your body slave and you might spare her a good raping.”


  It was not uncommon for citizens to feel particularly protective of their body slaves. After all, they spent exorbitant amounts of time with one another. Because Persephone had gone to such lengths to defend her sister, Augustine was assuming that her protective instincts would extend toward others as well.


  She laughed, but the sound was derisive rather than amused. “This is a siege, General. You and I both know that if she has been found, she has already been raped.”


  “Not likely. Our priority has been securing your family. My soldiers will have stayed on task knowing that you and your sister were missing. Word that the two of you have been found will quickly spread. If they’ve not already, soon my men will start celebrating.” The last statement hung between them.


  “Then we shall undoubtedly share the same fate. It will give us something to talk about,” she said dryly.


  “So long as you and your family cooperate, you will not be harmed in any way, Princess.”


  She leaned toward him slightly. “Liar,” she whispered before straightening.


  “I am many things, Princess, but liar does not make the list.”


  “We will see.” Her words sounded more like a threat than an acknowledgment. “Seraphime. She would have been in the slave chambers in the west hallway on the third floor.”


  Augustine looked to the three soldiers in the room. “Find the slave. Let her know that she needs to help her mistress bathe and dress for a banquet. She is to wait in the bathhouse. Persephone will arrive shortly. I want it known that the slave girl is not to be touched. For now.” He smiled at Persephone at the last.


  One of the three men nodded, turned on his heel, and left.


  She didn’t flinch when he twirled his dagger between them. Nor did she attempt to follow his movement as he repositioned himself directly behind her. Augustine grabbed the rope that bound her hands. Still, she didn’t quail. Not even when he pushed down on the knot, forcing her to step backward in order to maintain her balance. Her back flush with his chest, he positioned the dagger between her hands.


  “Permission to speak, sir?” It was Cato. He would never publicly question a direct order, but Augustine could tell his friend was uncomfortable.


  Augustine maintained his pressure on the rope, keeping it taut enough that she had no choice but to remain pressed against him. Holding his face to the right side of her head, which was devoid of blood, he experimentally smelled her hair. “Yes, Captain?”


  He wondered if she wanted to fight him. Throw him off. Undoubtedly she did. He half-hoped that she would try and found himself half-disappointed when she didn’t.


  “I know she is docile now, but she displayed extensive skill and formal combat training. She also does not appear averse to fighting, even when she is outnumbered.”


  Distracted by his growing arousal, Augustine only half-listened to Cato. There was something about battle, especially victory, that stimulated the desire for a woman. His close proximity to her – her scent, mixed with the smell of blood – only enhanced this impulse. “What would you have me do, Captain? Leave her bound and bloodied?”


  “She need not remain bloodied, though I would leave her bound.”


  Augustine chuckled throatily as his thoughts detoured. “That could be fun.” Something told him she would hate the loss of control. The vulnerability. He toyed with the idea of subjecting her to it simply because he could. She’d killed five of his men, and even though he admired the skill it had taken her to do so, he was angry at the loss. They had been good men. Good soldiers.


  “Do not worry, Captain. Persephone will not give us further trouble. We have something she wants.”


  He looked meaningfully in the direction of her family, his gaze settling on her sister. Though he couldn’t see her expression, he could tell by the angle of her head that Persephone’s gaze had followed his own.


  “Kolimpri and the rest of the family will stay right here, with me, for safekeeping.”


  She didn’t say anything, but he felt her breath stutter and knew he had her.


  “I’ve no doubt that Persephone will play nice. Won’t you, Princess?” He whispered the question into her ear as he dragged his blade through the ropes binding her.


  
    * * * *

  


  Seraphime stood huddled against cold stone, hoping to remain as inconspicuous as possible for as long as she could. She knew well the minds of men. In a siege situation there was little hope she would not be used for nefarious purposes. Though relieved, she was truly shocked not to have been raped in her bed. She’d woken suddenly and unexpectedly when foreign soldiers had burst into her chambers. Persephone would have wanted her to fight, but Seraphime had been savvy enough to recognize escape was beyond her reach in the current circumstances. To fight would have been fruitless and would have ended in her death. A noble fate if she were to die fighting for something; however, not knowing Persephone and Koli’s whereabouts had stayed her hand. Should they too be unfortunate enough to be captured, she would be of no use to them dead.


  So instead she had allowed herself to be carted to the dungeons. It was here, sequestered with the other slaves, that she waited. Waited and prayed that Persephone had grabbed Koli and gotten out. If anyone could manage such a feat, it was her. It was not knowing what had become of them that ate at Seraphime most. Clawed at her nerves. Her resolve. What, she wondered, had become of those she loved? Of the palace? Of Galilae itself? The ominous quiet that had ruled as everything had happened, and that lingered still, did not bode well. With nothing to mark the passage of time, she measured it in the shallow breathing of her fellow prisoners. In the fretful coughs shaking hands attempted to smother. In the confidently patient pacing of the soldiers standing guard.


  Unable to stand the interminable waiting any longer, someone finally broke the stillness. “What do you reckon they want?” Though Paraskeve whispered, the thick silence seemed to carry rather than stifle the sound of her voice.


  The question itself had been directed at no one in particular. Merely one frightened girl’s attempt to alleviate the anxiety they all shared. A hopeful plea that someone would deny what they all knew to be true – the intruders sought the fall of Galilae.


  Tempted to shush her, Seraphime never had the opportunity. Metal clanged against metal when one of the soldiers banged the hilt of his weapon against the bars holding them, causing the clustered throng to jump in unison. “No talking.” The barked order vibrated with the ringing iron.


  Sighing, Seraphime rested her head against the wall. With far more servants than dungeon space, they’d been resigned to standing room only. The constant press of bodies against her as well as the noxious smell of too many fearful individuals packed into too tight a space made breathing a chore.


  “Seraphime!”


  Her eyes snapped open at the sound of her name. Relegated as she was to one of the far corners of the cell, she’d barely heard it. But hear it she did. How in the name of the gods did they know her? And what did they want with her? Those nearest to her looked at her with combinations of fear and relief. Fear for her fate – or so she hoped – and relief that it was not them who had been chosen. She did not blame them. Likely, she would have done the same, though she liked to think she would have been more subtle so as not to give away their location by staring so blatantly if they did not wish to be revealed.


  “Where is the slave Seraphime?” the yet-faceless soldier called again, his voice closer. Louder. Clearer.


  If she did not announce herself, surely someone else would. Her heart jumped to her throat, where it continued to pound, preventing air from entering or leaving her lungs. She didn’t know what to do. What would Persephone do? Seraphime looked at the terrified faces surrounding her. What horrors might the soldiers inflict on them in order to find her? Feeling as though she was sealing her own execution, Seraphime steeled herself. “Here! I am here!”


  “Make toward the front of the cell.”


  She had no idea how she was going to manage that. Even were she willing to trample everyone between her and the door, which she was not, there was hardly enough room to shift her feet the proper direction. A buzz filled the small room as feet shuffled, allowing her to slowly press forward. Murmurs of the numerous fates awaiting her nipped her heels. Grateful that the roaring in her ears prevented her deciphering the words spoken, she moved steadily toward the door. Each step was a log thrown in her own pyre. But then, she was a slave. There would be no funeral for her. Her body would not be burned to send her soul skyward so she could live with the gods. She would be thrown in a ditch to be fodder for the worms. The one person who cared for her enough to offer the sacred rites was in no position to do so.


  “Seraphime?”


  Lifting her eyes from their perusal of the grain of the wood in front of her, she met the cold eyes of a stranger who looked at her between the bars that covered the small window carved into the door. She nodded once in confirmation.


  “Well, well. You are a pretty thing.”


  Immediately she dropped her eyes at the suggestion in his words, chills breaking out over her entire body. The underused door creaked open.


  “Gods be with you.” Paraskeve’s invocation filtered through the haze swathing Seraphime just before the door snicked closed behind her.


  Seraphime was escorted to the bathhouse. No one explained what was happening. To say that her imagination was rampant with unsavory possibilities was an understatement. She didn’t ask questions – it would be considered insolent. If something was wanted of her, she would be given instructions. That, or what was desired would be taken by force. Eyes cast to the floor – it was expected – she waited. Again. Such was the life of a slave. Always waiting.


  Footsteps announcing new arrivals drew Seraphime’s attention. She chanced a glance through her lashes to find two soldiers flanking Persephone. The sight of her opened Seraphime’s mouth in horror. Persephone was covered in blood. Dizzy with worry, Seraphime rocked on her feet.


  “Come, I must bathe for a welcome feast in honor of our guests.” Persephone’s voice rang clearly in the cavernous room and she made her way directly toward the hottest of the baths. “It would not do for me to arrive smelling of swine.”


  Despite her grisly appearance, Persephone seemed unhurt, and the way the supervising soldiers glared in reply to Persephone’s affront suggested to Seraphime that the blood likely belonged to one – or several – of their own. One soldier cracked his knuckles menacingly.


  Though she managed to school her expression, Seraphime found Persephone’s audacity shocking. It wasn’t that Persephone was never insolent, but typically she was far more subtle about it. To behave so recklessly, she had to know something Seraphime didn’t. Or she was trying to get them both killed, which, given the alternative, was a possibility.


  “Of course, my lady.” Seraphime followed unconsciously, seeking desperately to figure out Persephone’s intent.


  Without waiting for Seraphime to assist her, Persephone dropped into the water still wearing her apodesmos and briefs. Flustered, Seraphime quickly moved to disrobe. Inadvertently, her eyes strayed to the watching soldiers, a fact both they and Persephone noted.


  “Do not worry.” Framed as an order for the benefit of listening ears, it was Persephone’s attempt at reassuring Seraphime. “The Perdomans will mind their manners. For now.” Though innocuous, the way Persephone’s voice pitched at the last let Seraphime know there was a message intended just for her.


  Persephone’s words and actions frequently carried dual meaning. There was the superficial – the message that was intended for all. And then there was what she actually meant – the true reflection of her thoughts and feelings. Through years of experience and the tightness of the bond between them, Seraphime was the one person who was able to interpret both meanings in nearly all things. Growing up, it was a skill they had practiced and tested at great length. Thinking they were very clever for tricking the adults in their lives, it had started as a game between young children. As they’d aged and begun engaging in riskier larks, the ability to communicate subversively had become necessary for survival.


  Listening closely for the rest of the missive, Seraphime dropped into the water and immediately set to helping Persephone shed her ruined undergarments.


  “We shall have to make a good impression to ensure they continue to do so,” Persephone finished.


  Trying to force her mind to catch up with her circumstances, Seraphime quickly reviewed what Persephone had told her. She’d said not to worry because the Perdomans would mind their manners, for now. That was easy enough: you are safe for the moment. Then Persephone had said they would need to make a good impression to ensure that they – the Perdomans – continued to mind their manners. It was an instruction: Do what they tell you. But Persephone had emphasized the words for now far more heavily than any others. Why? Because she could see Seraphime was distraught and she needed her to focus? Possibly, but hearing what the other was trying to say was second nature for the two of them, so more likely the words carried meaning of their own. Then it hit her: they’d been emphasized because they applied to both statements: You are safe for the moment, do what they tell you until things change.


  Seraphime nodded at Persephone to let her know she understood. If Persephone wanted Seraphime to go along with things, it was because she had – or was developing – a plan. But what price would she be willing to pay in order to achieve her goal? Knowing Persephone, it would be quite high.


  Chapter 3:

  The Pride of House Galanis


  
    The man who assumes he has no shortcomings will inevitably find himself matched against an opponent clever enough to find the weakness he never knew existed.

  


  
    – Augustine Sempronius, General of the Nex Division

  


   


  From the bathhouse, they had been escorted into the Grand Hall. Persephone heard the raucous clamor long before entering the room. Once inside, she immediately noted that every seat was occupied. The room itself was abustle with Perdoman soldiers and palace slaves.


  “Get to work. You are on the head table.” The lead soldier barked the order at Seraphime, punctuating it with a snap of his fingers.


  Persephone inwardly bristled at his treatment of her, but knew she had to choose her battles wisely at this point. Much as she’d like to, this was not one worth taking up. To serve was, after all, Seraphime’s present role, and there was no expectation or requirement that anyone speak to her politely. Seraphime inclined her head, respectfully acknowledging the order in spite of the disrespect with which it was issued. Breaking away from their small group, she moved gracefully into position.


  Knowing, at least, where to keep an eye on Seraphime, Persephone continuously scanned the many faces for Kolimpri’s. Panic stirred when she did not initially see any of her family members. Where were they? Had the general broken his word? With increased urgency, Persephone quickly searched the room again, touching on each face before moving on to the next. She allowed herself a silent sigh of relief when she finally spotted them and immediately realized why she had overlooked them on the first pass. Kolimpri, her mother, and her brother were floating around the head table with wine carafes¸ refilling the chalices of the foreign soldiers seated there – a servant’s task. Her father was the only one seated, but not as he should be.


  Pushing her shoulders back and tilting her chin up, Persephone followed her escort to the center of the head table, directly to the king’s seat. Her father’s seat. Only it was the general, not her father, who occupied it. The general’s claiming of the position was as much practical as it was insulting. Positioned in the middle of the table with its back to the wall, the king’s seat allowed its occupant the ability to readily observe the entire room. Seated directly across from him – a place reserved for high-ranking visitors – was her father, the king. Branded a guest in his own hall.


  Lounging comfortably with a chalice of wine in hand, the general initially met her eyes, but quickly dropped his gaze, visually caressing her body. The chiton she wore was light lavender in color and thinner than she would have liked, but given the year-round warm weather in Galilae, she did not own anything heavier. Seraphime had attempted to compensate by draping it as demurely as possible. The way his gaze penetrated the fabric, she may as well have been naked. Persephone refused to allow her discomfort to show and waited for his eyes to slowly make their way back to her face. He held her gaze for several moments while she stared back impassively.


  His eyes were a mesmerizing hazel, interspersed with flecks of blue and gold. Though it was the way he looked at her, not the color of his eyes, that held her attention. Without a doubt he assessed her as carefully as she did him. This was a man that would be hard to fool. Being so unnerved by their capture, she hadn’t really looked at him during their first encounter. Under different circumstances she would have found him attractive. He had dark brown hair, almost black. His square jaw was masculine and strong, and the light stubble dusting it gave him a virile appearance. He had the muscular build of a soldier, without being overly large. Because of his lithe build, she suspected he was much faster than his comrades. His size and probable speed would make him a formidable opponent.


  “You look lovely.” From his lips it sounded both a compliment and a threat.


  “Your approval means everything to me, General.” Wise or not, she dragged out the word general as she had earlier, punctuating each syllable and infusing all of the disdain she felt into the one word.


  Shots to their pride, their authority, always seemed to be the most effective ways of irking men in power. Or so she’d found. Deluded with their own self-importance and eager to believe the best of themselves, many of them were shockingly oblivious to subtle nuances such as tone of voice. Persephone had learned early in life that if her words themselves were proper, polite, the dumb ones missed her slurs. The smart ones caught them, but because there was nothing overtly rebellious in how she spoke, she’d never been reprimanded for her bad behavior. Though that might have been in part because her father, the king, tended to take words at face value.


  The general’s lip quirked, but from the set of his jaw and the cold in his eyes, it was not an amused smile. He was one of the smart ones. That he was here, on Galilae and in control of the palace, she’d assumed he would be. It pleased her to know he’d heard the insult. Briefly reveling in her small victory, she snubbed him again before he could respond by breaking eye contact in order to track Kolimpri. Koli looked tiny compared to the large soldiers around her. She was struggling with a wine carafe almost as long as her torso. Persephone prayed it wasn’t full. She didn’t know how long Koli would be able to hold it, even empty. Kolimpri had spotted Persephone and was staring back, her face awash in her distress and confusion. Turning her mouth up in the most encouraging smile she could manage, Persephone watched helplessly.


  “Your sister is fine.”


  She hated him.


  “I, on the other hand, am parched.”


  She turned back to glare at the general unsympathetically. His eyes laughed as he held up his chalice and indicated the carafe in front of him with a tilt of his head. Smashing it on his smug face occurred to her – a temptation she denied herself. For the moment, at least. Persephone grudgingly plastered a simpering smile on her face as she topped off his cup.


  “See? I knew you had it in you to play nice. You do not strike me as the type to continue to do so, however, so I think it best that you stay right here. You can see to my personal needs.” The suggestive way he intonated personal left little doubt that he was not referring to dining.


  Her stomach turned. Even to protect her family, she was unwilling to stay idle and allow herself to be raped. Only years of experience in hiding her true sentiments kept her foreboding off her face.


  “And if I promised to behave?” She forced herself to look contrite. Kept her tone graciously repentant.


  The general released an amused snort before his lip curled in a sly smile. “In that case, I should insist that you sit and join me.” He patted his knee as he spoke.


  Praying the gesture was an invitation rather than a command – as it was, she wasn’t entirely sure – she smiled with polite detachment. “Gratitude, General. I prefer to stand, so I must respectfully decline.”


  “As you will it. The invitation is an open one.”


  Persephone forced herself not to sigh her relief. “How gracious of you, sir.” Sarcasm slipped into her words unbidden. She could have smacked herself, though she forced herself to continue to watch him blandly rather than advertise that she was appalled by her own behavior.


  He eyed her with open curiosity before once again schooling his features. “I meant it when I said you will stay here.”


  “Of course. Do not fret, I know my place.” Despite the respite she’d felt, she couldn’t seem to keep the insolence from her tongue. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Persephone internally chastised herself.


  “Do you?”


  Not trusting herself to speak, Persephone kept her lips firmly closed, nodding her head in reply.


  “See that it remains so.” With that he turned back to the food and people in front of him.


  As soon as he turned, Persephone found her mother’s worried gaze. She had been silently watching the exchange from the far side of the table. Her relief was as palpable as Persephone’s own. The corner of Persephone’s mouth twitched in a half-hearted attempt at consolation before guilt and shame that she had left her mother in her failed escape attempt overwhelmed her and Persephone had to turn away.


  Wanting to distract her mind from the dour thoughts plaguing her, Persephone looked around the room in order to truly assess their situation. With nary a Galilaean guard in sight, she couldn’t help but wonder if they’d all been killed or if some had been captured. Likely the former.


  Palace slaves – the only familiar faces in the room – attended the foreign soldiers. Persephone suspected they had been chosen somewhat randomly for the task, as few were performing chores that would normally have been assigned to them. It was clear their selection was not wholly random, though, since each of the slaves in the room was relatively young, female, and attractive. Though they flitted about the room, doing as instructed, they continued to shoot fearful glances toward Persephone. She had always protected them in the past; undoubtedly they hoped she would yet be able to do so. Persephone bit the inside of her lip until she tasted blood. The metallic tang and the discomfort distracted her from the knowledge that she was completely helpless to prevent the abuses they would inevitably experience as the night progressed. Suppressing the urge to give up altogether and crumble into a heap on the floor, Persephone turned her attention back to the soldiers. Regardless of how hopeless their circumstances felt, she needed to develop a plan, and quickly. There was far too much at stake for her to waste her time wallowing.


  She’d already deduced that the invaders were Perdomans, thus the apex of her concern: thus far, no kingdom had managed to repel the Finctus once targeted. However, to her knowledge, this was the first time a kingdom had not been taken in open conquest. She wasn’t sure if that improved their odds or worsened them.


  The three tables in the Grand Hall bordered the walls, making a U shape. At the base of the U, the focal point when entertainers were not using the open space in the middle of the room, sat the head table. Each of the tables sat fifty. Each space was occupied with Perdoman soldiers. She saw few readily identifiable officers, each of which was seated at the head table. The short supply of ranked soldiers implied the force was not a large one. The more men, the more officers there would be to lead and maintain order. So, based on the number in this room as well as the assumption that there were at least another fifty men stationed as guards around the palace, a conservative guess numbered them at two hundred. Though Persephone thought it more likely that the general had brought a small battalion, which would number them at least three hundred. Regardless, it was an infinitesimally small number to siege a city. But then, they didn’t need the city. Just the palace. With that, the entire kingdom was theirs.


  Hoping to glean any information she could about how they’d gotten onto the island and into the capital district, or what they planned to do now that they had control of Galilae, Persephone turned her attention to eavesdropping on the conversations around the table. Mostly their discussions were unhelpful. From what she could hear they were reveling in the ease with which the palace had fallen. Unfortunately, she agreed with them.


  She noticed that the general was listening, but not participating in the surrounding dialogue. He leaned indifferently in his chair, wine cup in one hand while carelessly picking at the food on his plate with the other. The man who had captured her by threatening Kolimpri sat directly to the general’s right. The captain. His position next to the general, in addition to his leader’s address of him earlier, confirmed his rank. Persephone had to restrain the snarl that threatened to curl her lip upon seeing him. His hair, a dark blond, contrasted with the general’s darker appearance. Like the general, the captain had a fine dusting of stubble along his jaw. His light gray eyes, alert and intelligent, were never far from her. He too seemed to be listening without contributing to the banter around him. Unlike the general, who hadn’t acknowledged her since their initial exchange, the captain was far more concerned with keeping an eye on Persephone.


  Not learning anything useful, she turned her attention to her family. Her brother, Antaios, likely fumed internally, but his body language and facial expression only advertised his fear. Always making himself an easy target, she thought humorlessly. Her mother, who in spite of everything still managed to look regal, maintained her composure far better than Antaios, though she had to be just as fearful. Kolimpri was terrified and struggling. Seraphime stayed close to Koli, attempting to help as much as possible. It was a good thing too, because Persephone could tell that Koli’s stamina was waning. She wasn’t sure if she felt more inclined to cry or scream. The knowledge that Seraphime was helping Koli as much as she could and fear that, if she did something, she would make the situation more dangerous for all of them were the only things that kept Persephone immobile.


  A soldier Persephone didn’t recognize took the wine carafe from Koli and set it on the table. He said something to her that Persephone didn’t hear, and Koli flicked nervous eyes toward Persephone. What was he saying to her? Nothing about his demeanor seemed inappropriate or threatening, but concern and worry were all Persephone could focus on. In spite of the instruction to stay, she shifted to move in their direction and collect Koli when her father’s suddenly elevated voice halted her. Turning her full attention to the seat directly across the table, she noted absently how surreal it felt to see her father there. She’d not been listening, so she was not sure what had spurred his outburst; however, at present, her father was heatedly scolding the general. Wishing she could tell him to stop talking – to do so would only escalate his temper further – Persephone watched and listened with growing horror. She wasn’t the only one. The din in the entire room had suddenly died.


  “Sneaking in here in the middle of the night? Coward’s move if you ask me.”


  Persephone silently cursed her father’s stupidity, while praying that he would mind his tongue. He did not. He was too proud and arrogant to recognize the dangerous ground on which he tread.


  “And then you disgrace me further by turning my family into your servants. Usurping my place. I am king!” Her father practically shrieked the last.


  “You are not my king.” The general didn’t raise his voice. It would have been less menacing if he had shouted.


  Holding her breath, Persephone felt a chill slide down her spine, pooling in a thick knot in her stomach.


  “You speak as though everything done is a personal slight against you.”


  “Is it not?!”


  “No.” The general continued to use that same stony tone. “Besides, I would surmise from the way that you and your coward of a son practically pissed yourselves tonight, that you would have fared equally poorly in open battle as you and your pathetic guards performed tonight.”


  The king’s face had turned a brilliant shade of red, a sure sign he would be saying something eminantly foolish before long.


  “Tell me, does it shame you to know that your daughter is the only individual on the island that posed even the remotest of challenges?”


  If the gods had any mercy, the subject would turn away from her. Any mention of her training was a sure way to unleash her father’s ire.


  As it was, her father’s indignation was palpable. “My greatest shame is that my daughter deigned to pick up a sword in the first place rather than marry and have babes as she should have years ago.”


  Though she’d always known how he felt, her father had never spoken the words aloud. Not to her. He’d never forgiven her for dissolving her first betrothal. The marriage pact had been a farce in every way, even if he refused to see it. It made no difference that she was unsurprised; his words hit her like a blow. Forcing her face to remain impassive, Persephone did the only thing she could. Lock her hurt away. Deep inside of herself she had a place reserved for such things. Things that would cripple her should she ever take them out and examine them too closely.


  “How enlightening.” The general’s sentiment about the king’s declaration was indiscernible.


  She sensed her mother shifting uncomfortably to her right. Persephone didn’t blame her. If she was prone to fidgeting, she would have done the same. As it was, her heart was about to pound out of her chest.


  Suddenly, the general stood. Persephone took a few steps back under the guise of avoiding having her toes smashed. Every muscle in her body coiled tightly as the general stepped toward her and grabbed her wrist. She’d not been mistaken about his speed. Targeting the wrist holding the carafe, his hand shot out and, snagging her, he expertly squeezed a pressure point. Of their own accord, her fingers opened. The carafe slipped between them to shatter at her feet.


  Her first impulse was always to fight, so immediately Persephone raised her free hand to strike. Kolimpri’s terrified scream froze her hand in place more effectively than any binding ever could. Compulsively, Persephone looked. How could she not? The soldier nearest Kolimpri – the one who had taken the carafe from her – had pulled her onto his lap in a one-armed bear hug. He pressed the blade of his dagger to her delicate throat. Glancing quickly around the room, Persephone confirmed her mother and brother – even Seraphime – were being threatened similarly. The soldiers had moved seamlessly, without the need for a direct order. It was terrifying to contemplate. Her father looked frantically at the sea of hostile faces, settling on his kin’s panicked expressions. He openly wore the surprise they both felt.


  Wasting no time and exploiting her distraction, the general pulled Persephone roughly toward him. He released her wrist to snake both arms around her waist. She might have been able to escape his grasp, but not without hurting him to do so. Horrified about his intent, but more concerned about the consequences of striking him, she struggled uselessly. In a contest of brute strength, he had an overwhelming advantage. It didn’t take him long to overpower her. Drawing her chest flush with his, the general lifted her, maneuvering her while he returned to his seat and ending with her straddled on his lap.


  She tried to push away from him. To return to her feet. Anything. Just as quickly as he had before, the general overpowered her, forcing her hands behind her back. An action that kept her pressed against him, chest to chest, and allowed him to control all her movement. Persephone was acutely aware that the loose, flowing material of her chiton had bunched and ridden up her legs, leaving her intimates covered, but barely so. With both hands pinned securely behind her, she could do nothing about her modesty. Her panic rose as his pteruges pressed uncomfortably against her.


  Not this. The words repeated themselves as a mantra in her head. Completely at his mercy, she could only hope the gods heard her prayer. Unable to fight, unable to flee, Persephone once again found herself staring into those hazel eyes. Someone was saying something, but she couldn’t make out who nor what over the blood pounding past her ears.


  Transferring both of her slight wrists into one of his larger hands, the general slid one palm suggestively over her hip, leaning into her while she unsuccessfully attempted to lean back. His face hovered mere inches from her own.


  Desperation lanced through her. “Don’t.” Don’t sounded more like please. It was the closest she had come to begging since she was a child. Undoubtedly she would be doing quite a bit more in the days to come. Assuming, of course, any of them lived that long.


  Laughter and jeers rippled through the room.


  The general continued to look at her heatedly, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Not to worry, Princess. I prefer not to have an audience for that.”


  Raucous laughter and further jeers followed. “Come on, General! We like to watch!”


  They might have been the only two in the room for all the attention the general paid the commotion. His eyes flicked down to her mouth and back up. “Just a kiss.” Said barely above a whisper.


  She doubted anyone else had even heard him. Couldn’t be entirely sure she had. He was asking permission. Unable to explain how she knew it to be certain, she did. His face remained a hairsbreadth away and still he waited.


  Through her wonder and confusion, her father’s words filtered into her consciousness. “There is no reason for this. Consider your point made. Just let my daughter go and we can forget this ever happened.”


  Her blood boiled. It was his fault she was in this position in the first place. Always indifferent to the ways in which his actions affected others. Consumed with thoughts of himself. His legacy. Persephone felt a sudden, overwhelming need to teach him a lesson. To remind him that humility is warranted. Feeling reckless, she gave the general an almost imperceptible nod. Having been watching her closely, he didn’t hesitate. His lips immediately connected with hers.


  Even though she’d consented, she sat stunned for a moment. However, her initial surprise quickly faded when he gently sucked on her bottom lip, simultaneously caressing it with his tongue. Eyes drifting closed, she opened her mouth to brush his tongue with her own. He tasted like the wine he had been drinking and something else. Something she suspected was uniquely him. As he alternated his ministrations between stroking their tongues together and tenderly nibbling and sucking on her bottom lip, Persephone didn’t immediately realize he had let go of both her wrists. One of his arms wrapped itself around her waist, holding her tightly. His other hand was twined in her hair at the base of her head, firmly kneading her tresses in rhythm with his mouth’s devotions. There was only one way to describe it. Sensual. She never would have expected it from a soldier, especially one who was all sharp edges.


  Her own hands had found their way to his sides. It wasn’t clear if she had been attempting to push him away or pull him closer. She still wasn’t sure. This was a terrible idea. So why did her body heat in response to him? Suddenly aware that her nipples were peaked, her sex hot – both things that should not be happening with this man under these circumstances – she began to withdraw. He followed her retreat. She could feel that he was smiling as he gently bit her lip one last time, landing a final soothing peck before leaning into the back of his chair.


  His dilated pupils remained transfixed on her mouth. She couldn’t tell through his pteruges, but she felt certain he was aroused. Both his hands wandered to her hips. The action was casual, but the unspoken command was clear. Stay.


  Without warning his expression changed. Hardened. His eyes left hers to look around her, catching her father’s eye. “Now I am slighting you.”


  She hated him.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine reclined comfortably in the king’s seat. Satisfied that he had thoroughly embarrassed Acheron, he continued to stare at him disdainfully. Though undoubtedly furious, Acheron had finally managed to keep his mouth shut. Given the brief time he’d spent with the arrogant fool, Augustine considered it quite the accomplishment.


  Persephone continued to sit straddled across his lap. Although she had actively participated in their kiss, she paid him no attention now. Using the edge of the table as a chair back with her head craned over her shoulder, she watched Kolimpri. Mostly. She kept close tabs on each of her family members in addition to her body slave, Seraphime.


  The uncanny resemblance between the two of them had come as a shock. Persephone and Seraphime were nearly identical. Were it not for the differences in clothing and hair, he would have found himself hard pressed to tell them apart. Later, he would ensure someone explained their relation as they were clearly too similar not to be kin. So why was Seraphime bonded in slavery?


  “What is it that you plan to do with us? With Galilae?” It was Acheron that spoke.


  Augustine had known his silence would be short-lived.


  “Plan? I’d not gotten any further than personally insulting you.” It was immature, but he didn’t like the man and enjoyed baiting him.


  Acheron’s face reddened at Augustine’s evasion and the chuckles that followed.


  Glancing at Persephone, it was clear that she was oblivious to the exchange. Her full attention was pointed in Kolimpri and Seraphime’s direction. Taking a moment to admire her beautiful face, he saw the minute narrowing of her eyes at the same time he felt the muscles in her body go rigid. Before he had a chance to investigate the source of the sudden change, several things happened at once. He heard a surprised squeal to his left while simultaneously sensing that Persephone was in motion. She was faster than he could have expected or was prepared for. Cato had warned him, but a part of him had still doubted, even knowing about the havoc she’d wreaked attempting to escape. A mistake he would not repeat. With no resistance from him, she had removed his dagger from the sheath on his hip and her arm was already cocked to throw. He didn’t have enough time to stop her completely and settled for knocking her elbow, catching it at upon her release.


  Without waiting or looking to see if she hit her mark, he immediately grabbed her, standing so suddenly he knocked his chair over backwards. Persephone was unaware of the movement. As she was screaming obscenities while pointing at someone to his left, he assumed she had not managed to kill her target.


  “GODS FUCK YOU! DO NOT TOUCH HER!”


  Before she could struggle or say more, he used his weight to slam her back onto the table. The force was sufficient to momentarily knock the wind out of her. No longer yelling, she turned her full attention to him. And she was furious. It was suddenly very clear how much she’d held back when he’d grabbed her earlier. He managed to block the majority of the blow she swung at him, but not all of it. Her fist partially connected with his ear. The inward rush of air sent it ringing.


  While he struggled to get her hands under control, she swung her knee hard, connecting with his side below his left shoulder blade. Because he was still wearing his armor, the blow didn’t hurt, but was sufficient to knock him slightly off balance. Not without stumbling, he managed to maintain his position, using his body to pin her to the table while he stood between her legs.


  Cato had not been jesting when he had said she was formally trained. In spite of his own experience, she’d stayed steps ahead of him, commencing new maneuvers while he was still reacting to what she had done previously. As Augustine had switched focus to getting her legs under control, she had initiated an arm bar, a common ground-sparring maneuver – one that relied on leverage, so his superior size and strength would mean nothing. If successful, she could break his arm or dislocate his elbow. Barely managing to wrench his arm free in time to catch her leg before she swung it into place around his neck, he pinned her thigh to his side and slammed her hips back down to the table a second time.


  She still struggled to get away, but seemed to have regained enough lucidity to stop striking at him. He took advantage of her quasi-complacency and quickly restrained her hands above her head.


  “STOP FIGHTING!” he bellowed.


  It wasn’t necessary. As suddenly as it had started, the fight had gone out of her. He knew why, but chanced a look around the room to survey the damages. All members of the family, including Acheron – who was still seated and looking very pale – were once again being held at knife point. Following Persephone’s gaze to the source of her outburst, he saw Seraphime clutching the torn fabric of her apodesmos to her body. Tears tracked down her cheeks.


  The assumed culprit, Falco, stood nearby with a hand to his head. Blood oozed from between his fingers, trailing red ribbons down his face. Augustine felt fairly certain that it looked worse than it was. After all, scalp wounds were notorious for bleeding heavily. If Augustine had not deflected it, the dagger likely would have lodged in Falco’s throat instead of merely glancing off his head.


  Furious, as much at himself for his complacency as he was at her for her impudent eruption, Augustine roughly grabbed Persephone’s chin and turned her face to his. “Do not look at her. Look at me.”


  He saw the flash of fury in her eyes right before she spat in his face. His reaction was instantaneous. Reflexive. His open hand connected with her cheek. Hard. Persephone’s head slammed to the side. Adonia’s gasp was the only sound that followed the resounding crack.


  “Do I have your attention yet?!” He was almost yelling.


  Seething, she returned her head to center to glare silently at him. Her cheeks were flushed, one side much more so than the other. Likely, it would bruise.


  “ANSWER!”


  She didn’t flinch. Didn’t even blink. “Yes.” Her quiet tone belied her obvious anger.


  “Yes, what?” he growled.


  “Yes, you have my attention.”


  His face mere centimeters from hers, Augustine spoke as calmly and as coldly as he could manage. “If you attack me or one of my men again” – she opened her mouth to speak – “I do not care what the reason is!” he yelled, interrupting any objection she might have made, and she cringed in reply. He took a breath, and when he continued, he did so more evenly. “If you attack me or one of my men again, I will personally hog tie you and have every man here take turns fucking her bloody while you watch.” He was pointing in Seraphime’s direction. Persephone didn’t turn her head, but the rage suddenly emanating off of her body confirmed she knew exactly who he meant. “Do you understand?”


  “Yes.” She sounded as though she had barely managed to choke the word past her vehemence.


  It wasn’t good enough. “Yes, what?”


  “I UNDERSTAND!” She had lifted her head to shout her assent before allowing it to fall back to the table. All traces of her anger vanished on a resigned and frustrated huff. Her expression immediately shuttered, rending itself unreadable once again.


  Exhaling hard, Augustine found himself wondering how Persephone managed to slide that passive, unemotional face so quickly into place.


  “When I stand, you will do the same. Slowly,” he instructed while she continued to look at him disconnectedly. For now, he still held her hands above her head. “And then you shall apologize to Falco.” He indicated the injured man with a tilt of his own head.


  “No.” She hadn’t even hesitated.


  “Pardon?” He made no move to allow her up.


  “I. Will. Not. Apologize,” she said, using the same level tone.


  “You will do as ordered.” She shook her head confidently, and he thought his own head might burst. She was infuriating. “Did I not make myself clear?”


  “You were quite clear,” she assented easily, too easily given that she had just refused compliance. “I threw the dagger before you clarified your terms.” Was that really satisfaction he saw in her eyes? “And I am not sorry.”


  He kept his voice flat despite the rage boiling inside him. “Try something like this again and you will be.”


  “I know.”


  He slowly righted himself and stepped away from the table. She sat up stiffly, pushing the skirt of her chiton down around her legs and sliding off the table. A trail of broken dishes and scattered food followed in her wake.


  Augustine gave his soldiers a nod. As one, they carefully lowered their blades and allowed their captives to step forward. At the first taste of freedom, Kolimpri scampered underneath rather than around the table to Persephone, wrapping both arms as high on Persephone’s legs as she could manage. Gently stroking her hair, Persephone held her.


  “Did he hurt you?” Kolimpri’s whispered words were punctuated by her tears.


  Eyes full of obvious adoration, Persephone looked down at Kolimpri’s face. “No, Little Bird.” Persephone broke Kolimpri’s gaze and stared directly into his eyes, her tone and expression unreadable. “No more than was warranted.”


  Chapter 4:

  Just Deserts


  
    A lie, just as any other misdeed, is only reprehensible if you are caught in the act.

  


  
    – Persephone of House Galanis, Princess of Galilae

  


   


  Persephone’s mother fussed behind her, carefully pulling pieces of clay dishware from her marred skin. She was only mildly aware of the burning sensation on her back and the dull throb in her cheek. Koli hadn’t left Persephone’s side, so she had continued to habitually stroke the smaller girl’s head while Koli hummed tunelessly. The bulk of Persephone’s attention remained riveted to the general. Presently, he was speaking with the captain, though his gaze never strayed from her.


  Attacking the soldier had been foolish in more ways than one. Aside from the obvious danger it presented her family, Persephone had hoped to keep Seraphime off the Perdomans’ radar as much as possible. Their similar features attracted enough attention on their own. To draw more had been unwise. Feeling hopeless, Persephone finally took notice of her mother’s sudden inactivity. Breaking eye contact with the general to see what had snared her mother’s attention, she noted two soldiers directly in front of her. The way they watched her suggested they were waiting for something, but she didn’t know what. Had they spoken and she’d missed it?


  “Pardon?” she asked, pouring her agitation at her own distraction into the words. Let them think they were the reason she was irritated.


  The one on the left responded. “It is time to put you all to bed.”


  She didn’t like the way he leered when he said bed.


  “How kind of you to offer.” Her expression was polite, but her tone sardonic. “However, we are well aware of where our chambers are. Your assistance will not be required. Gratitude all the same.”


  “It will be good when the general teaches you to mind that smart mouth of yours. You and I both know that none of you will be sleeping in your own chambers tonight.”


  “Whose chambers will we be sleeping in?!” Antaios interjected suddenly.


  Persephone found herself gritting her teeth. For one as clever as he was, he could be infuriatingly dense. “Likely the dungeons,” Persephone told him while glaring openly. “Perhaps you would benefit from thinking before speaking. Otherwise one might assume your common sense was usurped along with the rest of the palace.”


  Antaios’s mouth gaped and he clenched his fists. Maybe he would take a swing at her. A pathetic matchup – he hadn’t bested her for years – but as he wasn’t one of the general’s men, she wouldn’t be breaking her newest rule by fighting him.


  “Move along,” the captain said before she could bait her brother further in an attempt to provoke a response. It was for the best. The last thing they needed was to appear more divided than they had already presented themselves.


  It was her mother that moved first. Lifting Kolimpri into her arms, she followed the lead of the soldiers in front of her. The queen walked proudly, while her husband slunk behind her, gawking around him, obviously aghast at his recent fall from grace. Though it meant a fall for the rest of them alongside him, Persephone felt vindictive satisfaction in his predicament. Whether the feeling was warranted or not, it wasn’t helpful and she felt slightly guilty for even entertaining it, so she shut the notion down.


  It appeared that Seraphime was not to be joining them. The two shared a look as Seraphime was ushered down the corridor leading to the kitchens. Concern for her threatened to choke Persephone. Debating whether or not to cause a scene or follow her parents, Persephone hesitated.


  “You will see her soon.” Not appreciating his platitude, Persephone glared at the captain. He continued despite her enmity. “For the moment, she will carry on with her duties attending to you in addition to the palace.”


  Seraphime’s duties had been the least of her concerns. The captain was not a fool, so surely he was aware of the fact, but he never addressed her actual fears. Would Seraphime be safe? Would Persephone ever see her again?


  “If it is of comfort to you,” he continued, “you will not be staying in the dungeons. Chambers have been prepared for you all to share.”


  Why was he telling her this? Was it out of kindness? Was he trying to gain her trust?


  She asked none of the relevant questions pinging through her mind and instead asked, “Are all invading armies so gallant? Should I thank you?”


  “Only if you mean it, Princess. After you.” He punctuated his words with a sweep of his hand.


  Since she didn’t, and they both knew it, she walked away with nothing but a smirk.


  
    * * * *

  


  Cato walked next to Decimus in silence. They all expected further trouble from the eldest princess, so Augustine had instructed the two of them to ensure the Galanis family made it to their chambers without further incident. As she had shared words with Cato before following her family, Persephone brought up the rear. He had deliberately positioned himself just behind her so that he could observe her and everything that would be in her line of sight.


  Having seen firsthand twice now, Cato was already aware that she was well trained. From what he had seen in the Grand Hall, she was also highly volatile and, worst of all, she appeared harmless. There were as many proverbs and saying about appearances deceiving as there were grains of sand in a square foot of beach, and yet, perceptions continued to be built upon what was seen before anything else. The fact that Persephone was lethal, but did not look it, made it easy to be lulled into a false sense of security around her. Even Augustine, who was not easily beguiled, had trusted his own impression over Cato’s warning and it had nearly cost them a sixth man. Fortunately, Falco sported only a nick. Compared to the alternative, the man was damned lucky.


  Truth be told, Cato could have killed the man himself. Falco had disregarded a direct command; at minimum, a lashing was clearly in order. As Persephone had been given a pass for his near assassination, though, likely no punishment would follow Falco’s lapse. Although the princess was integral to their purpose in Galilae, it had not been well received that she was not to be punished for killing five of their own in her attempt to flee the palace. That resistance was to be expected was a sound argument, but in the heat of battle and the grief over fallen comrades, reason could be difficult to see. There was bound to be discontent that she had now escaped penalty a second time.


  Despite her earlier defiance, Persephone seemed complacent enough at present. Cato would not make the mistake of underestimating how quickly that could turn. If he could devise a way to do so safely and convince Augustine to allow it, he itched to see a demonstration of her skill. She fought in a style wholly unfamiliar to him, though obviously it was effective. She had, after all, bested five Perdoman soldiers. Augustine’s soldiers, no less. The best the Finctus had to offer.


  As they neared their destination, fate took a turn for the worse. Ahead of the family, Prodotin – the former Galanis Arms Commander – rounded a corner, heading straight their way. The man was a fool. He had followed Augustine’s orders to stay out of sight during the siege and subsequent celebration. Now, however, he escaped no one’s notice. A little longer, just enough time to prepare the family, would have been sufficient, but judging by the amused smirk curling Prodotin’s lips as he stared at the dumbfounded royals, the man had planned the confrontation. Likely to gloat. If that was the goal, it was certainly effective. Even as they continued walking, the entire Galanis household stared fixedly at Prodotin. Surprise – both at his survival and his shiny new Perdoman armor – read obviously on each of their faces. Continuing his trek somewhat mindlessly, Acheron turned to stare at him open-mouthed.


  “Highness.” Though he spoke to his own king, Prodotin managed to strip all honor from the word.


  Wasting no time, Cato positioned himself between Persephone and House Galanis’s former Arms Commander before they passed one another, even grabbing her upper arm for good measure. Distracted from glaring at Prodotin, she looked at Cato’s hand around her bicep before lifting a brow in mock confusion. One corner of Cato’s mouth turned up in reply. When they made their way past Prodotin without incident, he felt relieved that she had taken Augustine’s words to heart. He should have known better.


  He’d expected a reaction from her. Had sworn to himself he wouldn’t underestimate her. It had been futile. Knowing exactly where his hold would be at its weakest, Persephone suddenly spun. Using her momentum, she wrenched her arm, breaking Cato’s grip. He reached for her, but she checked him with her shoulder, sending him stumbling directly into Decimus. The brief moment it took them to recover their balance gave her all the time she needed.


  Persephone lunged forward, pulled Prodotin’s own dagger from his hip, and slammed it to the hilt into the soft part of his throat. Just above the collarbone. Hand in the neck of his armor, Prodotin stared perplexed as she pulled his face close to hers. For the first time in his life, Cato watched in shocked immobility, not even bothering with another attempt to grab her. It was already too late.


  “Traitor.” Cato heard her hissed accusation the moment before Decimus grabbed Persephone, yanking her backwards.


  Immediately, she released Prodotin. Without her bracing him, he sank to his knees. His own dagger still protruded from his throat. Blood bubbled from his mouth. There was nothing they would be able to do for him; the wound was fatal. Efficient. A single strike, just like each of the others she’d delivered.


  Persephone flinched momentarily, as Decimus twisted one arm painfully high behind her back. Still, she offered no resistance.


  She caught Cato’s eye. “He was our man, not yours. I request a formal audience with the general before he carries out any punishment. Will you tell him?” Her expression was almost tranquil despite the ensuing chaos.


  “I will.” Standing trancelike, Cato heard the words as though someone else had spoken them.


  “Thank you.” She’d barely spoken above a whisper, yet her words still seemed to echo.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine stared coldly as Falco paced, incensed in front of him.


  “Truly?” Falco demanded, completely aghast. “You will allow that bitch to go unpunished?! She insults you by attacking me with your own dagger, and you do nothing?!”


  Augustine spoke evenly, despite the fact that he was tempted to finish what Persephone had attempted. “She is a prisoner. Her insubordination is to be expected. Yours, on the other hand” – stunned, Falco stopped his pacing – “is not, and is the much greater insult.” Augustine spoke over Falco’s incoherent spluttering. “You disregarded a direct order. My ban on the slave girl has not been lifted. Consider yourself fortunate I find your public humiliation at a woman’s hand a sufficient punishment, or I’d have you whipped.”


  Though still fuming, Falco stood silently.


  “Dismissed.”


  Following protocol, Falco nodded his respect before storming out, offering the same courtesy – likely out of habit rather than actual deference at the moment – to Cato, who marched in purposefully.


  Only after a passing look of longing at the bed did Augustine address Cato, who respectfully waited for his turn to speak. “Out with it, friend. By your expression, I will not like it.”


  He set to removing his wrist guards while he waited.


  Though momentary, Cato’s hesitation was unexpected, speaking volumes to his level of unease. “Persephone killed Prodotin in the hall on the way to the slave chambers.”


  Shock was the first thing Augustine registered. Forgetting the fact that he had only removed one wrist guard, he turned his full attention to the man in front of him, anger quickly replacing his surprise. “She what?” Augustine didn’t raise his voice. Didn’t need to.


  Cato would immediately recognize the rage simmering in those two words. He at least had the decency to look ashamed. “Apologies, sir. He came around the corner unexpectedly and –”


  “And what? There were five soldiers escorting them. You were one of them. I trust you more than any man here.”


  “I know. It is unforgivable.” Cato left his head bowed. His face was etched with regret. “I shall accept any punishment you consider fit.”


  “How did you let this happen?” Not yet sure what, if any, he might deliver, Augustine didn’t address the notion of a punishment.


  “Prodotin intercepted us unexpectedly. I suspect it was on purpose because of the way he antagonized Acheron upon passing. I expected trouble and grabbed the princess as we passed him –”


  “Then, pray tell, why is Prodotin dead?” Augustine’s voice was deadly quiet.


  “She managed to break my hold. You caught a glimpse tonight; she is very fast and highly skilled. Single blow to the throat with Prodotin’s own dagger before we had a chance to regain control.”


  Augustine ran a hand down his face. This was the last thing he needed. “What the fuck am I going to do with her?” The question was rhetorical. He didn’t really want or expect an answer.


  “She has requested an audience before you order her punishment.”


  Augustine let out an ironic laugh. “Of course she has. What is there to say? I gave explicit directions with explicit consequences. She disregarded them.”


  “She said he was their man, not ours.”


  Augustine looked meaningfully at his friend. “And what about you? You are obviously my man, yet she attacked you to get at him despite my instruction.”


  Cato shrugged. “She broke my hold. The only thing wounded was my pride.” Cato’s slight smile was out of place. And telling.


  “Were it you in my place, what would you do? Would you hear her out?”


  Cato was thoughtful for a moment. It was one of the things Augustine respected about him: he never decided anything rashly.


  “I would.” He suspected Cato would say as much, but Augustine waited silently for the inevitable explanation. “Prodotin was their Arms Commander: personal bodyguard to the King of Galilae and responsible for the security of the entire royal family. He fed them to the wolves. What would you or I do in the face of that kind of betrayal?” As was typical, Augustine agreed with Cato’s logic and nodded along. “Furthermore, Persephone has proven herself to be intelligent, cunning, and ruthless. We all thought Acheron would be our biggest obstacle, but it would seem that his daughter is the individual most capable of foiling everything. You need to find a way to coerce her cooperation.”


  Cato was spot on, of course. But Augustine was exhausted, and he had no idea how to go about it. Diplomacy was not his forte. His was a more hands-on approach.


  “And, General, you will need to get creative. A punishment will be necessary.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Antaios paced anxiously. They’d been relegated to the chambers of Pontius, his father’s body slave. The whole lot of them reduced to a slave’s quarters.


  “Fucking ridiculous.” No one responded to his muttered declaration except his father, who grunted his agreement.


  He’d been talking to himself, but would have appreciated the courtesy of a response. His mother and sisters seemed oblivious to their current demotion. Fucking women. Kolimpri was four, the only one of them with a reasonable excuse. Persephone and their mother, the queen, should both know better, and yet both remained diligently focused on their task. Mother had helped Persephone to rewrap her chiton, exposing her back so that the wounds could be cleaned. Presently Persephone sat on a padded bench, resting her weight on her elbows as the queen ran a wine soaked cloth over the punctures and abrasions where dishware had pierced her skin. It wasn’t an ideal remedy, but should help prevent infection. Besides, a mild wine had been the only item in the room that was potentially useful for such tasks. All things considered, Antaios felt the injuries she’d received were slight given her trespass, although, the worst was undoubtedly still to come. He’d only wondered if the Perdoman general was going to kill her before. Now that she had killed Prodotin – the fucking traitor – Antaios felt certain that the next time the Perdomans came for her, they would.


  “Pacing changes nothing, brother.” Persephone had finally opened her eyes. Her head never moved, but her gaze flicked back and forth as she followed his crusade across the room.


  Even knowing that she might have sealed her own execution – all of their executions – she managed to appear bored. Disinterested. Not for the first time, he found himself wondering if fear was an emotion that even registered for her. It never seemed to and he hated her for it. In combat training, she had been pitted against men twice her size. She’d fought outnumbered. She’d sparred hand-to-hand and with weapons. Sometimes her opponents were armed while she was not. None of it mattered. She faced each and every match with the same brazen confidence; as though it were an impossibility that she might lose. Of course, she never did and hadn’t for years. Just once, he wanted her to.


  “You do realize you’ve probably killed her, do you not? Your precious Seraphime.”


  If his words found their mark, she didn’t show it. Had he been the one threatened in the Grand Hall, he seriously doubted she would have raised a finger in his defense. Bound to him by blood, yet she’d always cared more about that fucking slave than she had him. The betrayal was unforgivable.


  Before either of them could antagonize one another further, the Perdoman captain entered the room with two other soldiers. Without a word, their mother quickly re-pinned Persephone’s chiton and Persephone stood, moving to follow him out the door, only he did not leave. When she reached him, he held up a pair of wrist shackles. Clearly he didn’t know Persephone if he thought they would be sufficient to stop her should she truly set her mind to a course of action.


  “Are those necessary?”


  That she was still insubordinate after everything served only to agitate Antaios further. If it were him, he would have gone with silent obedience. Though, if he were truly being honest, he would not have assassinated Prodotin in the first place and would not have found himself facing a tribunal by enemies. Grudgingly, he had to admit – if only to himself – that Persephone had done the thing they’d all considered. Desired. Still, it was a reckless move, and he feared that her actions would cost the rest of them dearly.


  The captain stared at her pointedly before answering. “Have you given me any reason to believe otherwise?”


  “You attacked us, Captain. You could not have reasonably expected to encounter no resistance.” Despite her words, she held her hands in front of her.


  The captain gave a slight shake of his head and indicated with a finger for her to about-face.


  “As you will it,” she assented indifferently, as though it made no difference to her. Maybe it didn’t.


  After securing and checking the shackles, the captain grabbed her arm to escort her out the door.


  “No!” Koli wailed, and Antaios grabbed her, lifting her easily into his arms when she would have run to Persephone’s side.


  Kolimpri clung to his shoulder even as she continued to sob and bawl her protests. He gently bounced her and rubbed comforting circles on her back.


  “Stay here, Little Bird, I will return shortly,” Persephone said confidently.


  For a moment, Antaios half-hoped she wouldn’t, and then immediately regretted thinking it. Their mother came over and moved to grab Koli from Antaios, but Koli screamed louder and proceeded to kick her feet in the air.


  “I have her,” he told their mother quietly, and she nodded, staying next to him to try to help soothe little Koli.


  “Kolimpri,” Persephone said loudly. As it always seemed to, hearing Persephone address Koli by her given name rather than her nickname, Little Bird, snared Koli’s attention. “Did you hear me?” she asked as soon as Koli quieted enough to let her get a word in.


  “Yes.” Koli was no longer howling, but continued to take gasping breaths that shuddered in and out as she wept.


  “What did I say?”


  “You will be back.”


  While both he and their mother still rubbed Koli’s back, Antaios switched from the gentle bouncing he’d been employing to swaying steadily back and forth. Koli was obviously still distressed, but the worst of her tantrum seemed to have passed.


  “Would I lie to you?” Persephone asked.


  In a heartbeat, Antaios thought, but Koli didn’t need to know that, so he didn’t say it out loud.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine half-sat, half-leaned on the desk, watching the door as they entered. Cato marched Persephone into the room that acted as Acheron’s study. Decimus, who had also been present during the incident, had been summoned to bear witness, and stood against one wall. Seneca waited patiently by Decimus’s side. Seneca had been escorting the group as well and was to be assigned as Persephone’s primary guard. In light of new events, Augustine had determined that he would be assigning Seneca a Second. Skilled as the man was, Persephone had proven herself to be too treacherous to trust her cooperation to a single soldier.


  The wrist shackles would have been comical if he hadn’t seen for himself how dangerous Persephone could be. She wasn’t particularly tall and at a glance her attractive figure appeared to be all feminine curves. He’d learned in the Grand Hall, though, that her muscles maintained none of the softness he’d come to associate with affluent women. By no means was she as robust as a man, but she was significantly stronger than she looked. Further, she knew both how to wield her build and where to direct her energy to cause the greatest damage with the least effort.


  With a sigh, Augustine crossed his arms and addressed her. “You surprise me. I was sure, based on your behavior in the Grand Hall, that you valued Seraphime’s well-being.”


  “Very much so.” She seemed so sincere.


  “Why?”


  Seraphime had to be a royal bastard. There was no other explanation he could think of for their eerie similarities. Likely she was the queen’s, if the green eyes were any indication. Acheron had the pale blue eyes that characterized the Galanis line. What confused Augustine, though, was that although Seraphime bore green eyes, like Persephone, she looked more like the king than she did Adonia. So whose was she? Augustine hated unanswered questions. They nagged and cajoled at him, distracting his attention when it might have been better placed. If she had looked like only one parent or the other, Augustine would have had no problem trusting his assumptions. Like Persephone, Seraphime had at least some characteristics of both the king and the queen, but if she was their natural daughter, he could not reconcile why she had been cast into slavery.


  “That is not what I came here to speak with you about,” Persephone deflected his question readily.


  Augustine had known it was unlikely, but he’d hoped to surprise her with the question, which might elicit a more honest answer.


  “You requested an audience. We need not discuss anything,” he told her dismissively.


  Persephone didn’t falter at the implied threat in his words. If she wanted to speak with him about Prodotin, she would first need to discuss the mystery that had needled him since he’d first laid eyes on the two of them next to one another in the Grand Hall.


  “She looks like you,” he continued, hoping to gauge her response, but her face gave nothing away. “Uncannily so.”


  Finally, Persephone sighed, looking at him as though it was obvious. “She is born of Galilae.”


  Augustine smiled. “Yes, and her coloring suggests it, except that her eyes are green. Now that is unusual in Galilae. Very unusual.” He looked at her pointedly.


  Persephone shrugged indifferently. “Her mother was a slave from Xenakai, a kingdom made up of people originally from the West. My understanding was that green eyes were not so uncommon there.”


  Persephone was right, which meant either she was telling the truth, or she was attempting to hide indiscretions on her mother’s part. Augustine suspected she was telling the truth. The king seemed the more likely to be the hedonistic type. Also, if Seraphime had been the queen’s bastard, Augustine seriously doubted the king would have let her live at all if he suspected, and she looked too like Persephone to inspire doubts that they shared at least one parent.


  “So it is a father that the two of you share.”


  “I did not say that,” Persephone replied blandly.


  “You did not need to. If she is not your mother’s bastard, then she must be your father’s.”


  “If you say so. Have you finished with this tedious conversation?”


  “You did not answer my question.”


  “You did not ask one,” she said with a sardonic smile, “you made an assertion.”


  “Is Seraphime your father’s bastard?”


  “In Galilae, it would be considered taboo to leave the child of a king, even a bastard, bonded in slavery,” Persephone said.


  A non-answer if ever he’d heard one. “I do not need a lesson in Galilae’s mores, Persephone, I do my research. It is a yes-or-no question.”


  “Then you will have to ask my father. I know only what I’ve been told.”


  Augustine resisted the urge to strangle her. She was infuriating. “And what have you been told?”


  “That Seraphime’s mother was my mother’s body slave.”


  “Then I would speak with her. What is her name?”


  “Diana.”


  Augustine found himself mildly surprised that she had offered the name so easily.


  “But you will have trouble finding her in the palace,” she continued.


  He’d known it couldn’t have been so simple. “And why is that?” he asked, pinching the bridge of his nose.


  “She is no longer of this world. I would help you to meet her were it not for the troublesome matter that I am not to bring you to harm.”


  Persephone was smiling coldly and he had no doubt that she would help him into the next life if he gave her the opportunity. She’d also successfully returned her conversation to the direction of her choosing.


  “Well played, Princess. Now that we are on the subject, why in the Grand Hall did you defend your illegitimate sister” – he used the descriptor even though Persephone had not truly confirmed it – “at the risk of the rest of your family – even young Kolimpri – only to immediately discard her upon seeing Prodotin?”


  “In the Grand Hall, I watched your man attack Seraphime. I acted impulsively without considering consequences. My only thought was to protect her.”


  “In the hallway, did you not act impulsively?”


  “No. I saw Prodotin, and I made a choice.”


  “Of that, I am well aware. Tell me, Princess, was it worth the cost?”


  She stared at him with equal parts confidence and defiance. “Prodotin was born of Galilae. His family’s roots in this kingdom span generations. They have been in the proud employ of House Galanis for almost as long as my ancestors have ruled. He betrayed his king, his kingdom, and his kin. He deserved a traitor’s death.”


  “Well-spoken words, Princess, but the moment he agreed to betray you, your father, and the rest of Galilae, he became my man, not yours. And my instructions on that matter were very clear. If you attack me or one of my men again…” He waved his hand in explanation of the rest. Everyone in the room was aware of his threat, one he was willing to follow through on, but had been sure he wouldn’t have to.


  Persephone looked at him grimly. “Then I did you a favor. Any man willing to sell his loyalty to the highest bidder is a liability, not an asset.”


  Augustine stared back, knowing she’d hit truth. He never would have trusted Prodotin. None of his men would, despite the fact that all of them had been willing to use him.


  As if she suspected his leanings, Persephone continued. “I only attacked Prodotin –”


  Augustine held up a hand immediately silencing her. “What of my captain? Did you not attack him as well?”


  “No. I admit to evading him. But I did not attack him.”


  He stared at her coldly. “Semantics.”


  Her reaction both surprised and impressed him. She turned to Cato. “Did I injure you when I broke your hold?”


  Cato shook his head. “You did not.”


  She turned her attention back to Augustine with a dramatic shrug. “Well, there you have it. I attacked Prodotin alone. I admit to breaking your captain’s hold, but I made no move against him or any of your true men. Nor did I resist when restrained. I honored my word to you.”


  Augustine glanced first at Decimus, then at Seneca, both of whom nodded a confirmation.


  Finally, Augustine looked to Cato, whose amused gaze he held longer. “On this, she speaks truth. She moved only against Prodotin and has offered no resistance to myself or anyone else since.”


  Augustine nodded once in understanding before looking to Persephone. “You make a strong argument, yet the reality remains. You killed a man that swore fealty to me after agreeing not to do so. That cannot go unpunished.”


  “I understand, General. But given the circumstances I ask that you exact any punishment on my person alone and leave the members of my family as well as Seraphime out of it.”


  She was offering to take Seraphime’s place. Even knowing what it would mean for her. The sincerity of her voice left no doubt she meant it. She was an unusual creature indeed.


  “No.” Even if he did not have an alternative in mind, he would not have allowed it. Already, he’d come to consider her as his.


  “Sir?” For the first time, confusion and concern snaked across her face.


  Augustine walked towards her as he spoke. “It is admirable that you would take your sister’s place. However, your actions thus far advertise that you are fearless in regards to yourself, rendering threats against your person ineffective. It is painfully clear, however, that there are others whom you find to be much more valuable. I am a man of means and will use the manner you provide me to secure your compliance. Your half-sister, Seraphime, will suffer your punishment.”


  “Please –”


  He held up a hand to silence her protests. Tears built in her eyes. Biting her lip, she waited.


  “I am not completely without reason. Your execution of Prodotin was as much tactical as it was moral. Not only was he a traitor, he was a traitor who knew secrets of the palace, the ruling family, and the kingdom. It was both wise and just of you to kill him, and I believe it is safe to assume any of us would have done the same in your position.” He saw Cato, Decimus, and Seneca nodding from the corners of his eyes. “A rule was broken, but for a just reason. Therefore, a punishment must be carried out. But it too must be just.”


  Persephone held her breath.


  “Seraphime will stand as a star in a knife-throwing contest. Naked.”


  Persephone shook her head. “No –”


  “The original punishment was one that would demand your attention while providing base entertainment for my soldiers. The replacement punishment must fulfill the same.”


  “General, please do not do this.”


  His expression remained stony. “Would you prefer her raped?”


  “Of course not.” Persephone shook her head.


  “Just as I assumed,” he stated with finality.


  “But that is not fair!”


  He took a deliberate step towards her, coming so close she was forced to take a step back if she was to maintain a shred of space between them. “It was never meant to be fair.” Compelled to solidify his authority, he took another step and felt a rush of satisfaction when she retreated further. “But she is in this position because of your choices. Now her fate is dependent on you once again, so pick.”


  For the first time since he had encountered her, Persephone broke eye contact to look at the floor. Augustine could hear the tears in her voice. “When?”


  “Tonight.”


  She nodded without looking up. “She will stand as target.”


  This had never been a negotiation. A test, if anything. Persephone was clearly capable of presenting a sound argument eloquently and persuasively. Had she been unable to do so, he would not have been able to justify altering the punishment. As it was, his soldiers’ respect for his authority, and his abilities as a leader, would be the only reasons it was tolerated.


  Still, Augustine nodded. Knowing she couldn’t see him, he opened his mouth to speak.


  Persephone spoke first. “And I will throw the daggers.” Now she looked at him, her eyes clear and her voice firm.


  What of her tears, he wondered? Whether it was the tears that were faked or the calm she presented now, clearly she was a master of her emotions. Augustine nearly laughed outright. Both at the knowledge she was going to be far more difficult to control than he ever could have anticipated, and more so at the thought of willingly handing her weapons. It was preposterous. He addressed only the latter. “Given your behavior so far, there is no way –”


  “Then keep Kolimpri with you for leverage.”


  He looked at her with his brows pinched together, not quite believing what he was hearing. “You do not mean that.”


  “Of course I do. You said this is as much about entertainment as demanding my attention. We both know what you really mean is that it should cause me distress. Would it not be entertaining to see me throw knives at the individual I was protecting mere hours earlier?”


  He knew Cato would oppose the idea, but could see the interest in Decimus’s and Seneca’s demeanors. They were just as curious to see what she could do as he was.


  “Likely it would.” Augustine spoke cautiously, not ready to agree to the arrangement. “However, it is not much of a punishment if you control the outcome.”


  “That is one way of seeing things.”


  “Is there another?” he asked incredulously.


  “There is always another way of things.”


  “Said the rule breaker. Speak plainly.” He was as infuriated as he was intrigued by her.


  “Know that if I miss, it will cause me more pain than you could deal me in a thousand lifetimes.” The power of the emotion roiling off of her left no question as to the profound truth of her statement.


  Augustine contemplated her proposal. After the destruction she’d already wrought, each of his men was curious to know what she was capable of. It would provide an opportunity to measure the extent of at least one of her skills in a controlled way. Well, relatively controlled. But could he trust her? Not at all.


  “Kolimpri will stay with me through the demonstration.”


  “Of course.”


  “Seraphime will be naked and unrestrained. It will be up to her not to flinch.”


  “As you will it. But you will see to it that she is not touched during the demonstration, nor in the time leading up to it.”


  Augustine could see no reason not to keep the slave untouched for a while longer, especially if it increased Persephone’s level of compliance. “Agreed.”


  “And you and I will talk terms of the continued safety of my family and my people after the demonstration.”


  Not one to miss an opportunity, was she? Augustine felt the corner of his mouth pull upward. She was very good. “One step at a time, Princess.”


  He could see that wasn’t the answer she sought. He wouldn’t give her everything she wanted, though. It would set a bad precedent.


  Chapter 5:

  A Woman’s Worth


  
    It is laughable to think that a woman might be capable of ruling an entire kingdom – fickle, emotional creatures that they are. People respond to and follow strength. Women are weaker in every way. How, then, are they to inspire the confidence of those they would lead?

  


  
    – Acheron of House Galanis, King of Galilae

  


   


  Questions assaulted her as soon as the door closed.


  “What happened?” “Did they say anything about what they plan to do with Galilae?” “How long will they keep us caged in here?”


  “Sister!” Koli collided with Persephone’s legs. “You came back.”


  Persephone cringed. “Yes, I came back, I told you I would,” she assured Koli as she stroked her head. “Now, will the rest of you slow down? I can only answer one question at a time.”


  “What do they plan to do with Galilae?” her father demanded imperiously.


  Still angry about her father’s irrational behavior in the Grand Hall, along with his present entitlement, Persephone did not temper the sarcasm that leapt so easily to her tongue. “Shockingly, he chose not to divulge the details of his scheme to me.”


  Her father bristled. “You will speak to me with respect, young lady.”


  “I will speak to you with respect when you do something worth respecting.”


  All mouths dropped and Koli gasped audibly. Persephone was frequently insolent, but for her to be so openly defiant – especially toward the king – was practically unheard of.


  “How dare you!” he thundered towards her.


  Persephone immediately pushed Koli behind her and pulled herself up to her full height, which still only brought her eyes level with her father’s chin. By this point, her mother had stepped in between them, which was enough to bring a semblance of calm back into the room.


  “Persephone, stop baiting your father. And Acheron, we have all been through a great deal tonight; some words must be forgiven. Now let us sit so we may figure out what we are to do.”


  Reluctantly, they separated and everyone settled themselves on the pillows and padded benches around the room. Although nowhere near the plush luxuries they were used to, because they were in the chambers of the king’s own body slave, there were enough amenities to be comfortable. Leaning against a wall as far away from her father and brother as she could position herself, Persephone sat on the floor. She was quickly joined by Kolimpri, who crawled onto Persephone’s lap, humming a tune of her own creation.


  “Now, Persephone, will you please fill us in on what happened?”


  At this point, if it had been anyone but her mother who had asked, she probably would have refused to answer out of sheer spite. But Persephone would never deliberately antagonize her mother and she certainly didn’t want to exacerbate her worry.


  “Obviously, the general was unhappy with my execution of Prodotin. We discussed how my punishment is to be carried out.”


  “And Seraphime?”


  “Will be involved, but not in the way that was threatened. For now she is safe.” Persephone’s heart swelled at her mother’s concern, even as it simultaneously broke at the king’s indifference.


  “A slave? Why are we talking about a slave? Forget about her! What about us?”


  Were Kolimpri not sitting on her lap, Persephone might have killed her brother.


  Her mother must have sensed the danger. “For the time being, it seems we are being dealt with as royal hostages. As such, we will likely be treated with a certain level of dignity.”


  Acheron snorted at his wife’s explanation. “Dignity?!”


  Wisely, her mother cut him off before he could derail the conversation into a rant about his wounded pride. “The real question, then, is what will we do moving forward?”


  Sighing, Persephone prepared to divulge her plan, knowing it wouldn’t be well received. “They want something from us. If they did not, we would already be dead. Tonight I will have an opportunity to speak with the general. I will use that time to bargain for our safety until we have enough information to determine a more comprehensive plan.” She had to look away, otherwise the pained understanding in her mother’s face might have brought her to tears.


  “What are you possibly going to use to bargain?”


  Persephone made eye contact with her father before answering him dispassionately. “The only thing I have.” It was clear he still didn’t grasp what she suggested. “Come now, Father, you should understand. After all, you were the one who taught me that a woman only has value in her marriage bed.”


  “But you are not –” His cheeks colored as comprehension finally dawned. “You cannot possibly mean to –” He continued to flounder for words.


  “I can, and I will.” She spoke with quiet authority.


  The king was still looking aghast. “But you will ruin any prospects you have of securing a proper marriage.”


  “You and I both know the opportunity for that is long past.” Her hostile tone contradicted her still-emotionless countenance.


  He broke first, looking away as shame clouded his features. Persephone couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him show remorse of any kind. The fact that he felt regret at his cavalier treatment of her offered a little comfort. But only a very little.


  “That is it?!” her brother demanded. “That is our plan? You will play the whore?!”


  Kolimpri, who had been peaceful in Persephone’s lap, startled at the vulgar language spat their direction, her humming momentarily interrupted as she looked between them. Glaring at Antaios, Persephone wrapped Kolimpri in a hug, which she used as a ruse to smother Koli’s hearing.


  “Better a whore than a coward.”


  
    * * * *

  


  After only a few hours’ rest, Cato woke with the rest of the soldiers to continue the tasks ahead of them. With the royal family secured, they could turn their attentions to preparing the palace for the arrival of the thirty-three Council members who would be in and out of the palace starting two days hence. Augustine had determined the first order of business was to clear the dungeons. Prisoners were not typically held within the palace itself, so the dungeons had been ill-equipped to handle the volume of servants and slaves living within its walls along with any of the guards that had not been executed outright. Concerns that disease would spread if so many were left in such a confined space meant that assessing the usefulness and pliability of each individual was a top priority. Those that could be used, would be. Everyone else was to be discreetly disposed of.


  They’d assembled in the throne room for the process. It was where the King of Galilae held audience with citizens requesting his attention, and was practical for the purpose. Augustine sat in the throne as individual after individual was brought forward. Occupying the throne was symbolic rather than reflective of an actual desire to rule. It solidified in the Galilaeans’ minds that their king had fallen. That his leadership had been replaced.


  Per their rank, Cato stood to Augustine’s right, Decimus to his left. Seraphime sat on the top step at Augustine’s feet. Augustine had claimed to summon her because she knew everyone residing in the palace and could prove useful in categorizing them. Undoubtedly, this was true, though Cato suspected Augustine’s reason was just as symbolic as claiming the throne had been. Many of the slaves in the Grand Hall had watched Persephone raptly. Almost as frequently, their eyes had strayed to Seraphime. Clearly, the two women were somehow extremely important to them even if it was not yet completely clear why or in what way.


  Both Augustine and Cato had noted the excessive attention directed toward Persephone and Seraphime the previous night, and though Cato felt the full explanation eluded them, pieces of it fit together as the day progressed. At the forefront, it would seem that Persephone inspired incredible loyalty. More questions and concerns had been vocalized regarding her well-being than even the king’s. Another surprise to add to the growing mystery that was the princess. As her body slave, Seraphime obtained considerable status via association, but there seemed to be more to it than that alone. Seraphime seemed to be a leader of sorts in her own right – a notion that was supported when slave after slave watched Seraphime and directed their questions to her rather than the soldiers around them.


  A boy, likely between ten and twelve in years, was brought forward, his expression angry. Defiant. Without asking a question of the child, or of Seraphime, Augustine snapped his fingers and pointed left. He was to be executed – a fate that would have been chosen for him regardless of his malleability. Children talked, making them a liability. Fortunately, there were not many. Striking down the young did not please any of them.


  Next, Seneca brought an older man forward. With the Galanis family currently under lock and key, Seneca was not needed to monitor Persephone. The slave he escorted held himself proudly, refusing to look away as was expected of Galilaean slaves, thus making it known that he was not acknowledging them as his new masters.


  “Pontius, the king’s body slave,” Seraphime said quietly.


  The slave, Pontius, glared openly at Seraphime. “You shame yourself and this house by making yourself their pet.”


  “I do as commanded. As should you.” Despite the vitriol in his accusation, Seraphime maintained Pontius’s accusing glare.


  Cato noticed that she held all the slaves’ gazes, refusing to turn away from them regardless of the fate assigned. Regardless of whether their looks condemned or beseeched her – she had received both types in equal measure. He respected her for her fortitude.


  “I would rather die than bend knee to these swine.”


  Seneca kicked the back of the man’s knee, dropping him, and punched him across the mouth. Blood leaking from the new split in his lip, Pontius righted himself and glared at Augustine.


  “There are worse fates than death. Shall I think one up for you?” Augustine asked indifferently.


  The slave spat on the floor. “Gods fuck your ass.”


  Another blow to the face snapped Pontius’s head back. His eyes watered and blood streamed from both nostrils. Likely his nose was broken.


  “Care to revise your answer?” Augustine sounded bored.


  Pontius said nothing. Probably for the best.


  Augustine smiled coolly. “Well, then, do not let me delay you from your fate.” With a snap of Augustine’s fingers and a thumb jabbed to the left, Seneca led Pontius away.


  “Who would be next in line to serve as the king’s body slave?” Augustine directed the question at Seraphime.


  “Panos has been Pontius’s Second.”


  Cato didn’t recognize the name. Either he hadn’t been brought through yet, or he had been dismissed on sight for execution. Likely the former, as Seraphime should have said something if he had been through already.


  “How old is he?”


  “Nearly twenty, I believe.”


  Not ideal. They’d been hoping to eliminate the younger, healthier men as they’d assumed those were the slaves capable of being the most troublesome if they offered resistance. However, placing someone next to the king who had been groomed for the position was important for keeping up appearances. They would just have to make the judgment about whether or not to keep him after assessing him.


  “You will draw attention to him when he is brought forward.”


  Seraphime inclined her head respectfully. “As you will it.”


  Satisfied with her answers, Augustine indicated that they should proceed. The next slave was a young woman, maybe fifteen or sixteen. Pretty. She would be popular. Likely, she already had been if her black eye and split lip were any indication. Cato pitied her. Such use of women, even during conquest, was distasteful to him. A necessary evil, though. The spoils spurred many a man to fight.


  With a hand on her arm, Falco half-dragged, half-carried the girl over her stumbling feet. The set of Seraphime’s shoulders tightened and her back straightened a little further at the sight.


  “Seraphime?” The newcomer’s voice quavered as she looked pleadingly at Persephone’s body slave.


  “Friend of yours?” Augustine directed the question at Seraphime.


  He must have noticed the shift in Seraphime’s posture as well. Many slaves had entreated her similarly without eliciting a visible reaction. Was Augustine correct? Were they friends or was this girl important for another reason?


  “As in all households, friendships between slaves are not permitted, sir.”


  “And yet, they happen,” he pressed.


  “As you say, sir.” Seraphime had dropped her chin and her eyes when speaking to Augustine, even though he sat behind her.


  Cato couldn’t decide if he believed her submission to be sincere. She was incredibly consistent, which meant either it was authentic, or she pretended very well. Cato found himself inclined to believe it a charade, though he could acknowledge it might be her similarity in looks to Persephone that influenced his misgivings about her. In less than a day, Persephone had already proved that both her appearance and her behavior were quite deceptive.


  Augustine didn’t push further. “Her name and position.”


  “Paraskeve. Known to us mostly as Para. She is assigned to the kitchens.”


  As Cato knew he would, Augustine snapped and pointed right.


  “Wait!” The slave’s eyes were wide with panic. “Seraphime, what does that mean?”


  Many slaves had entreated Seraphime, so in and of itself the outburst was not surprising. That Para would address her after an obvious dismissal spoke volumes of Seraphime’s perceived standing among them.


  Falco’s arms banded around her waist, pinning her arms to her sides. “It means we get to have more fun, pretty thing.”


  Paraskeve’s previously quiet tears morphed into loud sobs. “Please.” She was still looking at Seraphime. “The princess –”


  “Cannot help us,” Seraphime interrupted her. “Do not resist, it will go easier for you. Pretend it happens to someone else.” Her words, issued as a command, were spoken with grave authority.


  Cato wondered if her advice was spoken from experience. Given her vehement protection of Seraphime in the Grand Hall, it seemed unlikely that Persephone would have allowed such a thing. But Seraphime was yet a slave, perceived by most as a tool to be used, so the possibility existed.


  “We shall be sure you are unable to pretend.” Falco directed the comment at Seraphime. “You are the one we all wait for, and the wait is almost over.”


  If Falco’s threat concerned her, Seraphime did not show it. Her eyes never left the sobbing Para’s. Cato’s respect for her swelled further.


  “Out.” The command was punctuated with a tilt of Augustine’s head.


  Laughing, Falco made toward the exit. Seraphime’s breath hitched – betraying the distress her words had not – when Falco picked Para up and carried her away screaming and crying. She flinched sideways, needing to steady herself on a hand when Augustine leaned forward to grab her chin and turn her face toward his. It was unclear if he had merely surprised her or if she feared being struck.


  “Why, might I ask, would she entreat the princess at such a time?”


  “Princess Persephone sees to it that the slaves in this house are not misused,” Seraphime admitted, although it seemed she did so reluctantly.


  “All of them?”


  Though Augustine had turned her face to his, Seraphime had kept her eyes averted as would be expected of her. With her gaze still cast downward, she nodded once in reply.


  “And your words?”


  “A lie meant to comfort her mind.”


  “Why lie?”


  Seraphime shook her head. “She has to endure her fate. It would be cruel to tell her the truth.”


  “And what is the truth?” Augustine pressed.


  “Death would have been kinder.”


  It was bold of her to say so, even though they all knew it to be true.


  Releasing her, Augustine leaned back. “Likely so,” he admitted.


  Chapter 6:

  All’s Fair


  
    The quickest and most effective – though typically the least moral – means of breaking an enemy’s resistance is to find their vulnerabilities and exploit them. Every. Last. One.

  


  
    – Cato Numitor, Captain of the Nex Division

  


   


  They’d been locked in the same room all day. With only meals to pass the time, it had been very boring. Kolimpri had wanted to play, but everyone had been distracted. Too busy to bother with her. Even Persephone, who always made time, had encouraged Koli to play by herself while she spoke in hushed whispers with their parents and brother. Koli wanted to know what was happening, but had been told repeatedly they spoke of adult things.


  “Come over here, Little Bird.”


  Kolimpri glanced across the room at her sister. Persephone was smiling warmly, sparking Koli’s excitement. Maybe they would finally play a proper game. She looked eagerly to Mama, who had been gently combing her hair, for permission. When she got the nod of approval she’d hoped for, Koli sprang from the ground and ran to her sister.


  Persephone was seated on the floor, watching carefully. They both knew what was coming. Running as fast as her legs would carry her, Koli waited until the last minute before jumping and throwing her arms around her sister’s neck. Persephone caught her – she always caught her – and tumbled over backwards, taking Koli with her in a tight hug. Koli squealed delightedly as Persephone rolled, tickling her all the while.


  When Koli lay breathless, Persephone sat up and gathered her onto her lap. Koli snuggled contentedly against her. The beating of her sister’s heart was loud and reassuring against her ear.


  “I must tell you something, Little Bird.” Tilting her head upward, Koli looked at her sister expectantly. “In a little while, you and I will be called down to the courtyard. The general and some of his men are going to be there.”


  “NO!” Her entire body went rigid and the word raced from her lips.


  Persephone ran a hand tenderly over her face and through her hair while holding her closely.


  “Hush, Little Bird. All will be well.”


  Koli shook her head slightly. In her terror of the unknown soldiers and her reverence for her sister, it was all the disobedience she dared. “I am afraid.” Koli felt her face heat at the whispered admission.


  Her sister looked sad for a moment, before smiling gently. “Sometimes we are right to be afraid. Tell me, what is it that you fear?”


  “The bad men. They will hurt us.” Koli didn’t dare speak above a hush. She was afraid that she would be overheard and the general or one of the others would burst into the room to do just that. She even chanced a glance at the door, but it remained firmly closed.


  Briefly, Persephone’s eyes looked shinier than usual, but then she blinked and they were the same crystal green Koli was so used to. “I promise you they will not.”


  Persephone never lied, but Kolimpri didn’t believe her. “He hurt you.” She couldn’t stop herself. Gently, she reached up and brushed the darkened skin on her sister’s cheek. Grabbing Koli’s hand, Persephone turned her face into it and kissed her palm before bringing both of their hands into her lap. “They are very scary,” Koli admitted with tears welling in her eyes.


  “I know, Little Bird, and I am so sorry that you are afraid.”


  Wrapped tightly in her sister’s arms, Persephone rocked them side to side. The motion was soothing, despite the fact that Koli didn’t want to be soothed.


  “I need you to listen to me carefully, Little Bird.” Persephone stopped rocking and grabbed Koli’s face in both her hands. “Do you remember how I told you we were going on a quest?” Koli nodded. In the beginning she had been very excited about going on a quest. “And I told you that our purpose was to get out of the palace without getting caught?”


  “But we got caught.”


  “Yes, we did. So that quest is over. Now, we must begin a new quest.”


  Koli wanted to be excited. Questing was her favorite game. Maybe the new quest would be more fun.


  “What about the bad men?” The foreign soldiers seemed like the bad men in the stories Persephone told.


  “They are not the bad men,” Persephone said.


  “They have done bad things,” Koli insisted.


  “Doing bad things does not make a person bad. Not always.”


  That was confusing. Koli wasn’t sure she understood.


  “I admit there were misunderstandings,” Persephone continued, “but now I understand. We cannot finish this new quest without them.”


  “What is our purpose?” Koli asked.


  Persephone sniffed. “We will be given a series of tasks. We must complete each of them,” her sister explained.


  “What happens at the end?”


  “We will be free.” Persephone sniffed again. Was she getting sick?


  “Free from what?”


  “Free to move on to whatever quest is next.”


  “What is the first task? Are you going to play the whore? Is that what brother meant?”


  Koli didn’t understand the irritation that flashed across her sister’s face. Persephone’s eyes glanced in their brother’s direction. By the time she looked back the expression was gone.


  Her sister nodded. “Yes, playing the whore will be one of my tasks, Little Bird, but it is a very adult task and I do not want you to worry about it.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it is an adult task,” Persephone repeated.


  “Do all adults play the whore?”


  Persephone took a deep breath. “No, not all adults, but many do at some point.”


  “Will I? When I am an adult?”


  Persephone put her hand over her mouth and looked at the wall for a minute. She was looking at Koli again when she spoke and she sounded like she was sick. “I hope that is a game you never have to play, Little Bird. We do not have much time, though, and I need to tell you about your first task.”


  “Yes, sister.”


  Persephone smiled softly. “When we go down to the courtyard, I am to play a game with Seraphime. This is another adult game and it might look very scary. There are going to be knives and people will be yelling.”


  Koli’s heart started beating faster. “Will you stay with me?”


  “I will be with you part of the time, but while Seraphime and I play this game, you will need to stay with the general. That is your task. Stay with him and do what he tells you.”


  “Will he hurt me?”


  “No, Little Bird. He swore to me that he would protect you.” Persephone’s voice sounded funny again.


  Persephone seemed to hear something that Koli didn’t, because she cocked her head to the side briefly before lifting Koli off of her lap and setting her on her feet. Rather than standing, though, Persephone knelt directly in front of her and held up her hand, every finger but her pinky fisted. A pinky promise. Persephone never broke a pinky promise.


  “Little Bird, I swear that I will do anything it takes to keep you safe, but you have to promise me that you will stay with the general and you will do everything he says.”


  “Do you trust him?” Koli asked because she still didn’t.


  Persephone never broke eye contact. Her hand never wavered. There was only a short pause before she answered. “Yes.”


  Koli locked her pinky with Persephone’s. “I promise, sister.”


  She heard the key turn and the door swing open right before the man they all called Captain stepped into the room.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine watched as Seraphime was marched into the courtyard. As they always were, her eyes remained downcast. Her clasped hands and the tight set of her shoulders advertised her anxiety. That was well; Persephone would see it. This charade was for her, after all.


  “May I speak with her before we start?” Persephone directed the question at him, but her eyes never left the slave.


  “No.” Augustine did not give the reply a second thought.


  A muscle in her cheek shifted as she clenched her teeth, but she did not press further. It pleased him to know she was distressed. This was not supposed to be easy for her.


  “Let us proceed,” he ordered.


  When Augustine would have grabbed Kolimpri’s hand, Persephone dropped to her knee to address the little princess at eye level, effectively dismissing him and all others.


  “Alright, Little Bird, you are going to stay with the general. Do you remember what we talked about?”


  Kolimpri was nodding along attentively. “You are going to play a game.”


  “Very good. Yes, I am to play a game with Seraphime. You like games, do you not?”


  “Yes!” The little princess’s eyes lit at the prospect.


  “I know you do.” Persephone smiled warmly. “And if you behave and do as I asked, then I will play any game you like when we get back to our room.”


  “Truly?!” Kolimpri asked eagerly, to which Persephone nodded. As if seeking a binding confirmation, Kolimpri raised her small pinky, which Persephone immediately linked in her own, sealing their promise with a kiss to the back of her own thumb.


  “Get on with it!” Augustine wasn’t sure which of his soldiers yelled it, but he could feel their impatience.


  Certainly Persephone felt it as well, because all semblance of warmth melted away.


  “I need to start, Little Bird. Remember what I said. This is an adult game, and it will look dangerous. Maybe even scary. It is just a game, though, so despite appearances, we are all very safe.” She articulated the lie convincingly.


  Was she foolish enough to believe it herself? Naiveté did not seem to be one of her faults, so he doubted it. Persephone opened her arms and Kolimpri immediately stepped into the embrace.


  “I remember. The general will protect me. You promised,” Kolimpri whispered, her words obviously intended for Persephone alone. Still, they carried.


  Kolimpri was too young, too trusting, to recognize the way Persephone’s breath hitched, or the way her grip tightened. But Augustine noticed it.


  “Yes, Little Bird. The general will protect you.” Words spoken to Kolimpri; however, her expression and the intensity of her stare let him know clearly the message was for him.


  With great reluctance, Persephone relinquished Kolimpri to his care. Holding her small hand in his own, he walked them to a bench set roughly three meters behind where Persephone stood. After seating himself, he easily lifted her small form onto one knee. Distracted by what likely seemed to her an unusual pattern, Kolimpri immediately started tracing the design on the chest of his armor with a finger.


  Unbothered by Kolimpri’s selection of entertainment, Augustine had eyes for Persephone alone. He slowly and deliberately unsheathed the dagger from his hip, bringing it to rest on the knee opposite Kolimpri. Persephone’s mouth twitched – a sign of trepidation, maybe – before she nodded her understanding.


  It seemed that Kolimpri noticed the threat as well, because her hand stuttered before dropping into her own lap, her eyes locked firmly on the weapon.


  Augustine broke eye contact with Persephone to look at her small sister. “Do not be afraid, Little Bird, is it?”


  Kolimpri’s eyes flicked to his. “Only Persephone calls me that.”


  “Little Princess, then?”


  Kolimpri shrugged in silent assent.


  “Do not be afraid. Your sister promised I would protect you, did she not?”


  Mouth twitching in an almost smile – her guarded expression uncannily reminiscent of Persephone in that moment – Kolimpri nodded.


  “How am I to do such a thing without a weapon? Do not fret, Little Princess, this is not meant for you.” It was only half a lie. The threat was intended for Persephone, but Augustine never made an empty threat. He would follow through if necessary.


  Still looking uncertain, Kolimpri smiled marginally.


  “Are you one of the bad men?”


  Kolimpri’s question startled him. Both in its blunt honesty, and also because he did not know who the bad men were. Some specific force? Or had he and his troops been named thus because they were invaders of her home? With a four-year-old, it was hard to know.


  “Who are the bad men?” he asked.


  “Like the ones in the stories. They do the bad things.”


  “This is not a story, Little Princess.”


  “You’ve done bad things. Does that make you a bad man?” she asked, still trying to make the parallel with something she was already familiar.


  Augustine was silent for a moment as he considered her question.


  “Doing bad things does not make someone a bad person.”


  Her little lips pressed together in discontent before she sighed. “That is what Persephone said.”


  “And do you believe her, Little Princess?”


  She shrugged. “Persephone never lies.”


  He found it interesting that she believed so, because he suspected Persephone lied quite frequently. The more he learned, the more he came to believe that secrets flowed through her blood as drops of water in a stream. Each indistinguishable from the other.


  “But?” Augustine supplied the implied connective when she didn’t continue on her own.


  “But I do not understand.”


  “Well, sometimes good people do bad things,” he explained.


  “Why?”


  Bested by a four-year-old, and with a question as simple as “why?” no less. It was shameful.


  Fortunately, he was spared the necessity of contemplating the philosophical implications of her question when Cato relinquished a quiver of throwing daggers to Persephone and stepped away. Distracted from her question, Kolimpri watched her sister with rapt attention. At least as rapt as a child her age could muster. She sat kicking her feet in the open air. He suspected she was unaware of the action. A soft hum vibrated in her throat. He didn’t recognize the tune.


  Together they watched Persephone take each dagger out individually to test their weight and rotation. One by one she held each of them by the end of the blade before a slight flick of her wrist sent each spinning experimentally into the air. Every one of them stopped point down, creating a neat cluster in the ground at her feet. The effort may have seemed insignificant, but Augustine understood the meaning behind the gesture: she knew exactly what she was doing. Everything she did only served to reinforce the knowledge that her training had been extensive.


  But why? That was the part that didn’t make sense. It was not completely unheard of for a woman to have some knowledge of weapons and fighting. Typically, though, that knowledge was exclusive to the lower classes and restricted to self-defense strategies, as muggings and violence were common among the plebeians. To have an offensively and defensively trained female was virtually unheard of, especially in such places as Galilae. That it was a member of the royal family was, to his knowledge, completely unprecedented.


  The soldiers around them grew restless. Those that did not have duties until morning had started drinking. Allowing drink had not been ideal, but the demonstration was meant to be a form of entertainment. Refusing to allow it would have left their soldiers with the impression that either they were not trusted or the princess was somehow a threat. Neither was acceptable, though after the debacle in the Grand Hall, it would seem both might have their merit.


  Finished testing each of the daggers, Persephone gave Seraphime a nod to indicate her readiness. While she collected the blades, Seraphime removed her pieto and stepped into position. Even if she hadn’t been beautiful, Seraphime’s nudity would have triggered excitement in the crowd. As it was, the catcalls and jeers surged to a crescendo. Even from the distance, Augustine could see she lacked the triangle of pubic hair that should have covered her cunt. He was aware of the obsessive hygienic and cosmetic practices famous in Galilae, but had been under the impression that the removal of body hair was restricted to only the very wealthy. Seraphime was certainly too old for her age to explain the absence of hair, but nothing about his knowledge of Galilae or its customs would suggest that a slave would undergo the same treatment as her mistress. Automatically, he found himself wondering if the similarities between Persephone and Seraphime extended to what lay hidden underneath their clothing.


  Seraphime positioned herself as directed in front of the large wooden target, her arms fully extended straight out from her shoulders, her feet slightly wider than shoulder width apart. The distance had been measured with approximation, so Persephone stood about three and a half meters away. Not an impossible distance for the task assigned her, but certainly not an easy one either. Persephone obviously knew how to handle the weapons, but now that the time had come, Augustine was eager to see what she could actually do with them. With barely any preparation and absolutely no flourish, Persephone suddenly released the first knife. She was very good. The spinning blade embedded itself a mere finger’s breadth to the left of Seraphime’s face.


  Not surprisingly, pandemonium erupted among the watching soldiers. Augustine was well aware of the numerous bets in the works. Those who had bet for Persephone’s success were shouting their support while her naysayers taunted just as loudly. To her credit, she seemed not to hear any of it.


  Just as suddenly as she’d thrown the first, the second blade went flying, planting itself in the wood on the other side of Seraphime’s head. Though she blinked when the knife hit, Seraphime remained completely still, a testament to her faith in her mistress – or, more precisely, her probable sister. Fortunately for her, it seemed to be well placed.


  Persephone threw the next two knives in rapid succession. It wasn’t clear if her confidence was growing or if she was just getting into a rhythm. Regardless, both knives implanted on either side of Seraphime’s exposed stomach, drawing an even line with her naval. The final throw wrested a cringe from the crowd when it hit the wood at the apex of Seraphime’s thighs. Just below her cunt.


  Uproarious cheers quickly followed. All five daggers had been thrown. Each had hit within four fingers of Seraphime’s delicate skin. And every one had been thrown with expert precision. Persephone’s confidence in herself was obviously well deserved, though he still didn’t understand it. Why did Persephone have these skills?


  The courtyard was bursting with enthusiasm over the demonstration. Kolimpri was bouncing enthusiastically on his lap, clapping and cheering with the soldiers.


  Relief was evident in both Persephone’s and Seraphime’s postures. Despite her outward confidence, it would seem Persephone had been sufficiently anxious about the whole ordeal. Augustine found himself smiling along despite himself. He certainly hadn’t hoped for failure, but Persephone had far exceeded his expectations. He was debating whether or not he wanted to command a repeat performance when his mind was made up for him.


  Tricas stepped in front of Seraphime, a good soldier, but at times still overly young. He threw his arms into the air triumphantly. “Again!”


  The clamor rippling through the audience confirmed popular agreement with his declaration. Only Tricas – who had obviously partaken in many libations – did not wait for orders. Or approval. He had already approached the target and was leaning casually against it, halfway blocking Seraphime. Framed in daggers, she had no room to retreat. Even were she able to, Augustine wasn’t sure if she would or not. By Galilae’s own laws, she was not supposed to, and for the most part she had been extremely consistent in behaving according to the dictates of the law. What she would have done had retreat been an option was irrelevant. She could not, and Augustine watched the foolish soldier dip his head and place his lips on Seraphime’s neck as his fingers traced their ascent up her stomach towards her breast. Persephone was already running their direction. Cursing, Augustine hurriedly set Kolimpri onto the ground. Taking aim as he stood, he threw.


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone didn’t know what she was going to do when she got there, but she had to get to Seraphime. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She was sprinting, but it didn’t feel like she was getting any closer. Like a dream. The kind where she was running, but her destination kept getting further and further away. Only this wasn’t a dream. The nightmare was real.


  She heard the soldier cry out in pain and watched his body flinch to the side before realizing what had caused the unexpected reaction. As she finally reached the target and grabbed Seraphime’s hand to pull her to safety, she saw the dagger pinning his hand to the wood. Thinking only of collecting Koli and ushering the two to safety, she would have to worry about how it got there later.


  They were surrounded before they could move a few feet from the target. Persephone did all she could to help her sister hide her body as she looked frantically for Koli, barely able to see past the press of bodies closing in. Forcing his way roughly to her side, the captain herded their huddled forms further away from the target.


  He threw his cloak over Seraphime to hide her nakedness. “Say and do nothing. Do you understand?” Leaning into her, he spoke the words directly to Persephone, though he watched the soldiers closing in on them. In this moment – feeling as vulnerable as she did – Persephone knew she wouldn’t dare question or disobey him. She nodded, but because he wasn’t looking directly at her, she couldn’t say if he noticed or not.


  “Stand down!” His barked order brooked no argument. In response, the circle around them loosened. However, it did not escape her notice that the captain left his hand on the hilt of his sword. Not a good sign.


  An unknown soldier had already helped to remove the dagger, freeing Seraphime’s would-be molester. Feeling no guilt about using the captain as a shield, she kept Seraphime sandwiched between them while he glared angrily at the bodies pressing closer. Persephone was aware of the general moving angrily toward them from the opposite direction. He was carrying Kolimpri, who looked unharmed, but clung tightly to his neck. Unable to retreat because of the wall of soldiers pressing in behind her, unwilling to flee without both Koli and Seraphime, Persephone was powerless to fight them out of this situation. For once, she wasn’t responsible. And, yet, it wouldn’t save them.


  Holding his injured hand to his chest, the stuck soldier pointed at her as he addressed the general. “She stabbed me! Fucking cunt!”


  The general made no reply. Just kept marching purposefully their direction. As he neared, he slid Koli to the ground without breaking stride and pointed Persephone’s direction. Kolimpri wasted no time sprinting over. She barely slowed down before colliding with Persephone, throwing both arms around Persephone’s legs in an enthusiastic hug.


  The general kept walking toward the target. Belatedly, Persephone realized he hadn’t been coming for her after all. Still, they were not out of the woods yet. Passing their small huddle, he marched directly to the soldier who had accosted Seraphime. Grabbing the man by the collar, the general slammed him into the target. The shock on the soldier’s face must have mirrored her own. She’d been too surprised to temper her response, a thing that was very unlike her. Fortunately, everyone seemed to be too distracted to notice.


  “I gave an order that the slave girl is not to be touched.” Silence resounded through the once-raucous courtyard. The general released the soldier and stepped back to address the group. “Did I bring soldiers or adolescent boys?!” There was no doubt every man present heard his accusation. Persephone felt their discomfort ripple through the throng. “The festivities are over. Let me be perfectly clear: I will personally castrate the next man who lacks the self-control to keep his hands to himself when ordered to do so.” The general scanned the crowd, radiating authority. “Dismissed.” Though he spoke the word softly, the menace in his tone was obvious.


  His soldiers dispersed immediately. Persephone, Seraphime, and Kolimpri stayed right where they were as the courtyard cleared. When she saw the captain remove his hand from his sword, Persephone finally released the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.


  Oblivious to the implications of what had just happened, Kolimpri bounced impatiently at Persephone’s feet. “Did you see?!”


  Anxious as she herself was, it was difficult to imagine how Kolimpri could possibly be excited. Her attention was divided, but Persephone shot Koli a quick, confused glance.


  “The general played too!” Koli exclaimed.


  “Yes, I did see that,” Persephone admitted cautiously. It had taken longer than was typical for her to answer, distracted as she was tracking the disgruntled exodus of the soldiers around them.


  Koli continued to wriggle excitedly, completely undeterred by Persephone’s diverted attention. “What does it mean to castrate?”


  Unprepared for the wayward shift in Koli’s focus, Persephone offered Kolimpri her full consideration. Watching Persephone earnestly, she eagerly waited for the explanation.


  Nudity was not a source of embarrassment in Galilae. Koli was well aware of the physical differences between boys and girls. What she did not know was the implications those differences had once boys and girls grew into adulthood. To explain to Koli what castration entailed would undoubtedly lead to a landslide of further questions. Questions Persephone was not looking to answer presently.


  Aware that both the general and the captain stood close, observing their exchange, Persephone was immensely grateful that she wasn’t prone to blushing. Words, however, continued to elude her. “Uh…”


  “Yes, Princess, please explain castration.” She couldn’t look at the general. If she did, her cheeks would certainly color. From his tone, she gathered that he was enjoying himself immensely.


  Anticipation hovered thickly around Koli. How to explain this in a way that would answer the question without leading to more? “Well.” Nothing. She had no idea what to say. “Well,” she tried again, “if the general were to castrate someone, he would be taking away something very important to that individual.”


  Comprehension seemed to dawn on Koli’s little face. “Like when I misbehave and you take away my favorite doll?”


  Seraphime’s sudden cough sounded suspiciously like a snigger. At the cross look Persephone shot her direction, she cleared her throat, waving an apologetic hand in a please continue motion.


  A part of her could see the humor in the situation. If it were anyone else, Persephone would undoubtedly share in amusement at their expense. As it was, she’d never been so uncomfortable providing what was, frankly, a simple explanation. “I suppose it is sort of like that.”


  Koli’s big eyes begged for further clarification.


  “It would be different, though. Unlike your dolls, the soldiers would not be getting this item back,” Persephone explained as vaguely as possible.


  Nodding solemnly, Koli turned her attention to the general. “That would make them very unhappy.” Spoken like a true diplomat.


  The captain choked on his laughter and a smiling general had to clap him on the back before he managed to regain his bearings.


  “Wise words, Little Princess. I should think it would,” the general agreed with matching solemnity, though his eyes continued to sparkle.


  Persephone focused on her breathing to prevent the telltale heat from creeping into her cheeks. She was going to have to speak with Kolimpri about filtering which questions and thoughts were voiced aloud. Immediately.


  “Did I do well? Can we play back in our room?” Koli had grabbed Persephone’s hand and was prepared to start that direction.


  “Yes, you did very well,” Persephone acknowledged, wanting to stay a moment longer in order to entreat the general.


  “You did well too!” Koli was once again bursting with unreleased energy. “And Seraphime too! She did not move at all.” Koli was swinging their hands back and forth.


  Persephone only half-listened. She was watching the general, hoping to get his attention to confirm he would speak with her. It was imperative that they strike a deal. Especially after this fiasco.


  Seemingly unaware of Persephone’s distraction, Kolimpri didn’t need encouragement and she continued enthusiastically. “Do you want to hear a secret?”


  “Hmm?” Persephone answered absentmindedly. The general’s attention was riveted to Koli. Certainly he was aware that she was trying to get his attention. “Yes, tell me a secret.”


  Kolimpri tugged her hand hard and Persephone knelt down to accommodate. “The general is not as good at the game as you are.” Koli obviously thought she was whispering.


  Persephone felt her eyes widen automatically. Would the general take offense, or would he continue to be amused by Koli’s antics? Undoubtedly he heard her. Anyone in the vicinity who had ears could hear her.


  “Little Bird, he hit a very small target from six meters.” The thought that he wasn’t as good as her was laughable. “Why would you think he is not as good?”


  Hands on her hips, Koli looked at her as though it was obvious. “He missed!” Kolimpri was very interested in games with rules. Playing by the rules was important, digressing from them unthinkable to her.


  Koli’s childish questions and observations were comical, but far too honest considering they did not know how her words would be received. Men and their egos. Koli had no way of anticipating how her innocent remarks might grate on the general. Nor the disproportionately severe consequences that unintentional infractions could carry. Persephone was aware that her hands trembled. The tremor was a result of unspent energy after their near miss, and seemed to vibrate her entire body. Anxious laughter threatened to break Persephone’s composure. It didn’t help that Seraphime’s snigger-cough had resurfaced.


  Hoping to salvage the situation, Persephone had to clear her throat before she trusted herself to speak evenly. “No, Little Bird, I think the general hit exactly what he was aiming for.”


  Koli was lost in thought. “Oh?” Confusion and distress marred her previously exuberant countenance. “Does that mean you are not good at the game?”


  Seraphime couldn’t hold it in any longer. She clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her mirth. It did little. Doubling over, she laughed openly. Whereas Persephone managed to hold it in, even if barely so, it seemed Seraphime’s nerves had gotten the better of her. Persephone couldn’t remember the last time she had lost such control of her composure.


  “Not to worry, Little Princess, your sister is very good at the game.” The general’s amused smile at Koli’s obvious relief appeared sincere. When he pulled his eyes up to Persephone’s, the spark she saw there held much more than simple amusement. “But I am still better.”


  A threat or a promise? She could not tell.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Tell me about Princess Persephone.”


  Seraphime glanced anxiously at the man before her. Removing her eyes from the safety of the floor for only a moment, she attempted to gauge his mood without making direct eye contact. The general had dragged her away from the courtyard before she and Persephone could get a word in with one another. She supposed dragged wasn’t really an apt description for what had happened. He’d snapped his fingers and told her to come with him, and she had. What else could she do under the present circumstances? Not much. Choices were exceedingly limited.


  So here she was, alone in the king’s study with the one man she feared most at present. Her entire fate rested in his hands. Given what she’d seen thus far, it was not a reassuring thought.


  “I do not understand, sir.” When in doubt, it was best to stall.


  “It is a simple request. Surely you are not daft.”


  Seraphime set to distracting her mind by examining the stone just in front of her feet. Such distraction made it easier to keep her voice bland. Unemotional. “I do not know what you wish me to say. I am just a slave, sir.”


  “I want you to speak the truth. And are you, really?”


  “Am I what?” She continued to pretend not to understand. Slaves were not expected to be educated nor particularly bright.


  “Just a slave.”


  “Of course. What else would I be?” That had been a stupid question. Undoubtedly, he had already developed his own theory about who and what she was. Otherwise he would not have asked. She should be attempting to distract his attention from that topic, not encouraging inquiry. Typically, Seraphime did much better choosing her words, saying only the things she intended. Everything about this situation – particularly the day’s events – had her on edge. Her nerves were completely spent.


  “Funny you should ask. What is your relationship to the princess?”


  “I am her body slave.”


  “And?”


  “That is all.”


  “Liar.”


  “As you say, sir.” Much as it vexed her, slaves were not permitted to disagree with or contradict their owners. Unfortunately, that included any free man staying as a guest in their owner’s home. Though the Perdomans most certainly did not count as guests, they held all the power at present. Standing on protocol seemed the safest choice. It was what she had defaulted to throughout the day, though she hated herself for it.


  “You are her half-sister. The king’s bastard.” A question disguised as a fact.


  “I am not.” The question had only been implied, but he could still choose to take exception with her for contradicting him. This was dangerous territory. Her heart beat backward, forcing all the blood to her head. He was a smart man. That they were even here – in Galilae, in the palace – proved it. Likely he knew much about the kingdom, but did he know enough of their laws to have noted the infraction? She hoped not.


  He stood, moving around the desk and closing the space between them. She kept her eyes downcast, but watched him in her periphery. Seraphime allowed herself the luxury of shifting uncomfortably. It was appropriate; he would expect her to be afraid. She didn’t even have to fake it.


  “How is it that she came to be such a skilled fighter?”


  The general finally stopped, though he’d closed the distance between them until barely a hairsbreadth separated him from her. This was the type of situation that always got sticky. In the past, when men had encroached on her in such ways, they’d wanted her to stand still for a closer inspection. Intent on sampling the wares, as it were. Fortunately, these scenarios had been few and Persephone had always interceded on her behalf. No help would come this time. Unlike her previous experiences, Seraphime suspected that the general’s intent was to intimidate. The question was, did she retreat or not? Technically, she was not allowed to do so unless dismissed. At the same time, she wanted to do what he expected of her. It was always safest to play to the expectations of others. But not knowing what his might be, she ultimately decided he would expect her to follow Galilae’s code of conduct. With nothing else to go on, she stood her ground, keeping her eyes diligently pointed at their feet.


  “My mistress has always been a devoted student. She excels at all her studies.”


  “How literal of you.”


  Seraphime internally applauded herself. That had been her aim exactly.


  “I suppose I should have asked why rather than how?” the general elaborated.


  He was asking for answers to questions Persephone would not want shared. “Sir?” Feigning ignorance once more, Seraphime continued to stall.


  His hand shot out, covering the front of her throat. Instinctively, her own closed over his wrist. He’d not squeezed, but his grip was sufficient to be uncomfortable. Nose to nose, using the pressure of his forearm against her chest, he forced her backward until she suddenly hit the wall.


  “Do not play stupid with me.”


  “Apologies.” They were too close for her to look at the floor, so Seraphime looked to a place on the wall over his shoulder.


  “It was my understanding that Galilaean slaves were not to lie” – fuck her, so he did know the law. When he’d not reprimanded her for contradicting him, she’d hoped maybe he did not – “disagree with” – he increased the pressure on her throat slightly. Enough to be painful without seriously impairing her airway – “or otherwise disregard their masters as well as guests in their master’s homes. Is this not so?”


  “It is so.” Her words scratched their way out.


  He eased his hold, but did not remove his hand. Seraphime had to fight not to cough.


  “Am I not a guest?”


  “You are anything you claim to be, sir.” There. That was placating. Ambiguous. Like something Persephone would say.


  “And if I were to tell you strip, fuck me and then take a turn with each of my soldiers?”


  Seraphime looked skyward, blinking rapidly to dispel the tears stinging her eyes. Her thoughts turned to Para. To her desperate pleas and cries as she’d been dragged away. In all her years, Seraphime had never been forced to lie with a man against her will. Largely thanks to Persephone. She prayed tonight would not be the day her luck ended. At this point, her only means of defense was to be as submissive as possible. As he knew Galilae’s laws, she dared not contradict him again. “It is your prerogative to command me as you see fit.”


  “A fact I am well aware of. Would you enjoy it?”


  The question surprised her, but she managed to answer automatically. “If I was instructed to.” The bitter words tasted of bile on her tongue.


  “Tell me, how do you think the princess, Persephone, would respond to this?” She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off sharply. “Choose your words wisely, slave. If you lie to me again, you will find yourself well used by morning. I’ve only promised your safety through the demonstration, which has passed.”


  Seraphime pressed her lips together firmly. Bit the inside of her cheek to keep from crying. What he suggested was unbearable to consider. Still, there were things she could not tell him under any circumstance. She did not know the right course. If it came down to it, she would protect Persephone over herself. A thing Persephone had always done for her, no matter the cost – and there had been times she’d paid dearly. Now it was her turn.


  “I do not wish to betray her,” she finally whispered.


  “I think that must have been the first truly honest thing you’ve said to me. Now was that so difficult?” He raised his free hand and ran the backs of his fingers against her cheek.


  Seraphime flinched, even raising a hand defensively before she caught herself and pulled it into her chest.


  “She tried to accept your punishment for you. After she killed Prodotin. Did you know that?”


  She did not. Nor did it surprise her. A fact that made the news no less distressing. Her breath hitched at the thought and Seraphime half-sobbed, errant tears finally spilling over. The pressure on her throat prevented her from measuring her breaths, something that would have helped her to regain her composure.


  “I tell you this because we will speak again tomorrow. I want you to have something to contemplate until then. Because, Seraphime” – he grabbed her chin, turning her head until she was forced to look him in the eyes – “if I am not satisfied with the answers you provide me, I need not exact my displeasure on you alone. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir.” Barely able to force the words past her lips in spite of the fact that he had finally released her throat, Seraphime heard her voice crack, her assent hardly audible.


  “Good.”


  She felt as though she’d just sold her soul. In a way, she supposed she had.


  Chapter 7:

  The Throw of Aphrodite


  
    In Galilae, women – even those who are free by title – are little better than slaves. We are bought and traded in much the same way, and the patriarchs in our lives will always hold our fates in their hands. If we are to have any chance of improving our lot in life, my darling, we must learn to beat them at their own game.

  


  
    – Adonia of House Galanis, Queen of Galilae

  


   


  Persephone lay awake, staring unseeingly at the ceiling above her. She had been sure the general would agree to see her. Especially after the fiasco in the courtyard.


  Shit!


  Seraphime had been taken as soon as the demonstration was over. The general had walked away with hardly a second glance. Terrified, Persephone could only wait. Wait and pray that nothing would go wrong before a deal could be struck. Koli slept soundly, tucked securely into Persephone’s side. Her rhythmic breathing was a balm. For the moment she was safe. Persephone would do anything to see that she remained so.


  At long last Persephone heard the scrape of the key entering the door. Gently extracting herself, so as not to wake the sleeping child, she stood waiting when the door swung open. The soldier was one she recognized – he’d been present for each of her most recent escorts and he was the one who had taken the carafe from Koli in the Grand Hall. She knew neither his name nor his rank. Fortunately, he did not insist she be shackled, though she noted a second soldier walked with them down the hallway. Persephone was mindful to ensure her expression appeared complacent and she allowed a hint of the fear she genuinely felt to show through.


  He’d called her at his leisure, but at least the general had decided to see her. It surprised her when she was led to the doors to her parents’ bedroom. Not that he had claimed the room as his own; rather she had expected the need to push for a private audience. He either no longer considered her a threat, or he had already assumed how this conversation would go. She was not sure which gave her the stronger advantage.


  Opening the door, the secondary guard – the one she hadn’t recognized – gave her a knowing smirk as she passed. She would have liked to deliver a sharp hit to his groin, but the general was unlikely to believe any injury to his man was accidental. Because violence was not a viable option, she settled for a mocking smile and a coquettish wave as he closed the door behind her.


  It had been years since she had been in her parents’ bedroom. Not since she was nine. As far as she could tell, little had changed. The doors opened into a spacious sitting area. It could be considered an antechamber if there were something separating it from the sleeping quarters, but nothing did. It was one vast room. In the middle of the sitting area, two plush couches sat perpendicular to one another with a low-set table in between them. Just as it was in all the bedrooms occupied by the royal family or guests, the table was kept supplied with finger foods – fruits, dried meats, some cheese – along with whatever drink might be requested.


  On the other side of the room was the sleeping area. The bed rested against the middle of the furthest wall. Should either of their Highnesses require an overnight attendant, several plain chairs lined the wall near the bed. The neighboring walls on both sides were lined with dressers, housing the numerous garments available to the king and queen. Frescos colored every wall in addition to the ceiling, depicting everything from everyday life, to historic events, the gods, old children’s stories. They were beautiful, if a bit outdated. They’d been painted centuries ago. At one time Persephone had been obsessed with them. With deciphering the stories the pictures told. Not anymore.


  Leaning against one of the dressers stood the general. Divested of his armor and tunic, wearing only his subligaria, he looked as though he belonged in the room. She deemed the thought as inappropriate and swatted it from her mind. He belonged in Galilae as much as her father, the king, believed she belonged on the throne. Not. At. All.


  He’d said nothing as she took in her surroundings. The nostalgia she’d felt at returning to her parents’ bedroom surprised her. Disliking that she’d allowed herself to be so swept away by the past, she prepared herself for the game to come.


  She eyed the general appreciatively. “Well, well. You made yourself right at home.”


  His arms were crossed, which belied the casual way he leaned against the long bureau. She blatantly looked at his bare shoulders and chest. Followed the well-sculpted lines of his stomach all the way down to the interesting vee that disappeared under the top of his briefs. At least she wouldn’t have to fake a physical attraction. When she finally raked her gaze back up his body to meet his eyes, they sparkled with amusement. A self-satisfied smile touched his lips.


  “You wished to speak with me, Princess?”


  She began to move towards him, a sly smile of her own sliding seamlessly into place. “I requested an audience.” She didn’t stop walking until she stood directly in front of him. He was a full head taller, and from this close she had to look up. “Who said anything about speaking?”


  “What do you want?” His smile softened his hard words.


  Closing the last bit of distance between them, she stood on her toes and brushed a trail with her nose and lips, from the hollow at the base of his throat, up his neck to the spot just below his ear. “What makes you think I want anything?”


  “Common sense.” His voice sounded slightly husky.


  She traced her fingertips down his sides to the vee at the base of his stomach. Grazed his jaw line with her teeth. “Does it matter?”


  He caught her wrists, forcing her hands away from his body as he turned his head sharply. Their lips were almost touching. “It might.”


  Hands still restrained, she smiled playfully and pressed her body flush against him, maintaining a breath of distance between their mouths. “Do you not want me?” Without his armor between them, she easily felt the evidence of his desire pressed against her.


  “The answer to your question is obvious.”


  With a sigh, she kissed his collarbone as she rubbed against him. “Then I fail to see the problem.”


  Suddenly he released her wrists to grab her hips. Only, rather than pulling her closer, he roughly pushed her to arm’s length. “You still have yet to tell me what you expect to get out of this.”


  “Not a gambling man?” Her mouth quirked in a slightly mocking grin.


  He snorted derisively. “Calculated risk. I like to know what it is I am agreeing to before the fact.”


  With a small laugh, she turned. Moving at her leisure, she took several steps toward the door, dragging one hand along the top of the bureau as she went. “Just as I said.” She let the thought trail off with a wink thrown over her shoulder.


  When she turned, the general stood exactly as he had when she walked in. He watched her. Waiting. His gaze predatory. Getting what she wanted from men was always easier in the afterglow, when they found themselves well sated and sleepy. They were so agreeable then. She’d known he wasn’t a fool but had hoped to use his obvious attraction against his better judgment. He’d not taken the bait. It wasn’t her first choice, but she was prepared to play this his way. She crossed her arms, matching his stance.


  “I want to ensure that my mother, Kolimpri, and Seraphime are deemed permanently untouchable to your men.” All humor and teasing had fled.


  “And in exchange?” His expression instantly guarded.


  “I am pleased to be at your beck and call. Prepared to serve your every whim.” She ran her fingers along the inside of her chiton, tracing the fabric from her collarbone over the slope of her breast to where her zoster hit just below her bust.


  His face remained impassive as his eyes tracked the movement. “You forget,” he said as he stalked towards her. “If I want you to serve my whims, I need not obtain your permission.”


  This time when he crowded her, she wasn’t restrained. Nor was she trying to convince him of her repentant spirit. She stood her ground. Striking as quickly as any viper, he grabbed her. Lifting her and roughly setting her on top of the bureau. He was as fast as she’d assumed he would be. Heart slamming in her chest, her breath attempted to catch in her lungs. Every last ounce of her wanted to fight, to lash out, when he brutishly pushed up her skirts to position himself between her thighs. It was a struggle, but she won the battle against her sense of self-preservation and offered him no resistance.


  With one hand resting on the surface on either side of her hips, he leaned into her, forcing her to lean back. No way of knowing for certain, she hoped this was merely an intimidation tactic. He could have taken her had he really wanted to in the Grand Hall, yet he had not. Just as he had not exacted his initial punishment and had Seraphime repeatedly raped when she’d slaughtered Prodotin, allowing Persephone to strike a deal instead. She couldn’t explain his behavior – not yet – but something told her he wanted her willing. Correct in her assumption or not, she was committed at this point.


  “You speak truth. My permission is not required.” The calm infused into her voice was forced. “However, I promise that you will enjoy me more if I am here by my choice.” To emphasize her point she sensuously dragged his bottom lip between her teeth before pulling back again. If she was wrong about him, she would sorely regret it. She prayed she was right.


  Placing one hand on the side of her neck, he mimicked her earlier action by tracing her throat with his teeth and lips. The heat of his breath just below her ear sent chills racing down her spine and heat pooling in her stomach. Her body’s reaction was unexpected. Having never experienced anything like it, she had easily written off her arousal in the Grand Hall as a fluke. However, it would seem her physical response to him was authentic.


  “Three for one?” said with a gentle nip along her jaw, just below her ear. “Up your ante.” He’d moved his hand from her neck to tangle in her hair, using it to angle her head as he continued to dust her neck and jaw with gentle nips and feathery kisses.


  “A gambling man after all?” Her eyes fluttered, and it took a concentrated effort on her part not to allow them to drift closed.


  “Your words, not mine.” Releasing her hair, he ran his hand lightly down her throat, her collarbone, the slope of her breast, her stomach, until he ran both hands simultaneously around her hips and grabbed her ass. Pulling her closer to the edge of the surface, he ground his erection into her.


  A jolt ran from her core through her stomach.


  “What shall it be, Seph?” His breath hot in her ear sent shivers through her. “Are you to give me something I can work with, or have we finished?”


  “What do you want?” Thoughts of the two of them, sweating, sliding against one another clouded her brain.


  He was currently tracing the shell of her ear with his tongue. She had no idea when, but at some point he had run a hand back up her side and now it rested along the outside of one breast. He lazily brushed his thumb back and forth over her nipple through the thin fabric of her chiton. With every flick, little shocks of pleasure added to the growing ache between her thighs. He lightly kissed the corner of her mouth.


  “I want more.”


  His thumb still teased torturously. Back and forth. It was all she could concentrate on.


  “Men always do.” If she wasn’t so aroused, the fact that she was breathless would have embarrassed her. At least she had formed words. She couldn’t remember ever having been so affected by a man. Nothing in her extensive experience even compared. “Name a price, so we can see a bargain struck.”


  “Hmm.” He’d moved his attentions to the other side of her neck and was now alternating between lightly sucking and nibbling her earlobe and planting kisses just below it. “If I do this for you, I want you to do something for me.”


  “I’ve offered to do something for you.”


  She rained kisses along his collarbone and raked her nails softly down his back. The sensation had him arching, grinding into her, yet again.


  “Out of the bedroom.”


  “You wish me to fuck you outside of the bedroom?” she teased innocently. She didn’t like the direction this conversation was heading and had opted to play dumb.


  “You will help to convince your family to proceed as if nothing is amiss.”


  Planting her palm firmly on his chest, she pushed him away from her. Her faculties were the one thing she would need most if they were to have any hope of recovering from this dismal situation. She could not afford to have him stripping them from her at such a time.


  “I am no traitor.”


  “You would fuck your enemy, but refuse to do this?”


  “Will you really fault me for manipulating what I can with what I have?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “Come now, General. As a soldier, surely you understand making sacrifices in battle in order to win the war.”


  “So I am to understand you are nobly sacrificing yourself for the cause?” Neither his tone nor his expression betrayed his feelings.


  Arching her back to push her breasts out, she trailed her hand down his stomach, tracing the top of his briefs with a finger when she reached them. “Worse sacrifices have been made,” she told him with a coy smile.


  “The die has been cast, Princess. You lose. Do this, or there will be no deal.”


  Chapter 8:

  A Little Death


  
    Marriage is the only war in which you sleep with the enemy.

  


  
    – Proverb

  


   


  Augustine watched her closely. She clearly wasn’t happy about the proposition. He could practically see her mind running through and discarding solutions. This wasn’t the plan, but he wanted her, and she was willing. Mostly. After everything that had happened in the past day, he’d expected her to petition for her family, which she had. The truth was, he would have done as she requested without additional gain. Persephone was the only one he wanted, and she’d offered herself readily; since there were a multitude of others to satisfy the desires of the men with him, sparing three would make no difference. But he was an opportunist. Had Cato himself not argued that Augustine needed to find a way to secure her compliance? He doubted this was what Cato had in mind, but Augustine was one to make the best of the circumstances presented him.


  “Convince them to proceed through the day as normally as possible? No more?”


  Augustine shrugged. “I expect you to encourage them to do anything I ask.”


  “A line must be drawn somewhere. I do not know what you think me capable of, but even I could not convince my father to, for example, lay down his crown. He would see all of Galilae burn before agreeing to such a thing. I will not have their safety contingent on his pride.”


  She had a solid point. As carefully laid out as the plan was, he still wasn’t sure Acheron would agree to the terms. All the more reason to enlist Persephone’s aid in swaying him. “Agreed. Within reason, you will help me to sway your family toward compliance.”


  “Still so vague? You ask more than I am willing to give, General.”


  “I command everything, Princess.”


  Augustine lifted a hand to cup the side of her neck, brushing her jaw with his thumb. Starting at her knee, he traced the inside of her thigh. Slowly moving his fingers towards her cunt. Persephone’s breathing picked up subtly. She didn’t flinch. Nor halt his progress. Her expression was triumphant at his sharp intake of breath upon reaching the apex of her thighs. Finding her already wet.


  “Tell me, Persephone.” He lightly kissed the corner of her mouth, her cheek, before finally moving his lips to her ear. Cupping her sex, he dropped his hand from her neck and wrapped his arm around her waist. Augustine pulled her all the way to the edge of the bureau and tilted her hips toward him. Like Seraphime, no hair covered her mound, and though he’d expected it, the fact pleased Augustine. It wasn’t just that it was new and different – though undoubtedly that was part of the enticement – he enjoyed how soft her skin was beneath his fingertips. Enjoyed the easy way his hand slid against her.


  “Tell me, Persephone, do you hate it that your body is so aroused by mine?”


  He slipped one finger into her slick cunt while Persephone grabbed a fistful of his hair. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer. “Would you enjoy this more, or less, if I hated it?”


  His laugh was husky. “You are very good.” A second finger joined the first and he used them to firmly massage the front of her channel while he ground the palm of his hand against her key. Persephone rocked her hips on his hand. “You are also not a maid.” Augustine couldn’t see her face, but he felt the momentary tensing of her muscles. He wondered if she would lie.


  She continued to roll her hips in rhythm with the movement of his hand. “Maids are overprized. So shy. No idea how to please a man.” Persephone used his hair to pull his head back until she was looking him in the eye.


  She’d tugged hard enough that it felt like a warning, but he still found the sting on his scalp erotic. “You think you know how to please me?”


  The corners of her mouth turned down in a sexy pout. “Are you not pleased?”


  She sucked on his bottom lip. Naturally, he considered what it would be like to have her suck on other parts of his anatomy.


  Augustine stepped away from her. Persephone dropped her hands to the bureau to maintain her balance at the sudden loss of contact. Concern flashed briefly in her eyes before she veiled it.


  Augustine slowly brought his fingers to his mouth and sucked her juices off of them. The taste of her was musky. Sweet and tangy. Persephone’s pupils dilated further as she watched. Her previously cautious expression was immediately replaced with one of exhilaration. She undid the clasp on her zoster and let it fall to the floor. Her feet following closely. Without the belt to hold her chiton in place, it took only a small flick of her wrists to send it cascading down into a pool at her feet. Augustine let his eyes trace her naked body slowly. Head to toe she was beautiful. The only imperfections he could see were the ragged scrapes along her knees. They’d found the trick stone left open in the Grand Council Chamber, though they hadn’t explored the tunnel it hid. Augustine planned to quiz Persephone about it as it was the most likely explanation for how she had made it from the third floor to ground level without being captured sooner, but he didn’t want to be distracted by such things presently.


  “Do you like the way I taste, General?” This time, she did not use his title as a slur. His cock twitched at the sexy way she said General. He wished it were his name instead, though he did not want to ruin the moment by telling her who he was just yet.


  He smiled in reply. Watched her run a hand down her stomach to her cunt. She mirrored his earlier actions, slipping a finger inside herself. He saw the slight movement of her hand as she massaged her inner walls. “Is that a yes?”


  His eyes never strayed from the sight of her touching herself. “Yes.”


  “Yes what?”


  The subtle movement of her hand held him rapt. “I like the way you taste,” he answered reflexively, wanting her to continue.


  He almost protested when she suddenly removed her hand. Almost. He was glad he hadn’t when she brought her hand to her mouth. Slowly, she ran the tip of her tongue from the base of her finger all the way to the glistening tip. “So do I.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone felt a rush of satisfaction when the general’s mouth popped open. He recovered quickly. His gaze more heated than ever. She continued to leisurely lick her finger clean while she waited for his response.


  “Do we have a deal, Princess?” His voice was husky, the only indication he hadn’t completely regained his composure.


  Persephone raised a questioning brow as she continued to smile at him. “You will mark my mother, Kolimpri, and Seraphime permanently off limits so long as I encourage my family’s cooperation in continuing business as usual and present myself to satisfying your personal whims?”


  Persephone definitely felt like she was getting the raw end of the deal. She desperately wanted to advocate for all the slaves in the palace but knew she would be unable to pay the price of such a thing. As long as it had been since the siege began, many of them had likely already found themselves ill-used. It was naïve and foolish to believe otherwise and the knowledge broke her heart. None deserved such a thing. Unlike before, she lacked the power to protect everyone. Sacrifices must be made. That it had not been an easy decision to abandon them to their fates was her only comfort. As the guilt she felt far superseded any respite she might otherwise have experienced, it was hardly any comfort at all. Like so many other devastating thoughts and feelings, she buried it. Those she could and would do anything for had to be her sole concern.


  “Is this agreeable to you?” he asked.


  It wasn’t at all, but what choice did she have? “The fact that I am not a maid is of no concern?”


  “I am surprised you would ask.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “I would not want this to be used later as reason not to honor our agreement.” She could not risk it. The cost she was paying was already far too high.


  “Very sensible of you.” He smiled at her. “Do not worry yourself, it has been told that maids are overprized.”


  Persephone smiled in reply. It only went skin deep, but he had no way of knowing such things. “Then we have a deal.”


  She closed the distance between them. The general wasted no time. As soon as she reached him, he had tangled her hair in his fingers and pulled her mouth to his. Just as his kiss in the Grand Hall, there was no clumsy fumbling. Lips, tongue, and teeth were all used in perfect harmony. Unbidden, a low moan passed from her mouth to his. She’d answered coquettishly when he asked, but the truth was she did hate how responsive she was to him. She wanted to detest everything about him. Loathed herself that she did not.


  Wanting to regain some semblance of control, Persephone slid his briefs from his hips. He never broke contact with her mouth, stepping out of them as she walked him backwards. When the back of his legs hit the edge of the bed, she gave his chest a shove. He scooted himself toward the center as she followed.


  Persephone offered a silent moue of approval as she crawled over his body to straddle his hips. Seemingly content to let her lead, the general watched her movements through hooded eyes, his gaze a tangible caress on her body. Knees spread so that she barely hovered over him, Persephone straightened to cup both breasts with her hands.


  “Do you like what you see, General?”


  His eyes riveted to the way she teased and plucked her nipples, he ran a palm up her stomach, sweeping her hand off one cupped breast to replace it with his own. “I do.”


  She lowered herself slowly onto him. As she did, his eyes closed. His head tilted back. When he was fully sheathed she rocked her hips, drawing a guttural groan from him. Grabbing her hips with both hands he rolled his own, pushing up into her and sending sensation cascading through her center.


  Both hands on his chest, she leaned forward and began to move. Though he let her set the pace, he matched her rhythm. His hands were never idle, continuously caressing, squeezing, massaging her hips, thighs, breasts. Already, she could feel herself tightening, preparing for release. A release she had every intention of denying.


  As though he could read her mind, the general pushed himself upright. Continuing his hands’ perusal of her body and his hips’ regular tempo. He kissed her cheek and her neck before whispering in her ear, “Inemorere pro me.”


  His words were the catalyst that almost detonated her. It was only through years of practice controlling her body’s every reaction that she didn’t actually come apart in his arms. A sultry smile dusted her lips in reply. Head tipped back, she moaned her pleasure. Body clenching around him, a shiver ran over her frame. A lie. All of it.


  Sex had always been a tool for Persephone. A means to an end rather than something to be enjoyed. More akin to vaginal masturbation, as far as she was concerned, than a mutually pleasurable experience. She knew all the ways to please a man. Knew all the appropriate noises to make at all the appropriate times. Each one a mechanism, used as a part of the whole. The greater illusion. Their desire for her response had always seemed more about satisfying their own male egos than an actual craving to ensure she left the encounter equally gratified, meaning her deception was easily sold.


  Not this time, it would seem. The general watched her curiously. “That was very convincing, Princess. But do you know what I hate most of all?” Apprehension crawled underneath her skin. “A liar.”


  She had never been accused of lying. Not in this, though it had always been a farce. It was surreal that this man would be the one person who noted it. Mimicking his actions, she kissed his neck before whispering in his ear. “As you wish, General. The truth is that I am here for your pleasure. Not mine.” Honesty seemed the best way to regain his good graces.


  “Ah, Princess, your pleasure is my pleasure.” His words were punctuated with a slow upward thrust. A tweak of her nipple. Both of which had her groaning into his throat. “Now –” He never finished the thought. Wrapping one arm tightly around her waist, he rolled, swiftly reversing their position and somewhat roughly flipping her onto her back.


  He braced himself on his elbows, keeping the bulk of his weight off of her. It didn’t miss her attention that he was still fully erect, the two of them still fitted together. Feeling trapped, Persephone shifted uncomfortably underneath him. Her tensed muscles stubbornly refused to soften. She hated being prone. It was something she had expected, as most men seemed to enjoy it, though in the past she typically had never had trouble manipulating the situation, as well as her partners, in order to avoid it.


  “Relax, Persephone. I am not going to hurt you.”


  Of course it was overly optimistic to have hoped that he would not notice her discomfort. The man seemed to notice everything and it irked her to no end.


  She snorted in what was certainly a very unladylike manner. “Funny. My face still hurts from the last time you had me in this position.” As if on cue, her cheek throbbed in remembrance.


  Lifting his head, he met her angry glare. “Then, I suppose I should be equally concerned.” With more tenderness than she would have thought possible, he gently kissed the offended cheek. An apology? She wasn’t sure. He continued to trail feather-light kisses across her cheek to her neck and ear. Her body remained just as responsive as before, and Persephone was only mildly surprised to find herself tilting her head to give him easier access for his ministrations. “The last time I had you in this position you spat in my face and nearly broke my arm.” Still focused on her neck, there was no way he saw the laughing smile on her face. “Try not to be overly pleased with yourself.” His tone was teasing, any hint of malice gone, even after her perceived transgression. Evidently he was not always a complete brute.


  Despite herself, she did feel more relaxed. The general seemed to sense the change. His previously unhurried movements gradually increased in urgency. Hands and lips resumed their continuous roving. He trailed kisses across her neck, jaw, lips. Everywhere he could reach, really. Cupping her breast, he rolled one nipple between his thumb and forefinger, while once again tangling his other hand in her hair. Gently kneading. Just as he had in the Grand Hall. With the majority of his weight pulled forward on his elbow, he rolled his hips so that the length of his shaft and his pelvis slid against her most sensitive spot with every stroke.


  Focusing on the myriad of sensations rather than her desire to stay detached from the man causing them, Persephone’s body climbed quickly. She didn’t fight it this time. Heat and pressure built in her core. She felt her entire body tense and she moaned when the dam burst and pleasure washed over her, only vaguely aware of the general’s corresponding grunt before both of them stilled. Persephone lay there catching her breath. She didn’t lack for experience, but it had never been like that. She’d never found true release from anyone’s touch but her own. That it was with an enemy served as further proof that the gods had cursed her. But was it all of Galilae they had cursed, or her personally? As they had never offered solace in the past, she must have fallen from their favor long ago. She’d always wondered, and this only served as further proof to her. Persephone vowed that from this point forward, any success or failure on her part would be her sole responsibility. Just as it had always been, she reminded herself sternly.


  Eyes closed, the general rolled off of her. A satisfied smile curled the corner of his mouth. Wasting no time, she scooted to the edge of the bed and swung her feet to the floor. She didn’t look back until she had retrieved her rumpled chiton and zoster. No longer smiling, the general was watching her. What he was looking for, she wasn’t sure. Had he expected her to stay? She hoped not. Although she had initially planned to press for information, her body’s reaction to him distressed her and she wanted to remove herself from his presence so she could recollect herself. She didn’t want to have to continue faking feelings she did not have, nor hide those she did.


  She could feel their combined juices trickling slowly down her leg, giving her something other than her jumbled thoughts to focus on. Unless he ordered her to stay, she only needed to pretend a little longer. Maintaining eye contact, she shot him a sly smile before swiping the inside of her thigh, gathering their fluids on her fingertips and promptly popping them in her mouth. Even from the distance, she could see his eyes dilate.


  “Not bad, General.” Her words vibrated on a satisfied purr.


  Persephone didn’t wait for his response, instead returning to the task of dressing herself, expertly draping and positioning the fabric of her chiton. She was aware of his movements as he approached her.


  “Augustine.”


  A single word, and yet her blood ran cold, her forced levity immediately doused. Augustine and its derivatives were common names in the Finctus, she reminded herself. It did not necessarily mean what she feared. Immersing herself with the task of buckling her zoster, keeping her tone and expression as bland as possible, she answered reflexively, pretending she hadn’t heard him to stall for time. “Pardon?”


  He was right in front of her. Her zoster half-buckled, he reached out and gently lifted her chin until their eyes met. “My name is Augustine. I prefer to hear you call me by name.”


  Under normal circumstances it would be considered improper for her to publicly address him by name. It suggested a certain level of intimacy between them, although clearly, their relationship was to be an intimate one – literally speaking. Emotionally she’d planned to remain entirely distant, and though her body seemed determined to make things difficult for her, she’d never had problems separating feelings from fucking in the past.


  Aware that he was still diligently monitoring her reaction, she nodded and shrugged idly by way of reply. It acknowledged her understanding that he would prefer it, but in her mind it was not an agreement to use his name. She had no intention of doing so. If she was correct, and she prayed to the gods she’d forsaken just minutes earlier that she was mistaken, she wanted no relationship of any kind with the man standing before her.


  She had to know, but it was imperative he not see her react. Persephone returned her attention to the half-buckled zoster, willing her hands not to shake as she finished the task. Her clothing secure, her blank façade firmly in place, she lifted her chin to meet his gaze. As casually as she could manage, she asked, “That would not by chance be Augustine Sempronius?”


  Please. Please. Please.


  He stood with his arms crossed, unsurprised by the query.


  “It would be.”


  “Oh.” It was the best she could do and still maintain her external composure. She felt light-headed. Her heart raced.


  “Why do you ask?”


  “No reason.” All air suddenly absent from the room, she forced normal breaths into and out of her body. “I was merely curious.”


  Gods fuck us. We are doomed.


  Part II


   


  From Freedom and Tyranny, an Anthology, written by Herodotus of House Halicarnassus, record keeper of Xenakai:


  Before the time of the Sator and the Finctus, cities and kingdoms ruled themselves. While ruled independently, the Free Kingdoms lived in relative peace and prosperity. Trade was common and conflict was rare; that is, until the time of the Reckoning.


  It was during this time that the tyrant, Nero of House Perdome, King of Perdomo, named himself Sator and raised the largest and most powerful army the realm has ever seen. In his greed and hunger for power, he sent his army North, South, East, and West of Perdomo, conquering his neighbors: foes and allies alike.


  It was early in the Reckoning that Xenaxia, a near neighbor of Perdomo, was sacked. The once powerful city was nearly burned to the ground. The royal family, led by Arrian of House Xenakis, barely escaped with their lives, and not without casualties. For fifty years, as House Perdome expanded the Finctus, they barely managed to stay outside of reach. Hearing about the destruction and terror wrought by the Finctus, many merchants, peasants, farmers, and herders sought to flee the West and move with House Xenakis towards the East and the prosperity of the Great Salt Sea.


  Upon reaching the Sea, Nearchus of House Xenakis had amassed ten thousand followers to settle the new Kingdom of Xenakai. At first, the surrounding Free Kingdoms took little notice of Xenakai, but as the population and prosperity of the kingdom grew, tensions with the older, more established Free Kingdoms in the East began to mount. During the reign of Hannibal, the Fourteenth Sator, Antonius of House Xenakis, King of Xenakai, married his oldest and most beautiful daughter, Adonia, to Acheron of House Galanis, King of Galilae.


  To this day, Acheron and Adonia rule in Galilae. The Free Kingdoms continue to prosper, but the dark shadow of the Finctus continues to creep further east. It is only a matter of time before the Free Kingdoms unite and take a stand against the Tyranny of Atroxus of House Perdome, Sator of the Finctus, or themselves fall into his terrible clutches.


  Chapter 1:

  By Any Other Name


  
    Many confuse things with their names. This is a mistake. A name is only a word, and a word will never be the thing itself. And, yet, names – as words – have power, not inherently, but because we give it to them.

  


  
    – Seraphime, Body Slave to Persephone of House Galanis, Princess of Galilae

  


   


  Cato stepped into the king’s chamber with Decimus at his side. He wasn’t surprised Augustine had called them so soon after seeing Persephone – new instructions, undoubtedly – nor was he surprised that Augustine was sprawled, looking sleepy and well sated on the bed.


  “Made yourself right at home, did you?” Cato observed.


  A lazy smile unfurled on Augustine’s face. “Jealous, friend?”


  Laughing, Cato shook his head. “Hardly. The princess will not make things easy. I do not envy the task ahead of you.”


  “As always, I am sure you are correct.” Augustine looked thoughtful, but didn’t say more on the topic.


  Decimus shifted impatiently, but stood silent. Like the rest of them, he was sure to be tired. Between the preparations that had been required, the siege, and the excitement that followed, they’d all been operating on too little sleep for far too long.


  “New orders, sir?” Despite his fatigued state, good humor infused Cato’s words. “Or did you call us here to gloat?”


  “Ever the pragmatist,” Augustine commented lightly.


  Cato took no offense. It was why he, and not his brother, came with Augustine when the troops were split.


  “Persephone, Adonia, Kolimpri, and the slave girl Seraphime are permanently banned from use for intimate relations of any kind. Any decision to use physical punishment against any of them for infractions must also be approved directly through me.” The hard edge to Augustine’s tone brooked no room for argument. “Clear?”


  “Clear.” Cato and Decimus spoke in unison.


  “Anything else?” It was Decimus that finally spoke.


  “Make it known.” Augustine’s expression was unyielding. Anyone that failed to follow this order exactly was likely to be dealt with harshly. Probably that was a good thing. It would seem their time spent in quasi-exile in rural Galilae had been detrimental to some of the men’s discipline.


  “Decimus, you are dismissed. Cato, stay a moment, if you will,” Augustine said, interrupting Cato’s musings.


  Cato nodded in deference. From the corner of his eye, he watched Decimus do the same toward both his superiors. Cato inclined his head in acknowledgment as Decimus turned on his heel and strode from the room.


  “Wine?” Augustine offered, indicating its presence as soon as the door shut behind his Lieutenant.


  “Gratitude.” Cato poured for himself and silently questioned whether Augustine planned to partake with him. At his nod, Cato poured a second and handed the chalice to his friend before bracing himself against the wall. “There will be immense disappointment about the slave girl. Many looked forward to you lifting the ban on her.”


  Augustine shrugged. “They will live. The princess has a vested interest in her well-being, which means that for now, so do I.”


  “Of course.” Cato agreed. “Curious, is it not? That she cares so for the well-being of servants and slaves.”


  “Very,” Augustine concurred. “I should very much like to have the mystery lifted, but there will be time for such things. I asked you to stay to discuss other matters.”


  “Further orders?”


  Augustine shook his head. “No. Nothing further, yet.”


  Cato tilted his head quizzically.


  “Surely you did not think I would agree to so one-sided an arrangement. You offend me, friend.” In spite of his words, it was clear that Augustine was not, in fact, offended.


  Cato couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped. “And what else is the princess prepared to offer us?”


  “She agreed to help convince her family to go along with our plans.”


  It was a rare thing to render Cato speechless. If he was silent, it was because he was choosing his words, or he was not prepared to offer them. Not this time; for a moment he’d been completely stunned. It was not very different from how he had felt when Persephone had broken his hold and killed Prodotin. Shocked into immobility. Or in this case, silence.


  Finally, he found his voice. “You told her the plan in its entirety? And she agreed to go along with it?”


  Augustine waved away the concern as though it were a bothersome gnat. “No, I certainly did not tell her the plan. Although, it would surprise me if she does not put all the pieces together in time. She is very clever.” Cato wouldn’t argue with that. “The less she knows, the more compliant I think we shall find her,” Augustine continued. “I will keep her in the dark as long as possible. We will use that time to our advantage, as per our original plans.” Cato nodded. “Were you not the one who instructed me to find a way to secure her cooperation?”


  Cato laughed. “This is not what I had in mind.”


  “Nor I when you suggested it, but I saw opportunity. Thus far, she has only agreed to encourage her family to continue as if naught is amiss. Though, now that I am aware of her leverage points, pressure could be applied further as needed.”


  Amusedly, Cato shook his head. “Remember that a cornered animal will bare teeth, friend, and hers are exceedingly sharp. I would exercise caution in that regard.”


  Smiling in reply, Augustine ran a tired hand over his face. “I’ve no doubt your words will ring true. Though I think we shall find her milder.”


  “Oh?”


  “She knows her politics. She recognized my name.”


  “She need not know her politics for that.” Cato snorted uncharacteristically. “Everyone knows your name.”


  “Still.” Augustine smiled and shrugged. “She recognized my name. Though she hid her response well, it was the first time since our arrival that she looked as though she considered that she might lose. Should have introduced myself sooner; I might have been spared some trouble.”


  “With that one?” he mused. “Not likely.” They shared a laugh. “But hope springs eternal.” Cato raised his glass in a toast. “To your name.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone walked in a daze, barely noticing her surroundings as she made her way back to the chambers she was to share with her family for the foreseeable future.


  Augustine Sempronius?!


  She chastised herself for being so surprised by the revelation, simultaneously cursing their fate that it was he of all people who had come to conquer them. It seemed so obvious. If anyone would have been able to so subtly infiltrate their defenses, it was the famed General Augustine Sempronius. Even her thoughts sneered the name.


  But the present tactics were far from his usual style. No matter how she racked her brains, Persephone still couldn’t figure out their endgame. It was the fact that she and her family were still alive that surprised her. Why bother? What purpose were they meant to serve? There was no precedent in any history Persephone knew of that would indicate their ultimate goal, leaving her feeling dumbstruck and more than a little frustrated.


  The palace, and all those in it, were expected to continue normally. The autumn Council session was about to begin, which meant that there would be people in and out of the palace daily for a month. The risk of discovery was great on the general’s part. Would open conquest not have been simpler? Admittedly, Galilae’s powerful navy would have posed a challenge, but once on land the Perdoman army would have squashed them. An unfortunate and discouraging truth. Was that what they were waiting for? Did they plan to bring the rest of the general’s army to the island subversively and just needed to buy time? Even that didn’t fully make sense. They already had the royal family and the palace firmly under their thumb. That, in and of itself, would discourage revolt. Not to mention an army without proper leadership would find itself severely handicapped; something that could scarcely be afforded by any kingdom pitted against a general such as Sempronius.


  With more questions than answers rattling through her head, Persephone barely noticed it when she suddenly found herself in front of the chamber door. At the sound of her return, Persephone’s parents and brother sprang to attention, eager for news. For hope. She had none to give. Her jumbled thoughts and emotions must have read plainly, because her mother rushed to her side. A blow to the head would not have left Persephone feeling so dazed. She could do nothing but stare mutely as her mother’s delicate hands clasped her face. Lips moved, but Persephone did not hear a word spoken.


  Kolimpri lay, still sleeping, in the nest Persephone had built for the two of them to share. To be so young. So assured of one’s security that she could sleep through the commotion surrounding her. Persephone was grateful for Kolimpri’s peace, even as she envied it.


  Growing frantic at Persephone’s listless countenance, her mother began to examine her for injuries, checking first her face, then her arms, chest, back. “Persephone! Speak to me, my darling! Did he hurt you?”


  Muffled as though she was hearing them from underwater, her mother’s words finally penetrated the haze shrouding Persephone’s senses.


  “Did you know?”


  Her mother stopped her agitated ministrations. Persephone was aware that all eyes in the room were on her. She briefly touched on each of them.


  “Did any of you know?” It changed nothing about their circumstances, but it felt imperative to know if she had been the only one in the dark.


  With her mother holding both of Persephone’s hands in her own, she allowed herself to be led to an ottoman and obediently sat.


  “Did we know what? Persephone, you are not speaking sense,” her mother said, agitation and worry still coloring her expression.


  Persephone desperately wanted to erase the anxiety marring her mother’s beautiful face, but she had neither the energy nor the wits about her to do so. Turning her attention to her father’s disapproving eyes, she addressed him directly. “The general. At any point, did he introduce himself? Do you know who he is?”


  He snorted derisively. “The man usurped my palace in the darkness of night like a common thief. Threatened me. Locked me in my own slave’s chambers. His name will not matter by the time I have had my revenge. None will know or remember it.”


  Even after years of exposure, the level of her father’s arrogance never failed to stun her. It was her anger at his renewed self-importance that jarred Persephone’s brain back to life.


  “On the contrary, Father, his name will long be remembered and renowned while yours will be listed as just another of his many conquests – if it is remembered at all.”


  Her father’s face instantly flushed scarlet. Under different circumstances, she would have found it amusing. Unfortunately, there was no joy to be found in anything related to their dismal situation.


  “Must you always be such a cunt? Truly, I do not know how you turned out to be such trouble.”


  His barbed words hit their mark. Persephone hoped the hurt she felt did not show on her face before she spirited it away. So practiced she was at hiding her emotions, she rarely wondered that something unintentional was seen. But feeling hopeless and vulnerable as she was, her guard had been down and his jab had made it through. A mistake she could not afford to repeat.


  “Husband?! This is our daughter to whom you speak, and though she has an independent nature, she has never been prone to irrationality. If she is upset, there is a reason.” Immensely grateful for her mother’s intervention, Persephone attempted to focus. Without waiting for a reply from her husband, Persephone’s mother turned her full attention on her daughter. “Darling, he never said his name that I heard. Who is he and why are you so bothered by that knowledge? Did. He. Hurt. You?”


  “What?” Persephone answered with a slight shake of her head. “No, Mother. Stop! I am unhurt.” Her mother sagged in relief. It was short-lived. “He is the General Augustine Sempronius.”


  Persephone watched the color drain from her mother’s face and felt more than saw her father stiffen at her side.


  Antaios, who had been pacing impatiently, stopped to stare at the rest of them dumbfounded. “Who?”


  She didn’t even try to stifle her exasperation. “Truly, brother? Did you pay any attention during our politic lessons?”


  Antaios merely waved off her concern. “Who cares what a bunch of old-timers did before I was born?”


  In her astonishment, Persephone’s mouth hung slightly agape before she pulled herself together to correct him. She knew her brother shared their father’s arrogance, but blatantly deliberate ignorance went beyond anything she had imagined. The fate of their kingdom would fall on his shoulders?!


  Although, maybe not after this. Though true, the thought was not encouraging.


  “Our lessons hardly focus exclusively on the past. Even if they did, knowing how past events shape kingdoms and peoples, their relationships to one another, is highly relevant. How can you expect to rule effectively without knowing these things?” Persephone demanded harshly.


  “That is what advisors are for.”


  Feeling only slightly vindicated that both their parents looked just as stunned and horrified as she did, Persephone shook her head in disgust. “Well, brother, you have no advisors with you presently and Augustine Sempronius is not some ghost from the past. I assure you, he is quite real, and he holds your fate as well as the fate of your future kingdom in his hands. So what now, Mighty Prince?”


  He looked as though he was ready to strangle her. “It is just a name and he is still just a man,” he gritted at her from between his clenched teeth.


  “You are, of course, right, dearest brother.” Like their father, Antaios was completely impervious to her condescending tone. His face began to relax and he stood up a little taller. “He is just a man,” she continued. “Just a man who has never lost a battle.”


  The corner of Antaios’s mouth twitched. “Certainly boastworthy.”


  “He is just a man who has squashed countless rebellions against the Finctus.”


  Antaios nodded. “Of course, his fame does seem to be well deserved.”


  Persephone stood and walked towards her brother. “Oh, yes. His in-famy is well deserved. So well deserved, in fact, that he is oft referred to as the Reaper.” Antaios shifted uncomfortably as she continued to prowl towards him. “Do you know why they call him the Reaper?” Antaios shook his head, a barely perceptible motion as he shrank into himself. “Just as I thought.” She smiled sweetly. “They call him the Reaper because his name is a portent of death and destruction. If he and his army have been called to a place, the Finctus does not just wish to conquer a people. They intend to completely crush their spirit. He leaves each place with a collection of broken souls to whisk away to the Underworld.”


  He cleared his throat, fighting his impulse to retreat from her advances. She knew he wanted to, but it would be considered very emasculating to retreat from a woman.


  “Yes, well –” His words stuttered off when she stopped directly in front of him, bringing her face so close they were almost nose to nose.


  “He will not merely kill us,” she whispered. Finally silent, he watched her with growing horror. “We will be tortured. Humiliated. Quite publicly I should think. What do you suppose that does to a people?” He had no answer for her. “You are right, he is just a man. Just a man with a famous name. Now tell me, brother, after our macabre demise, how you think our leaderless army will fare against this man whose famous name they justifiably fear?”


  He swallowed hard. “I think they will honor Galilae by fighting bravely to defend her.” Stated with more confidence than he probably felt. Antaios exhaled his relief as she retreated.


  “Then you are not merely a coward, you are a fool as well.”


  Chapter 2:

  Immortal Deeds


  
    To be remembered after you are gone from this world is the greatest achievement a man can have.

  


  
    – Antaios of House Galanis, Prince of Galilae

  


   


  Cato waited patiently next to Augustine in the Small Council Chamber. They had strategically positioned themselves on the far side of the round table so they had a clear view of the door, and so the royal family would have a clear view of them upon entering. It wasn’t long before the Galanis family was escorted into the room. The king and his son led, but both stopped to stand uncertainly just inside the door when they saw the two soldiers. Perhaps they had been on their pedestals for too long, Cato thought. They were far too easily intimidated.


  “Come in. Sit,” Augustine said brusquely.


  While both father and son reddened in the face and glared at Augustine, they also both complied instantly and silently. Minus the theatrics, Adonia followed close behind. Her expression was bland. Guarded. Reminiscent of her daughter’s, Cato noted with interest. Or perhaps it was more appropriate to say that Persephone’s expression was reminiscent of her mother’s.


  Persephone entered the room with Kolimpri’s hand clasped in her own. She held her arm loosely, allowing Kolimpri to swing their arms impishly back and forth as they walked. Seneca and Lucius – the two guards assigned specifically to Persephone – flanked the girls into the room. If Cato didn’t know better, it would appear as though Persephone had wandered in out of boredom, not because she had been summoned and escorted by armed guards. She moved leisurely and slid into the chair next to her mother with poise and indifference.


  It would seem Augustine’s belief that learning his name had somehow subdued her was false. She had never appeared less pliant than she did presently. Not for the first time, Cato found himself questioning whether it was wise – or even possible – to attempt to mold one such as her into the pawn they needed her to be.


  His attention did not escape her notice. She watched him, a wry smile turning the corners of her lips as she lifted her small sister and settled her on her lap. The vitriol in her demeanor and expression were a sharp contrast to her outwardly docile behavior.


  Sensing Augustine’s interest, Cato broke eye contact first and turned his head to meet his superior’s gaze. Augustine didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. Knowing him well, Cato sensed the question behind his eyes and tilted his chin subtly to indicate they would speak about it later. Augustine accepted the acknowledgment with a slight nod before both men turned their attention to the royals in front of them.


  “Are you ready to tell us what you plan to do?”


  Out of the corner of his eye, Cato caught Augustine’s amusement at Acheron’s huffed question. “How did you sleep, Highness? Were the accommodations to your liking?”


  Looking more like a petulant child than the ruler of the most influential kingdom in the East, the king pouted further into his seat. Still listening to the confrontation about to take place in front of him, Cato returned the bulk of his attention to Persephone. Though silent, she watched her father with thinly veiled repugnance. Perhaps her agreement to help the Perdomans should not have come as such a surprise.


  “You continue to mock me.”


  Augustine chuckled. “You make it very easy for me, High-ness.”


  The two stared at each other for a moment before the king dropped his eyes. Augustine grunted in disgust before continuing. Any chance the king had ever had of regaining any of Augustine’s respect was lost in that moment. Not that there had been much of a chance to begin with; he’d already proven himself to be thoughtless, selfish, arrogant, and rash. Unredeeming qualities for a king.


  “Your Council is set to reconvene starting tomorrow.”


  Triumph flashed momentarily in the king’s eyes. He was much slower to shutter his emotions away than his daughter. Nor did he manage to fully suppress them, further confirming that Persephone had learned those skills from her mother.


  “Of course,” Acheron sat up straighter in his seat, “the palace will be swarming with officials. And when they witness what you have done here, you will be faced with the full force of the Galilaean army!”


  Augustine rolled his eyes with a sigh. “As little as I fear your army, Highness, they will not storm the palace to save you, as they will have no reason to suspect foul play.”


  Still missing the point, the king deflated only slightly. “No matter, I can rally them better in person.”


  How had this bag of hot air managed to rule for so long?


  “You will not be rallying them. In fact, you will say nothing of what has transpired here the past two days. My Lieutenant, Decimus Hadrianus” – the king’s head followed the indicating tilt of Augustine’s chin before snapping back – “will be joining you as your new Arms Commander. As it should have been Prodotin, who is recognizable, we will give you the words to explain it away. We’ve had to improvise following Prodotin’s tragic and untimely death.” Augustine threw Persephone a scathing look, one that she met looking entirely unrepentant. “So,” Augustine continued, “as you can see, there will be no rallying of anyone. You will go about business as usual and no one will be the wiser for what has been happening here.”


  The king gaped dumbfounded, looking slightly paler than he had a moment ago. “I do not understand.”


  “Of course not,” Augustine uttered under his breath as he ran an exasperated hand down his face.


  “But, no one will know that the Finctus is in Galilae?!”


  Adonia seemed to be silently willing her husband to stop talking. Regrettably, Cato doubted she would be met with success.


  “Correct. No one will know,” Augustine continued. What little patience he had started with had completely evaporated by this point. “Or did you miss the part where the Finctus moved in under cover of night and overtook the palace in secret?”


  If it was possible, Acheron’s face reddened even further. “I fail to see what your endgame is here.”


  Augustine stood, and with his weight pushed into his fingertips, he loomed over the table threateningly, prompting Acheron to shrink further into his seat. “As I’ve no doubt you will continue to fail to see it until I lay it out for you. One. Step. At. A. Time. When that moment comes, I shall be sure to use very small words. Until then, you and the rest of your family will go about your day as you usually would unless I tell you to do otherwise. None of you will rouse any suspicions, raise alarms, or attempt rebellion in any way. You know who I am by now.” The king nodded minisculely at the unasked question. “Good, then you know what I am capable of. I can be infinitely creative when meting out punishments.” Augustine looked at each of them, his gaze lingering longest on Persephone. “With or without you, Galilae is mine. You’ve the ability to remain a part of its next chapter or not. Your choice.”


  “Aha! So you admit you do want to take my kingdom,” Acheron exclaimed, pointing his finger at Augustine’s chest. He jumped when Augustine’s palm slammed onto the table with a resounding crack.


  Augustine straightened, pinching the bridge of his nose as he paced behind his chair. Cato could feel the barely suppressed rage and frustration roiling off of his friend. It would seem they might be implementing a hostile takeover after all.


  Was the king always like this, or had the stress of the palace invasion robbed him of his wits?


  “General?” Persephone interjected cautiously.


  Every eye in the room snapped her direction. Augustine immediately stopped his pacing. He stood with his hands braced on the back of the chair in front of him, knuckles whitening under his unwielding grip.


  Persephone eyed him warily. “Permission to speak, sir?” The condescension present in her tone during their earlier encounters was gone. Quite the opposite. She seemed to be emphasizing respect and protocol in an attempt to rein in Augustine’s temper. To return a semblance of control to a rapidly devolving situation. It was a clever ploy on her part. One that stood a chance of working.


  “She has no right –” the king started, cutting himself off when Adonia reached out to place her hand subtly, but firmly, on her husband’s forearm, silencing him without a word.


  Although, Persephone and Augustine continued to silently stare one another down, Cato doubted that the exchange between the king and queen escaped his attention. Hardly anything did.


  Unlike her father, Persephone didn’t quail under Augustine’s gaze, nor did she speak out of turn. She waited patiently despite the heightened tension in the room. If she looked away, she’d lose his respect. Cato wasn’t entirely sure if he was eager for her success or her failure. Augustine’s interest in her already risked becoming problematic without adding the levels of reverence the rest of the palace and Galilae itself seemed to hold for her.


  Finally, Augustine gave her a single nod of his head and Persephone tilted her chin in acknowledgment. “Gratitude, General. Please forgive our impudence. This whole experience has come as quite a shock, and now you’ve given us a great deal to consider. It is very early, and we have not yet had a chance to even break our fast. I wonder if you would be gracious enough to permit us the opportunity to do so and discuss your offer. After all, the Council does not meet until tomorrow. Will you do us the service of allowing us to speak on this matter as a family, in order to make the best decision for Galilae?”


  Cato felt the corner of his mouth twitch. She was very smart. Probably too smart, as he’d already come to suspect.


  Augustine’s body posture remained rigid, but Cato could sense that some of the strain had left him. “You have one hour. Speak quickly.”


  “Gratitude.” Persephone wasted no time. She stood adjusting her sister on her hip and left the room without a backward glance. Seneca and Lucius immediately fell into step with her.


  Adonia quickly rose to follow. “Come, husband. We have much to discuss.”


  Whether out of fear or shame, Acheron and Antaios stood and scurried quickly from the room without saying anything. When all had left, Cato indicated for the last of the guards to close the door behind them before turning his full attention to his commander. What he had to say to Augustine was not likely to be well received and was best discussed privately.


  “Do you think this wise, sir?” Cato asked.


  Augustine shrugged. “They do not have the ability to organize an escape in an hour. And I did make you aware of the terms under which Persephone agreed to assist us.”


  “I remember the terms.” How could he not? He’d only been informed of them a few hours previously, and he’d felt no more certain about trusting Persephone then than he did now. “Still, I wonder if it is wise to allow them to speak in private on this matter. Persephone is dangerous, in more ways than one. Does this not set her up to betray you?”


  “Short of keeping them all in separate rooms, they will have opportunities to scheme,” Augustine said with a dismissive wave. “As we’ve already agreed, keeping them in one place simplifies supervision. Now it serves the dual purpose of allowing Persephone to hold to her end of the bargain. However, if she is to have any chance of successfully coercing her family to cooperate – a feat I’ve not been convinced is possible, by the way, stubborn, prideful fool that the king is – she must be allowed to work behind the scenes. Women have no voice in Galilae; to require her to speak out publicly sets her, and us, up to fail.”


  Of course, Augustine was right, but Cato’s trepidation was not eased.


  Augustine must have seen it on his face. “Rest assured, my friend, I have no doubt she will betray us if she thinks she can do so successfully. We need to ensure we do not give her the opportunity to try.”


  “That she will attempt betrayal is not my only concern.”


  “What else concerns you?” Rather than sharing Cato’s apprehension, Augustine appeared curiously amused.


  “Forgive me for speaking plainly, sir, but do you think it might be a mistake to bed her? Surely the same terms could be met without that particular stipulation.”


  Augustine met Cato’s eye, a full smile on his lips. “My bedding her was always to come to pass, though, I admit I had no intention of doing so before bringing our plan fully to fruition. Had she been a maid, I like to think I would have resisted.”


  Cato looked at him dubiously.


  “Hesitated, then,” Augustine admitted with a chuckle. “But I see no need to refuse what she freely offers. And if I can prove myself trustworthy to uphold my side of the bargain, she may be more amenable as we require more from her. Besides, do you not trust me, friend?”


  “Of course, Augustine. There has never been question that I trust you. I rarely doubt your judgment and I have followed you in all things.” Cato didn’t bother to fully mask his aggravation. “But make no mistake, I do not trust her.” To emphasize, he pointed the direction she had gone.


  Augustine watched him curiously. “What is it about this girl that really has you so tied up?”


  “You are very attracted to her.”


  Augustine rolled his eyes. “Is there a man here who is not?”


  “She intrigues you?”


  “Tell me honestly that she does not intrigue you,” Augustine said with a laugh.


  “Of course! As I stated previously, she is a very curious thing,” Cato admitted, prompting Augustine to turn his palms up, silently and exasperatedly questioning the concern. “The difference,” Cato continued, “is that I am not bedding her.”


  Augustine straightened and crossed his arms, his good humor gone.


  Cato refused to apologize for expressing unease. Even if Augustine chose to disregard the warning, which he undoubtedly would, it needed to be said aloud. “My point, sir, is that it will be difficult to maintain emotional distance under those circumstances.”


  “All the better.” Augustine spoke matter-of-factly. “She might be more agreeable if she were a little emotionally attached. Women synchronize sex and affection. As unique as she is, if she enjoys her time with me, I see no reason why Persephone should be different.”


  Cato silently acknowledged Augustine’s logic, and hoped it would ring true. Somehow he doubted it. Persephone seemed more the black widow type. “And if you become attached to her? Will you be able to do what needs to be done when she or her family becomes noncompliant?”


  Augustine’s gaze was thoughtful for a moment. Returning his grip to the back of the chair, he leaned forward. His hold had loosened, but his expression remained intense. “If –”


  “When,” Cato interrupted flagrantly. He harbored no doubts Persephone would pose further challenges.


  “When the time comes, I will do my duty.” Augustine meant what he said.


  Cato just hoped it would remain so.


  
    * * * *

  


  “What right have you to interject?! To even suggest that we consider what they offer?” Their father paced angrily in front of Persephone. “Are you daft, girl?”


  Though Antaios would have liked to think so, he knew full well that she was not. These were not ravings born of a simple mind. She meant it. And she’d thought it through, meaning her latest betrayal cut all the deeper. Had she decided to turn them to the wolves before or after spreading her legs for the Perdoman general, he wondered?


  Persephone stood her ground with her arms crossed in front of her. “Have you finished, then?”


  “I ought to throttle you.”


  Antaios agreed that she deserved it. Unfortunately, he had been on the receiving end of many thrashings from her in the practice yard. Seen many a soldier fail to subdue her. He’d never admit it aloud, but he doubted their father was up to the task.


  Likely she thought so too, because Persephone continued without bothering to acknowledge the threat, “They have given us an opportunity here, and it would be foolish to dismiss it without a thought.”


  “An opportunity!?!” both Antaios and his father exclaimed together.


  “Yes, an opportunity. They did not kill us outright.” Neither justified the comment with a reply. Both continued to scowl silently at her. “Well? Do we not yet live?” she demanded unperturbed.


  “We do,” their father admitted grudgingly.


  “Nor did they command that you relinquish your crown –”


  “They implied –” the king started.


  “Yet!” Persephone finished. “They have not, yet, demanded that you step down, relinquish your crown, or swear fealty to the Finctus. Correct?”


  “You were there, you know they have not, but what other direction could this be going?”


  “I agree with you, Father. Undoubtedly, they will demand that in one form or another eventually, but to this point they have not. And that buys us time.”


  As the eldest, she would have been king had she been a man. But she was not, leaving the throne rightfully Antaios’s. He did not like her playing games with his crown.


  Their mother’s face lit suddenly. “Gods! You have it right!” She looked to her husband. “She is correct.”


  “She is?” Antaios asked doubtfully. Of course their mother would side with Persephone. She always did.


  “Yes!” Their mother nodded emphatically. “Do you not see? If the takeover is not public, which it is not, and they want us to continue as though nothing is amiss, which they do, then that gives us the opportunity to plan a subterfuge.”


  “Exactly!” Persephone agreed.


  “So we do as they say?” The king stroked his chin thoughtfully.


  “Yes, for now, we do as they say. We gather intelligence. If I am close to the general, I may be able to discover what they plan to do and how they plan to do it. The more information we have, the more likely we will be able to put a stop to whatever it is they are preparing for Galilae.”


  Their father nodded his head somewhat absentmindedly, still mulling over her proposal.


  “Father?! This is madness.” Antaios stood directly in front of the king, hands thrust imperiously on his hips. “To start, Persephone has taken to fucking the enemy. I’d wager coin he put her up to this. She is not to be trusted any more than he is.”


  Persephone’s hands clenched into tight fists at her side. “You think me a traitor? Is that it, brother?” Her voice was deadly quiet.


  “Are you not stroking our captor’s cock?” In spite of the dangers of provoking her further, Antaios would not hold his tongue. Someone needed to say it. Evidently, he was the only one with the cock and balls to do so.


  “And we are getting something for that.”


  “Undoubtedly something we would have received regardless. If we are to proceed as though all is well, they can hardly brutalize us.”


  They’d argued at length about this upon her return; that she had not asked for more than protection for the family. That she had included Seraphime in the bargain. To Antaios, it was an old wound that still chafed.


  “There is much they could do that would leave scars unseen, brother,” she said quietly.


  “It is cowardly to roll over and admit defeat!” he shouted at her. “We dishonor our kingdom and our ancestors to do so.”


  “Coward!” Kolimpri’s raised voice suddenly drew their attention. Before any of them could say anything to her, though, she said in a slightly different voice, “I am not a coward.” Returning to the first voice: “You are a coward!” Second voice: “I am not a coward!”


  It was not unusual for Kolimpri’s games to include role play of day-to-day activities, nor for her to perform each of the roles when no one was available to play with her. This was the first time Antaios had heard her engage in a verbal argument with herself; it would seem she was listening more closely to what he and Persephone had to say to each other than they had realized.


  “Cock!” she suddenly burst out, enunciating the word while wearing a fierce scowl. Whether Koli was using the word as an insult in the previous argument or just repeating it because she had heard it – a thing she was also prone to doing – was unclear.


  Antaios wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or cringe.


  Persephone was glaring at him with her arms crossed over her chest. “Happy now?”


  “Am I happy? Are you fucking serious? My kingdom has been invaded and my sister is a traitor who wishes to see us bend over and take whatever cock the Finctus chooses to ram us with.” Antaios refused to cushion his words, but was mindful to speak more softly to dissuade Koli from picking up and spouting additional vulgarities.


  “Not surprisingly, you miss the big picture by looking only to your ego, brother. We are in no position to stage a resistance, not presently. To pretend otherwise and act rashly will result in immense loss of life in this kingdom.” Antaios opened his mouth to speak, but was silenced when Persephone thrust a finger into his chest. “If, however, we wait, we gather information, and we devise a plan that has a chance of success, we may be able to expel the Finctus, maintain our position, and prevent the bloodshed that will inevitably follow. Waiting is not synonymous with cowardice when done strategically. As to this notion that I am somehow a traitor, Prodotin, your Arms Commander, was a traitor. One that I alone took action against for his crimes against us, and at great risk to someone very dear to me. You had far less to lose, yet you stood by doing nothing while he rammed cock in ass.”


  Unable to maintain eye contact, Antaios looked to the ground. He’d wanted to do something. Secretly applauded her success, all the while wishing that it had been him who had done so.


  “Now, who between the two of us is the coward? The traitor?”


  She was right, of course, and he fucking hated her for it. He hated that he was so frequently compared to her. Hated that he made so many of the comparisons himself. And resented that he almost always came up short.


  When he said nothing, she turned to the king. “How do you want to be remembered, Father? If you act out of foolish pride, and Galilae pays the price for it, your legacy will be as The King Who Destroyed His Kingdom. There is no honor in allowing your people to be slaughtered when you had opportunity to prevent it. Besides, you can always stop cooperating if it is no longer beneficial.” When their mother moved to the king’s side and clasped his arm with her hands, Antaios knew that Persephone had won. Again. She knew it too. “Sometimes it is better to live in order to fight another day.”


  Antaios vowed that his day would come.


  Chapter 3:

  All Deception Requires Secrecy


  
    The trouble with lying – and the place where most people hang themselves – is not in uttering the untruth, but in forgetting it after the initial telling.

  


  
    – Augustine Sempronius, “the Reaper,” General of the Nex Division

  


   


  Augustine stepped into the slave chambers in front of Cato. The Galanis family was ready for them and stood united in the middle of the room.


  “You have made a decision.”


  “Yes.” The king stepped forward. “We will do as you say. I will present your man…” He faltered for the name.


  “Decimus,” Augustine supplied helpfully, but not without a sardonic smile.


  “Yes, Decimus –” the king started.


  “Hadrianus,” Augustine interjected, finding himself far more amused than the situation really warranted.


  “Pardon?” The king’s face reddened. The man had no skill at tempering his responses.


  “His name is Decimus Hadrianus. He is your Arms Commander, Highness. It would not do for you to forget it or fuck it up when you present him, would it?” The king was silent in the face of Augustine’s condescension. “You will present him as Decimus of House Hadrianus, as that is how you address surnames in Galilae. Now, who is he?”


  “Decimus of House Hadrianus,” the king parroted, wearing something akin to a snarl.


  “Well done. What is your decision, Highness?”


  “We will do as you say, for now.”


  Was the king trying to intimidate him? The notion was laughable. There was nothing about this man that frightened Augustine in the slightest. Even should he decide to become noncompliant, the King of Galilae would lose far more than Augustine. Of that there was no doubt.


  “Wonderful!” Augustine clapped his hands together. “I am relieved that you saw sense. You will find me quite amiable so long as you continue to do so.” He spoke slowly and precisely to ensure the king recognized his threat for what it was.


  While Acheron did not intimidate Augustine, it was quite clear that Augustine did intimidate Acheron. The king shrank in on himself and clenched his teeth.


  “Highness, you and your son will go with Cato in order to discuss your instructions for tomorrow,” Augustine continued. “You” – he pointed at Persephone before turning his hand to crook his finger – “come with me.”


  When she made to move towards him, Kolimpri grabbed onto her skirts. “Me too!”


  “No, Little Bird, you must stay.” Persephone ran a hand over her sister’s head.


  “But I want to go on a quest,” Kolimpri pouted. If her expression was any indication, she was approaching a tantrum.


  “This is not one of your tasks, Little Bird,” Persephone said patiently.


  It had been clear enough at the demonstration that Persephone had twisted the reality of the invasion into a game for Kolimpri. He suspected her reason was to keep from frightening the younger girl, which was another clever ploy on her part, and on the whole, it seemed to be effective. It might also be something they could use when the women of the family had to begin playing public parts once more. Augustine was determined to postpone that moment for as long as possible.


  “Because it is an adult task?” the younger princess asked.


  “Yes,” Persephone stated with finality.


  Persephone had begun a second attempt toward the door when Kolimpri spoke again. “What is your task? Are you going to play the whore?”


  Persephone froze as soon as the words hit her. Even for Augustine, it was shocking to hear such a crude question in Koli’s child voice. Who had put those words into her mouth? Augustine watched Persephone take a deep breath before she spun on her heel to look at her sister.


  “Antaios should not have said that, Little Bird, and you should not repeat it.”


  The prince was a shit. Inwardly Augustine bristled on Persephone’s behalf despite the fact that, ultimately, it was true.


  “Why?”


  “Because it is impolite.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you do not understand what those words mean.”


  “What do they mean?”


  “Kolimpri,” the queen scolded. “That is enough.”


  Kolimpri turned big doe eyes onto her sister. “Will you tell me?”


  “When you are older,” Persephone said with infinite patience. “Stay here, Little Bird. That is your task. But I must go so I may answer some of the general’s questions.”


  “Do try to keep his cock out of your mouth long enough to do so.” Antaios muttered the words, but still spoke them loudly enough that they were easily heard.


  Augustine took a step toward the prince, but Persephone hooked her arm in his and started walking toward the door. “Do try to pull yours out of your own ass, lest you develop a limp. You need no further handicaps.” Persephone tossed the words over her shoulder as she made her way to the door.


  Augustine laughed outright and, feeling satisfied with how she had handled the situation on her own, allowed her to escort him from the room.


  He caught a glimpse of the looks of equal shock and dismay on her father’s and brother’s faces when he turned to close the door. “Quite the talented mouth on that one,” he told them with a mocking wink – unable to resist – before following Persephone into the hallway.


  “Interesting family you have, Highness.” Cato’s voice followed them into the hallway. Cato was to meet Augustine in the Grand Council Chamber when he had finished briefing the king and the prince.


  It provided Augustine with an opportunity to speak alone with Persephone. He hoped she might be more forthcoming if she did not feel like she had an audience. It was a long shot, but as Cato had told him, hope springs eternal.


  “This way.” Their elbows still linked, Augustine redirected Persephone when she had automatically started toward the king’s chambers. Tempting as it was to head there directly, Augustine had more pressing matters to attend to with her.


  If the change of course surprised her, she didn’t show it and fell seamlessly into step with him. She slid her hand free of his arm and, though he’d been content to leave it there, he let her withdraw.


  “Does your brother always speak to you with such disrespect?” Their relationship confused him. Clearly, there existed a great deal of contention between them, and yet she’d intervened when Augustine would have interceded on her behalf. Why, after how he’d treated her?


  “He is able to say whatever he likes,” she responded indifferently.


  It was the truth, and relevant, but it didn’t answer his question. He was seeking to uncover patterns of behavior and she’d responded with a generalization of his rights.


  “You should not have defended him.” Rather than fight uselessly, he attempted to provoke some of the animosity that existed between them.


  “I fight my own battles.”


  “And you do so very well,” he acknowledged while wondering how she could still sound so unaffected. “Still, your brother is a shit and deserved far worse.”


  “He was not always so.”


  Did she feel glad – Nostalgic? Angry? – about the fact? It was impossible to tell; Augustine did not yet know her well enough to detect the nuances hidden behind her blank mask, though undoubtedly they existed. He wondered if anyone could see the truth on her face.


  “What changed?” he asked.


  “Everything.”


  “Do you always answer questions so vaguely?” Augustine finally confronted her avoidance openly.


  “Do you always pry into personal matters that do not concern you?”


  “When it pleases me to do so,” he admitted unapologetically.


  “Forgive me, General” – Augustine suspected that only Persephone could make forgive me sound so much like fuck you – “but at no point did I agree to answer questions merely to satisfy your curiosity.”


  “You agreed to satisfy my whims, and I find myself very curious about you.”


  “Those are not the same thing,” she said with an accusing glare. What was the difference, he wondered, but she spoke before he could ask. “I’ve done as you asked. They have agreed to follow your instructions and pretend all is well. What happens next, General?”


  She was changing the subject and he knew it, but for the moment he decided he would allow her to do so. He wanted her in an agreeable mood for what was coming. “I’ve no further instructions for you just yet, but I will be sure to tell you when that changes. You did well today. Your father is a difficult man. I must say I am impressed; you must have mastered the ability to manipulate those around you, indeed, to have so easily swayed him to your way of thinking.”


  “As you said, my father is a difficult man. You had good reason to doubt.”


  More wordplay. She’d managed to agree with him while still completely ignoring his double-edged accusation that she excelled at manipulation. Was it going to be necessary to interpret everything she said? Possibly, and already he found the notion exhausting. He preferred a more direct approach, whereas Persephone, it seemed, favored word games and double entendres.


  Augustine was still deciding how to get a straightforward answer from her when they reached the entrance to the Grand Council Chamber.


  “After you, Princess.” He opened the door, gesturing for her to enter with a sweep of his hand.


  She met his eyes as she entered the room. Not for the first time, he fleetingly acknowledged that hers were captivating. Shrewder than her mother’s, but the same bright green. They stood out in sharp contrast to her olive complexion and dark hair. He held her gaze as he followed her into the room.


  “Are you going to make eyes at me all day?” Only a moment ago, she’d been closed and prickly, so the teasing lilt to her voice caught him off guard. The only person he’d seen her show any softness toward was Kolimpri, though those interactions had by no means been light-hearted. “You need not woo me, General –”


  “Augustine,” he corrected mechanically.


  She smiled coyly. “You need not woo me, we are already fucking. Or had you forgotten?”


  “Such language today, Princess,” he reproached her, but with no heat. “What would your father say?”


  “That I am a terrible disappointment.” Her tone remained playful, but something dark stirred behind her eyes. So elusive he doubted most people would have noticed.


  “Only because he is a fool.” Augustine found nothing about her to be disappointing. Intriguing and infuriating in equal measure to be sure, but disappointing? Hardly.


  “I was the one with the gall to be born female – a terrible crime as his firstborn,” she tisked. “It would seem I have not stopped vexing him since.”


  “Surely you do not believe such tripe.”


  “Who am I to contradict Galilae’s wizened king?”


  His much smarter daughter, Augustine thought when he suddenly realized that in their bantering, she had kept his eyes chasing her until the false stone hiding the castle’s caverns was behind him. Had she really thought it possible to distract him long enough to keep him from asking about the tunnel? Perhaps. In the same thought, he acknowledged that she might have managed it. He’d enjoyed her lighter mood, her wit. It was the self-deprecating bent to her humor that he hadn’t appreciated. He liked her exactly how she was, even if he knew he probably shouldn’t. Cato was correct; she was bound to make the task ahead of him extremely difficult.


  It seemed the only true information Prodotin had provided about her was that she was much loved by the people of Galilae. In the months he’d moved through the provinces, waiting for his full guard to convene in secret, he had heard the people speak of her. Stories abounded of her unparalleled beauty. Of the charity work she did around the kingdom. The kindnesses offered to the outcasts of society – orphans and widows predominantly – individuals that would likely be cast into some form of servitude without aid or intercession. He had never seen her during that time, but it seemed all of Galilae was obsessed with her. Despite their preoccupation, and his own growing fascination, he was rapidly realizing how little those people actually knew. How little he actually knew. The insight sobered him.


  “You know why I brought you here.” Not a question.


  “Midday fun?” She put her hands on his stomach, a sultry smile turning the corners of her mouth. Pressing herself to him, she rose onto her toes, tilting her chin for a kiss.


  Gods, she was hard to resist when she was carefree like this. He had to remind himself that it was just an act. One that she was very good at.


  “Sadly, no.” Augustine quickly turned so they were side to side. “Later,” he promised. Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, he led her towards the far wall where the trick stone was still standing open. “This is how you made it from the top floor to the ground level during your escape attempt, yes?”


  She was looking at him and not at the opening in front of them. “Why ask questions you already know the answer to? What do you really want to know, General?”


  “Augustine.”


  All earlier revelry – real or feigned – was gone. Her blank guise was firmly back in place. “What do you really want to know?”


  That was the second time he’d prompted her to call him by name, and still she refused to do so. Interesting, but not his priority at the moment. “I want to know all about the tunnels, of course,” he said.


  “And what are you going to give me if I tell you all I know?”


  Bold of her, considering the circumstances. “Still think yourself in a position to negotiate, Princess?” They continued to stare at one another and though he suspected she wanted to, she made no effort to move away from him. This time he had no intention of allowing her to retreat, and his arm remained securely around her shoulders should she try. “If you tell me, I will not start executing everyone in the palace one by one while you watch.”


  “Death threats?” She feigned a yawn. “How trite. I expected more from the famed Reaper.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her derision. “I should hate to disappoint you. I shall be sure to think up some grotesque method of torture before I kill them. Is that more to your liking?”


  “More to my expectation, at least.”


  “Need I remind you that you’ve agreed to cooperate in exchange for certain protections of those important to you?”


  “I agreed to cooperate in coercing my family specifically. The tunnels, and my knowledge of them, have nothing to do with my family. Not to worry, I have a solution that benefits us both.”


  “Is that so?” he grit out.


  “It is. I know a great deal about these tunnels. I also know how valuable you consider that information. Comparatively, what I want is a small thing indeed.”


  “Pray tell. What is it that you want?”


  “You want us to go about our day in as much the same way as we normally would. I know that this is only true to a degree. Keeping us locked away and isolated is actually much easier on you and your soldiers.” He offered a blasé shrug in confirmation of her assessment. “For years, every morning before I bathe, Seraphime and I have spent two hours practicing stochasmos. I would like for us to continue to be able to do so. Under guard, of course.”


  “Of course,” Augustine mimicked. “And what is stochasmos?”


  “A meditation practice from the Far East that focuses on centering the mind through control of the body.”


  Augustine suspected that it was actually more than just a meditation practice, but she was right. It did seem a small thing to allow in exchange for the wealth of knowledge she could provide regarding the tunnels. Also, if he continued to compromise with her now rather than using force at every turn, it would be easier to glean her cooperation later. Or so he hoped.


  “You tell me all I want to know about the tunnels, and I will allow you and Seraphime one hour every morning for your meditation practice.”


  “And we will be allowed to bathe daily as well. All of us if we so desire.” He opened his mouth to object, but she beat him to it. “It is in your best interest. If we were to see anyone, it would be suspicious if we were not clean.”


  Fuck. He hated that she was right.


  “And one more thing.” She smiled with triumphant amusement in spite of his venomous glare. “My mother, Kolimpri, and I should be allowed a daily tour of the palace to see to the running of things. Think of it as mutually beneficial. I shall have opportunity to make sure none of our people are being overly maltreated, and we shall be seen around the palace doing what is expected of us. The Council does meet here in the Grand Council Chamber, after all. Or did you not know?”


  Augustine had observed how loyal those in the palace remained to Persephone. She could do little for them, and they both knew it, so more than likely her actual desire was to be seen by them rather than the other way around. It would keep hope alive. A dangerous thing. At the same time, she was correct. Council members would be in and out of the palace for the entire month, and if the rest of the royal family was never seen it would rouse suspicions. As it was, they would already be combatting the concern for Persephone that was sure to burgeon when she was not seen attending to her normal charity work around the capital district.


  “I knew,” he managed through his clenched teeth. “Funny how your one small request has morphed into three.”


  “Still more than fair, General.” He didn’t bother to correct her with his name, feeling more inclined to throttle her, as he was. “There are far more than three tunnels.”


  He hated that he’d fallen directly into the trap she’d set, but he wanted the information she could provide, and nothing she had asked for was completely unreasonable. If anything, it worked to his benefit in the long run, which she obviously knew. That was what made it such an admirable strategy on her part. It was that she had outmaneuvered him so easily that troubled him. “Fine, Princess. You win this round. But if you fail to disclose all, or you lie to me, my dissolving our arrangement will be the least of your worries.”


  “I expect no less.”


  “Sit.”


  In the middle of the room, the floor dropped in a large circle. Tiered levels of benches were carved into the stone, set each inside the other, surrounding a pulpit at the center. The space could easily seat one hundred, though by his understanding, it was rare to fill it with so many bodies. The layout amplified the acoustics, so one voice easily carried to all in the room, making it ideal for the Council meetings set to convene for one moon of every season.


  Persephone sat on the lip of the circle, propping her feet on the first bench below her. Her rigid posture, combined with the alert and wary look in her eyes, gave the impression that she might bolt at any minute. When he joined her, though, she turned her body toward his. “Where would you like me to start?”


  He considered for a moment. “This is where you exited the ground level?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where did you enter?”


  “The Small Council Chamber.”


  He nodded. He had expected as much based on where they had found his soldiers’ bodies. “You closed that entrance behind you yet left this open. Am I to assume you did not want to be followed into the tunnel, but once out you did not care if the opening was found?”


  “Yes,” she allowed. “I had hoped to be long gone by that time. Obviously that was not the case. This opening is also the most difficult to access. I did not wish to waste time closing it. The other is hidden under the grate in the fireplace, much easier and quieter to maneuver.”


  “Who else knows about them?”


  “Just Seraphime.”


  It didn’t surprise him that Seraphime knew. Given the especially tight bond she seemed to share with Persephone, it would have been far less believable if Persephone had said that she didn’t know. He was mildly astounded, however, that Persephone had admitted the fact so readily. Although, clever as she was, she could have easily guessed the trail his thoughts would take.


  “You brought little Kolimpri through them,” he corrected.


  “Her first time in them, and without a torch? I hardly think that constitutes knowing.”


  He shrugged deferentially. “Would the palace guard, the king, not know about such things?”


  “One would believe so. But you have to remember, this palace was built centuries ago. If the stories are to be believed, over a millennium ago. For whatever reason true knowledge of the tunnels was forgotten. They have been remembered only as a rumor. There were stories of an extensive network of escape tunnels hidden all through the palace, but no one knew where to find them nor where they led. Looking for them was undesirable. Ghost stories abound of men and women unfortunate enough to find them, lose their way, and die in the tunnels.”


  “And how did you and Seraphime find them?” he asked, suspecting her answer before she stated it.


  “Naturally, we went looking for them.”


  Of course they had. “Naturally,” he agreed. “And how extensive are they?”


  “I suspect at one time there was one leading to every major room in the palace. Many of them were deliberately closed off or are inaccessible through cave-in or decay. Some of them we opened back up, but with just the two of us we had neither the time nor the ability to open all of them. You must be careful as well. It is like a maze. You must know where you are going or you may easily become one of the ghosts we feared as small children.”


  “And how did you avoid getting lost?”


  “We trailed string behind us until we memorized the patterns.”


  He admired the simple brilliance of it. “Is there an open tunnel leading to the king’s chambers?”


  “Yes.”


  “You will show me how to access it and where it leads.”


  She shrugged. “I assumed as much.”


  “Are there any open tunnels leading to the slave chambers you or Seraphime are residing in?”


  “No. It would seem whoever built the tunnels wanted to ensure that their slaves were unable to escape their masters. There are no entrances in any of the slave quarters.”


  “How do I know you speak the truth?”


  “You do not.” She was completely unabashed at the admission. “But I think you believe me.”


  “What makes you so sure?”


  “Because you and I both know if there were entrances to the slave chambers, we would be long gone and I would not be sitting here to have this conversation with you.”


  
    * * * *

  


  At some point during their discussion, the captain had entered the Grand Council Chamber. As soon as he had arrived, Augustine had instructed Persephone that she would be showing them the tunnels that were accessible. All of them. So, they’d grabbed torches and Persephone had spent the better part of the morning and afternoon leading the general and his captain through the tunnels. Though she hated revealing such secrets, she had shown them everything within the palace and informed them of all the blocks, tricks, or other pitfalls that she was aware of. By the time they finally re-emerged, they were all dirty, tired, and irritable. Persephone, in particular, was more than a little agitated.


  “Do none of the tunnels lead outside?” The captain was watching her suspiciously.


  “None I’ve found,” she answered smoothly.


  It wasn’t technically a lie as none of the tunnels within the palace even led into one of its courtyards. But Persephone also knew it wasn’t what the captain was actually asking. He wanted to know if there was a tunnel that could be used to get outside the palace walls and into the kingdom: a true escape tunnel. It was factual that as far as she knew each of the tunnels that began within the palace led only from one room in the building to another. A design flaw, in her mind, if they were indeed intended as escape tunnels. She had a sneaking suspicion that they had been intended for another purpose, though, as the one tunnel that led underneath the wall surrounding the palace – the one she’d been trying to get to in the Eastern Garden when she’d been captured – opened itself into the cellar of a nearby brothel.


  “When you made your escape attempt, how did you plan to get outside the palace walls?” the general pressed, seeming to have picked up on his captain’s line of thought.


  “Through the Eastern Gardens,” she admitted honestly, but without elaborating.


  “Certainly you knew the gates would be guarded.” Augustine’s gaze was intense. Likely he was looking for the lie.


  “Of course.” Persephone did not expound further, though she knew he expected her to.


  He suspected there was a tunnel, but he couldn’t prove it and she knew it; otherwise she would not have attempted the deception. The tunnel was well hidden, and Persephone felt confident they would not find it without her help. Even if they managed to do so, she could deny knowledge of its existence. Because it didn’t connect with any of those she’d shown them, it was feasible – if not entirely believable – that she didn’t know of it.


  Seraphime was the only person who might be able to incriminate her in the lie, and Persephone knew she would never tell. It was agreed upon between the two of them that under no circumstances were either of them to admit knowledge of the tunnel beginning in the Eastern Gardens and leading under the wall. The rest of the tunnels were a fun secret, but ultimately inconsequential. It wasn’t that they had expected an invasion – why would they? Galilae had not been successfully invaded in centuries. However, the tunnel was and always had been important to them because it represented freedom, a thing that neither of them had been willing to give up. They had a long-standing history of disguising themselves and traipsing around Galilae pretending to be someone else. Someone unknown. They both enjoyed casting off the roles of princess and slave that bound them in their daily lives. It was amazing how easily a change of clothes and demeanor fooled people. The two had learned early on that people saw what they expected to see, so if they did not expect to casually meet the Princess of Galilae on the street, then they never realized that they had. All the sisters had to do was avoid anyone that knew them well and they ran a very low risk of being recognized. They’d always used that particular tunnel to get off of and back onto palace grounds unseen. It was sacred to them.


  “Persephone.” The general’s tone had dropped into that dangerous tenor, a sure sign that he did not believe her.


  She pretended to be oblivious. “General.”


  “Is there a tunnel in the Eastern Gardens?”


  On reflex, Persephone started to say no, the lie sliding smoothly between her lips. She stopped mid-word when she remembered telling Kolimpri she planned to lead them off grounds through a tunnel starting in the Eastern Gardens. Fuck! She clenched her teeth, hating that she had so carelessly divulged such a fact. Admittedly, it was possible – probable, even – that Kolimpri would not recall the detail. But Persephone knew from experience that it could be quite shocking the things that Koli knew. She was like a little sponge, soaking up bits of information, and then spilling them at random. At times she did so in completely inopportune moments, as she had done only a few hours ago.


  Would the general think to ask Kolimpri about the tunnels? Quite possibly; he was frustratingly thorough. Would Kolimpri remember that Persephone had mentioned that tunnel in particular? Probably not; she was four and Persephone had barely mentioned it. But what if it was one of those random tidbits that had stuck? There was no discernible pattern that Persephone could find for why Koli remembered some things and not others. Even if Kolimpri was never asked directly, all she needed to do was innocently spout it or ask about it at the wrong time.


  Persephone wanted to stay committed to the lie, but if she was caught in it, no matter how unlikely, the consequences were sure to be catastrophic. And it was not just her own well-being she was risking. Immediately seeing and hearing her hesitation, the general crowded her. Persephone refused to give an inch. Against her better judgment, she was going to tell the truth and she refused to behave guiltily for doing so.


  “Something to say, Princess?”


  “Yes,” she ground out through her still-clenched teeth.


  Furious, he grabbed her chin. “Yes, you’ve something to say? Or yes, there is a tunnel in the Eastern Gardens?”


  “Yes, there is a tunnel in the Eastern Gardens.”


  “I did warn you about lying to me.”


  “You did. And I told the truth.”


  “Not before attempting deception.”


  “I answered your questions as you asked them. If there was deception in the answering, it was because the bent of your questions was unclear.”


  His grip tightened at her words. “And yet, you attempted to lie before some thought snatched hold of your tongue when I did ask a clear question. What am I to do with that?”


  “If I am to be held to account for all I consider doing, you and I shall have a hard go of things,” she replied coldly. If he knew the number of ways she’d already killed him in her mind, he’d undoubtedly execute her.


  He released her face. She would soon have a bruise along her jaw to match the one coloring her cheek.


  “You more than I.”


  “Fuck. You.” Persephone spoke each word with slow precision.


  It was unwise to taunt him. She knew that. But if he retaliated – and she hoped he would – it would be immediate. Directed toward her. She would be unable to defend herself, lest she risk Seraphime, but she was spoiling for a fight.


  But he seemed to know it, and rather than rise to her baiting, he smiled mockingly. “I will, Princess. Later.”


  She hated him. Taking a beating was preferable to the anxiety surrounding the interminable waiting, the frustration of divulging her secrets. He’d not even give her that.


  “I am curious, what prompted you to change your answer when you would have lied?”


  “Fear of retribution.” It was true, even if it was only a fraction of the truth. More importantly, it was what he wanted to hear. Best let him think his present tactics were effective so he did not feel motivated to suddenly change them.


  “She told the little princess,” the captain mumbled, sounding slightly awed.


  Persephone felt her jaw tense once more. The fucking captain. She might hate him even more than the general. She couldn’t decide.


  “That is it, yes?” he asked her directly.


  Refusing to answer the question, she stared at him with a bitter sneer curving her lip. “She told Kolimpri and realized she could be caught in the lie,” the captain concluded, speaking to the general rather than to her.


  “So now I am to be held to account for my motives as well? I believed myself to be quite clear that my unwavering loyalty was not yours to have.” She ignored the captain and spoke directly to the general. As far as she was concerned, she had made no agreements with the captain, and she didn’t care what he thought of her. She didn’t particularly care what Augustine thought either, but for some things, it would be helpful if he didn’t consider her wholly untrustworthy. Presently, he was observing her with the same wary eye with which one observed a venomous snake, so she would have some making up to do.


  “So you did,” the general admitted grudgingly.


  Persephone was not about to grovel now, especially not in front of the captain. “Have we finished, then?”


  “For the moment.”


  “Good. Then I would like a bath and to see Seraphime, as agreed.”


  “No stochasmos today. The hour is late.”


  “She may still help me to bathe. Or am I to remain in filth?”


  “Hoping to tell her what she may disclose and what she may not?” The general posed it as a question. In reality it was an accusation.


  “Hardly.” She did need to warn Seraphime that she had revealed the secret about the Eastern Gardens, so they could be consistent, but in general it was not necessary that Persephone actually tell her what could or could not be disclosed. These things were already known between them. Mostly Persephone just needed to see her. Reassure herself that her sister was safe and well. “You’ve guards stationed. I could hardly tell her anything of import. As her well-being is part of our bargain, I would like the opportunity to see for myself how she fares.”


  The general nodded at his captain, who moved from the room, presumably to gather Seraphime and make preparations. His absence left the general’s full attention on her.


  “Your captain. Which of the Brothers is he?” Persephone wasn’t sure he would answer any question she posed. She did want to know, but more than answers, she wanted to prevent him asking further questions of his own.


  “You do know your politics. Very impressive, Princess. Cato is here with me. His brother, Cade, is nearby with the rest of my division.”


  The Brothers Numitor were nearly as infamous as the General Augustine Sempronius. The Reaper. As far as she knew they had trained in the same brigade and all three had quickly risen through the ranks. When Sempronius had been promoted to general, the Brothers had chosen to stay with him. The general’s name was by far the most renowned of the three, but it was largely accepted that his military success was based on their collaborative efforts. A familiar weight settled itself on her chest. She really had no idea how they were going to make their way out of this alive. And with Galilae intact. They had to try, though.


  “Will the rest of your division be joining you?” She did her best to prevent the hopelessness she felt from infusing itself into her voice.


  The general smiled, but it held no warmth. “Come. You will enjoy being clean.”


  Likely that was a yes, but it was also an end to the conversation. When he moved toward the door, she had no choice but to follow.


  
    * * * *

  


  The bathhouse wasn’t really a house, but a cavernous room located on the western side of the palace. The center of the room was dominated by a pool-sized bath. Around the sides, there were several smaller alabaster tubs, each kept at various temperatures by well-controlled braziers underneath the hollow floor. Fresh water was brought in via the aqueducts scattered all through the kingdom and palace.


  Seraphime awaited Persephone in the hottest tub, the only one Persephone used anymore. No less than six Perdoman guards stood around the room. Two at each entrance. She wasn’t clear on all of the details, but they must be very alarmed about Persephone to keep her so heavily guarded. Wise of the Perdomans, even if it disadvantaged her and her sister.


  When Persephone entered the room, she immediately noticed the number of guards as well, and she did not mask her amusement. “I shall be naked and sans weapons. How troublesome do you think I can be?” Said mockingly to her escort, the general himself.


  “Immensely, I’ve no doubt.” Despite his words, he snapped his fingers and pointed at the door to the main hall. Three of the soldiers, one from each entry, exited with a nod.


  “Gratitude.” Persephone shot him a charming, albeit false, smile.


  Most people couldn’t tell the difference. Nothing escaped notice between Persephone and Seraphime.


  When he left, Persephone made her way over to the tub. Quickly shedding her clothes, she clasped Seraphime’s outstretched hands and dropped into the water next to her.


  “Are they treating you well?” Persephone spoke softly. They were being watched far too closely to hope their conversation wasn’t also being monitored. At least whispering offered a semblance of privacy.


  “I am yet untouched. Others have not fared so well.”


  Shame clouded Persephone’s face and she looked down to the water.


  “I do not have enough to bargain for all of them.”


  “I know.” Seraphime turned Persephone, gently tilting her head back to soak her hair. Grabbing the comb, Seraphime went to work detangling it. “This is not your fault.”


  “How bad is it? Truly?”


  “Why? So you may flagellate yourself further for things out of your control?”


  “So I may know what I’ve subjected them to by choosing my priorities.”


  Seraphime continued to work the comb higher. “Precisely. So you may flog yourself.”


  “Do not make me command it of you,” Persephone hissed over her shoulder.


  Finished with her hair, Seraphime turned her sister. Meeting her gaze as she began to clean the grime from her face, she started with the most devastating news. “All of the children have been executed.”


  Persephone’s breath shuddered. Seraphime did not wish to continue. Did not want Persephone to share the horrors she’d witnessed any more than she wished to recall them.


  “Most of the men have been executed as well. Those kept were the particularly submissive or the old and infirm.”


  “And the women?” Persephone asked the question, though Seraphime felt certain she already knew the answer.


  “Kept for dual purpose.” Seraphime had seen many a tear. Heard many a plea for help, but Para’s desperate cries haunted her most of all. A tear of her own escaped to roll slowly down her cheek.


  Persephone’s gentle hand brushed it away. “I grieve for them.” Unshed tears sounded in her voice. “But I will not let you share their fate. I promised to protect you always. And so I will.”


  Her heart clenched at her sister’s words, at the remembered promise. “And who protects you?”


  “Some of us are in a better position to protect ourselves.”


  “Time’s up.” Seraphime didn’t know which soldier spoke the words.


  “They should not, but if anyone mistreats you, tell me immediately. The general and I struck a bargain,” Persephone told her hurriedly as they exited the tub.


  “The general is asking questions about you.” Seraphime matched her sister’s urgency.


  Despite noticing the guards’ impatience, Seraphime took her time helping Persephone to dry and dress, giving them a few moments more.


  “What kind of information?”


  “He specifically asked about our relation.”


  “He did me as well,” Persephone admitted.


  “And how it is that you came to be trained to fight.”


  “Yes, I would imagine him quite curious about that. Not much of a story to tell, though. Undoubtedly, he shall find himself sorely disappointed.”


  Persephone’s tone had dropped, so it sounded slightly monotone. Seraphime understood immediately. The known story was quite drab indeed. That Persephone mentioned it was a means of alerting Seraphime that it was all she was to share if pressed. The reminder was not necessary, but it was good to know they were in agreement.


  “Does he want anything else of you?”


  “He said we will speak again tonight.”


  Persephone did not look surprised at the news. “I suspect he will be quizzing you quite frequently. Tell him only what you know to be true.” Meaning tell him what was publicly known. Seraphime nodded in understanding. “Answer his questions exactly.” Exactly meaning literally and without embellishment. Again, Seraphime nodded her understanding. Persephone suddenly grabbed Seraphime’s hands, halting her as she finished buckling the zoster. “Seraphime,” Persephone’s gaze was intense. Worried. “I shudder to think what he will do if he catches you in a lie.” A warning.


  One Seraphime did not need. She thought of his lingering threat. There was new discoloration around Persephone’s jaw. Not nearly so dark as the bruise donning her cheek, but it was there nonetheless. Seraphime’s gut clenched. Was there anything Persephone wouldn’t do to protect her? She knew the answer to be no. Seraphime was just as resolved to do the same.


  “I understand,” Seraphime told her solemnly.


  Part of protecting Persephone meant protecting her secrets, making it inevitable that Seraphime lie to him. She would just have to ensure she was never caught.


  Chapter 4:

  All Secrets Are not Meant to Deceive


  
    The best-kept secrets are those shrouded in truth.

  


  
    – Persephone of House Galanis, Princess of Galilae

  


   


  Back in the king’s study, Augustine eyed Seraphime. He’d had her brought to him as soon as she’d finished helping Persephone to bathe.


  Gaze to the ground, she waited silently to be addressed. Like Persephone, she didn’t fidget or shift uncomfortably under scrutiny. Not usually, and even then, he’d begun to wonder if it was contrived. He harbored serious doubts she was the good little slave she pretended to be. She was too much like her sister.


  “Have you considered my words?”


  “I have.” She didn’t look up when she spoke.


  “And what have you determined?”


  “I will answer any question you ask.”


  Augustine thought of how Persephone twisted her replies. Likely Seraphime would do the same. They were practically the same fucking person. Persephone made herself more than challenging enough; it was exhausting to think of dealing with two of her. As Persephone did not seem to consider nondisclosure a lie, Augustine assumed the same would be true of Seraphime. He would have to choose his questions with care.


  “Good, then we shall start with something simple. You are the king’s bastard. Persephone’s half-sister. Yes?”


  “To my knowledge, that is not true.”


  He was going to kill her. “To your knowledge. Do explain that statement, Seraphime, and thoroughly. My patience with you grows thin.”


  “I am the bastard of a slave, sir. Her Highness, the queen’s body slave, in fact. My mother died at my birth and as no man claimed me, my parentage cannot be confirmed.” Her visage was the same blank canvas he was already so used to seeing on Persephone.


  At least the bit about being the bastard of the queen’s body slave was consistent with what Persephone had said. The rest, although probably true, was a manufactured response and allowed her to avoid answering the question directly. “Your parentage may not be acknowledged, but it is known. The similarities between you and Persephone are too numerous to claim otherwise. A simple thing and yet you continue to deny it. This does not encourage me as to your reliability. Need I find an incentive for you to speak plainly?”


  Remorse was evident on her face, and though it looked genuine, he couldn’t help but question her sincerity. After his most recent interaction with her sister, he found himself questioning nearly everything about the two of them.


  “Apologies that I have disappointed you, General.” Her head dipped. “Incentive is not required, though I fear things are not so simple as you believe. By his silence, the king has decreed I am not his. To say otherwise is an act of treason. An offense punishable by death.”


  “At last the heart of the issue.” She might not have reason to fear the king’s wrath any longer, but he’d finally received an explanation for her silence on the matter that he could understand. The question had been more a test of her honesty, the answer meant to sate his curiosity. Considering her answer honest enough, he moved on to his next test, one he had actual confirmation of rather than mere conjecture. “The secret tunnels through the palace, you know them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who else knows of them?”


  “To my knowledge, only my mistress and me.”


  “Do any of them connect to any of the slave chambers?”


  “No.”


  “You seem very sure of yourself.” Though he felt the question implied, he knew she would interpret it in whatever way was most useful to her. “Why?” he added by means of avoiding such problems.


  Though she never looked up, she smiled slightly. “When we were young, Persephone hated that we could not make our way to each other’s rooms during the night. After I was sent to my chambers, our fun and games were forcibly ended. They would not have been, had we a way to get to one another.”


  Allowing a smile of his own, he imagined a young and impish Persephone searching to find new ways to get into trouble. “Are there any tunnels leading off the palace grounds? Past the wall?”


  “No.”


  A lie she uttered with total certainty. Had he not heard otherwise from Persephone directly, he might have believed her. “That is not what Persephone said.”


  “Oh?” Her surprise appeared authentic. “If she had knowledge of one, she certainly never shared it with me.”


  “She began the same lie before remembering she let slip to the little princess that there was a tunnel leading from the Eastern Gardens under the wall.”


  “As you will recall, sir, I was not with the princesses when they attempted to flee the palace.”


  “You make the assumption this is when she told Kolimpri about the tunnel.”


  “Do you not as well?”


  “No,” he replied flatly.


  “Evidently, I cannot say the same, sir. Apologies. My mistress did not want Princess Kolimpri to get ideas and attempt to explore the tunnels on her own. Keeping them a secret was safer. But if my mistress told you that she admitted it at another time, it must be so.”


  The lack of fear she exhibited told him that either Seraphime was telling the truth, which he highly doubted, or she knew she could not be caught in the lie. Persephone would back anything Seraphime said and it was likely Kolimpri’s knowledge was not sufficient to implicate her. As he’d agreed not to harm her, his usual methods were not currently an option. He needed to find another way to encourage honesty. One successful lie only bred more, something he could not abide. Frustration boiled up. Tired and agitated as he was after the day’s events, he couldn’t see the solution. The next time they spoke, though, he would have one.


  Augustine took a calming breath. His usual stratagem for eradicating frustration was to either fight or fuck. As much as he might like to beat Seraphime right now, he wouldn’t. That left him one option.


  Decided, he stood. “This is not finished, Seraphime.” She curtsyed in deference when he stalked past her. “Take her back to her chambers, and tell Seneca to bring Persephone to me.” He didn’t stop walking or turn around to issue the order. Otho, one of the numerous unranked soldiers Augustine had with him, was so surprised by his sudden exit that he barely managed to nod his respect before Augustine was gone.


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone’s thoughts remained tangled following her time with Seraphime. For years she’d fought to protect them: all those that served in her father’s house. The number of physical quarrels she’d engaged in on their behalf were countless. Even more numerous were the number of verbal spars she’d engaged her father in. After all, he was the one with the power to enact an actual decree, preventing their misuse. And now? All of it had come to nothing. Worse still, she wondered if she’d done them a disservice. That they’d been spared abuse for so many years meant the injustices they faced now would be all the more traumatic. Through no fault of their own these people depended on the goodwill of others, and she’d failed them miserably.


  Consumed with her own self-loathing, Persephone stared at the ceiling as Kolimpri stacked pillows and blankets over top and around her. Koli had informed her that she was making a fortress to protect the two of them from the bad men. This was true play for Koli, a common game she engaged in using different story lines from the list of tales Persephone told her. Stories about quests were Koli’s favorites, but anything that had to do with heroism, good versus evil, or dramatic rescues or escapes grabbed her attention. Persephone had told her many of the traditional stories, but had also taken to making up her own as she didn’t like how women were always the damsels in distress and never the heroes. Although it was true, Persephone didn’t want Koli to believe that the course of her life would always be dictated by the actions of others. Even if it was only pretend, she wanted something more for her.


  Presently, Koli was re-enacting the story about the rise of Galilae, when their ancestors had taken control of the island and withstood a siege after building the palace. Until now, the story of her ancestors repelling the uprising had seemed very heroic. Had those under the new Galanis rule been as fearful of the fate awaiting them as Persephone did presently? Had her ancestors felt as hopeless about their ability to repel their enemies as she did now? There was no way to know for certain; the story only spoke of the victory and the strategy for achieving it. Things that did nothing to convey the actual experience. When Persephone refused to make herself smaller – preferring to remain sprawled on her back and lament – Koli teased that because there weren’t enough pillows, Persephone’s lower half would not be safe. Persephone had nearly laughed out loud at the bitter irony of it.


  She didn’t bother to stand at the ready when she heard the key slide into the lock. Her eyes flicked to the door briefly before returning to the point directly above her on the ceiling. It was the same soldier who had escorted her previously. He’d also been one of the guards that remained in the bathhouse earlier today and the soldier who had relieved Koli of the carafe the first night. He must be assigned to her, she concluded.


  She felt his curious gaze on her a few moments before he spoke. “Princess Persephone, the general requests your audience.”


  A blatant lie. The general requested nothing. He commanded it.


  “Little Bird, you must open the gates and let me out of the fortress.”


  The air rushed out of Persephone when Kolimpri plopped herself unceremoniously onto her stomach. “Are you going on a new quest?”


  “No, not a new quest, Little Bird,” Persephone told her.


  “What is today’s task?” Kolimpri asked, bouncing enthusiastically.


  Persephone stilled her to keep from vomiting at the sudden compression. “I must slay the dragon so that I may save the princess,” she told her, tickling Koli’s sides and eliciting squeals of delight.


  Kolimpri flopped sideways onto the floor, allowing Persephone to stand. Persephone ignored the soldier’s amusement as she left the room and made her way toward the king’s chambers.


  When she entered, the general stood in much the same place as he had the night previous. Everything looked exactly as it had been, and yet everything was different. Tonight she knew what her previous sacrifice actually spelled, and the thought left her sick to her stomach. Despite the guilt she felt over her decision, she could not allow the detestation she felt for him show. The fates of those dearest to her still rested in his hands. She’d made a bargain and she meant to uphold it no matter the cost. She just hoped she could continue to live with herself after the rubble settled and the dust cleared. As it was, she wasn’t sure how she would manage to do so.


  “How fares your sister?”


  She couldn’t tell if he was taunting her or if he asked in earnest.


  “Kolimpri fares very well. She was amusing herself by making a fort when last I saw her.” She did know that he had been asking about Seraphime, not Kolimpri, and couldn’t resist an opportunity to rankle him. She’d yet to admit to him that Seraphime was her sister, though she knew it to be true.


  Obviously she had not hit her mark, because his mouth quirked. “Your other sister?”


  “You do know that calling her my sister does not make it so, yes?” Were she a slave, she would not be allowed to contradict him. And though he might like to consider her as one, she would yet take advantage of every opportunity to challenge him, if for no other reason than because she could.


  “Nor does denying it make it less true. Answer the question.”


  Persephone considered playing dumb, pretending to have already forgotten the question. Instead, she responded, “She fares as expected under the circumstances.”


  Augustine had told her that he hated a liar most of all. This was not a lie, nor was it a completely honest answer as it was left completely open to how he chose to interpret it. He might assume that it meant Seraphime did well because he had thus far upheld his end of the bargain and she’d not been raped. Or he might assume what Persephone actually meant, which was that Seraphime was doing poorly indeed. Whatever horrors she had witnessed weighed heavily on her. Persephone saw the truth of the torment storming in her eyes.


  He tilted his head ever so slightly, assessing her. “You are satisfied with her well-being, then?”


  Persephone kept her face blank while inwardly smiling. That he asked for clarification confirmed her suspicion: he recognized the duplicity of her statement, but didn’t fully understand it. Anything she could do to frustrate him wrought her great pleasure.


  “She stands untouched,” Persephone offered. “Gratitude.” As Seraphime’s emotional well-being was in turmoil, Persephone was far from satisfied, so she twisted her answer to address only Seraphime’s physical well-being.


  Persephone watched the telltale tick in his jaw, indicating that Augustine was grinding his teeth. Would he confront her or let the trespass slide? As she had earlier, she hoped he confronted it. In spite of the fact that she’d initiated the agreement between them as well as the fact that she would do anything to protect her family – all of them – she did not want to be here.


  “Wine?” The offer seemed automatic. Like maybe he didn’t know what to say to her, so he was changing the subject.


  Persephone was completely unwilling to inhibit her faculties around him. He was far too observant and far too dangerous for her to be so disadvantaged in his company. “Gratitude, but I shall pass.”


  “Do you not partake?”


  There was something about the way he said it that raised the hair on the back of her neck. He was too interested in the answer. So Persephone smiled politely and kept her lips firmly closed by means of response.


  He crooked a finger, beckoning her to him. She detested being called like a dog. Feigning a sensual smile, she closed the distance between them, bringing her fingertips to rest on his stomach, just along the tops of his briefs. If her fingernails were but claws, she could tear at the flesh, pulling his entrails from him here and now and ending the standoff between them along with the Finctus’s short reign in Galilae.


  When he tilted her chin up with his fingers, she allowed him to do so without resistance. When he tested her response by pressing a chaste kiss to her lips, she molded hers to his, offering the illusion he sought. Cupping her neck with one hand, he brushed his thumb lightly along her jaw. The gesture was tender. Intimate. She wanted neither from him. Plucking the tie on his briefs, she pushed them down his hips. Obligingly, he stepped out of them.


  Wasting no time, he captured her lips once more with his own while he blindly undressed her. Without relinquishing her mouth, he turned her, lifting her easily onto the dresser, and positioning himself between her thighs. His hands roamed freely. It did not matter that he was the enemy, nor that he was responsible for countless grievances against her personally and the people under her care; her body responded immediately to his touch. She wanted to think their first night had been a fluke, but the truth was despite everything, she still found him attractive. Still experienced a pleasant ache between her thighs when she thought of their first night together.


  She didn’t want to enjoy this. Enjoy him. Her traitorous body disagreed. Her skin flushed hotly. Nipples tightened. Core heated. She could feel her wetness building, preparing her for him. And for the second time in as many nights she cursed the gods that it was he who elicited such reactions. Sliding a hand between her thighs, finding her slick and ready, he kissed her deeply as he pushed steadily into her. Augustine left his hand between them to continue teasing her while he worked himself in long strokes.


  Frustrated nearly to tears and with absolutely no outlet to vent her distress, Persephone acted without thinking and bit his chest. Hard. It was that, or cry, and she refused to cry in front of him.


  Whether surprised, pained, or both, Augustine yanked her head back sharply by her hair and slammed into her painfully. The resultant burning she felt in both her scalp and her sex was a welcome relief to the grief and helplessness that threatened to overwhelm her. Surprise and satisfaction overtook her in equal measure and Persephone laughed out loud.


  She didn’t care how her erratic behavior might be interpreted. Fear of retribution did nothing to quell her, not even when the feel of Augustine’s hand at her throat preceded her back crashing brutally against the wood underneath her. Pain vibrated up her spine, and reflexively she drove her knee into his ribs. That it might be considered an attack on his person didn’t even have opportunity to pass through her mind, her reaction had been so automatic.


  Wrenching himself from her, Augustine grabbed her by the tops of both thighs and roughly dragged her off the surface of the furniture. The corner grated her back harshly and Persephone felt skin tear. She made a futile grab for purchase before Augustine roughly set her on feet, turning her so she faced the dresser with her back to him. Overpowering her, he bent her over its surface, leaving his forearm braced across her shoulder blades to keep her pinned. She swung an elbow backward, but he caught her arm – wrapping it with his own – before she could connect.


  Persephone didn’t even have the chance to think about how much she hated being prone before he slammed into her. The corner of the dresser cut into her hips and thighs with every thrust. She knew this wasn’t the same, but this was what she’d wanted. To have some physical locus to direct her attention to, so that for a little while, she could forget about the pain that burned her from the inside out. Braided together, pleasure and pain intermingled until she couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.


  She couldn’t remember the last time she’d lost a fight. Augustine had now overpowered her twice. It was with that realization that her climax ripped violently through her. She cried out against the unyielding surface against which he held her and felt him pour himself into her. As the last of her climax passed, her womb continued to spasm painfully, and she resisted the urge to whimper.


  Persephone managed to ignore her own discomfort by focusing on her shock. She was stunned at her body’s response. Why had she enjoyed that? She shouldn’t have; it was despicable. Had she enjoyed it? She didn’t think so. But if that was the case, why had her body reacted the way it did? She must truly be a masochist, she thought miserably. So what happned when a masochist met a sadist?


  
    * * * *

  


  Appalled at his own behavior, Augustine took a moment to steady himself. Even when he was a young soldier and still shared in the spoils after a victory, he’d never taken a woman so violently. A part of him had always considered them soft, delicate things. From his first encounter with her, it had been obvious that Persephone was different. That she was a warrior. An equal. It still didn’t justify the way he’d used her.


  Pulling from her, he moved to gather a washrag. When he finished cleaning himself he set the rag back in the basin and stilled when he rinsed the cloth and caught sight of her blood clouding the water. Persephone was paying no attention to him as she placidly gathered her robes from the floor. Either she was unaware of the damage he’d done or she was pretending to be. Guilt tore at him.


  “Hold a moment.”


  With the fabric of her chiton in hand, she stopped before beginning the process of draping it to look at him. Her features were guarded. She knew. She had to know. How could she not?


  “Apologies,” he told her.


  For a moment she looked surprised before she schooled her features. “No need for apologies, General –”


  “Augustine,” he corrected her automatically.


  “No need for apologies,” she amended, still not using his name. “It would seem that I am the one who owes them to you.”


  With her eyes, she indicated the place on his chest where she’d bitten him. Absentmindedly, he looked, running a hand over the spot. Soon the place would be marked with a dark and painful bruise. Already it was discolored by the red imprint of her teeth. “A trivial thing,” he told her. He’d been irate when she’d delivered it, but presently he felt far more concerned about the injuries he’d done to her in response.


  “My apologies, nonetheless. I do not know what came over me.”


  He suspected she knew exactly what had come over her, but didn’t push the matter. For the moment, he was far more interested in assessing how she fared, a thing she would refuse to allow him if he angered her further.


  “Mine stand, as well. I hurt you.”


  “You did no such thing,” she said lightly, once again moving to don her clothing.


  “No?” He reached between her thighs, swiping two fingers against her cunt. Her lip twitched in a manner that could have been the beginnings of a snarl or a wince. She caught herself, maintaining an expression of blank tranquility before anything could become of it. “Then perhaps your moonblood is upon you,” he said, bringing his red-stained fingers in front of her face.


  She took a deep breath as she looked at them, before returning her gaze to his. “Perhaps it is. Again, my apologies.”


  “I’ve instructed you not to lie to me,” he told her, bringing the cloth between her legs. Her reflexes sharp, she caught him by the wrist to halt him. “Let me,” he instructed.


  Persephone released his wrist, allowing him to gently clean her. But in a manner completely uncharacteristic for her, she turned her face so that she was not looking at him. To this point, she’d not demonstrated any shyness about sex or sexuality, so what was it about this act in particular that made her uncomfortable?


  “I am sorry that I hurt you,” he said, meaning it.


  Her eyes flicked back to meet his coldly before they returned to examining the wall. “I am not.”


  Augustine’s gut twisted unpleasantly at her words. There was no doubt she was being completely honest.


  “Stay a while,” he said, stepping away from her to discard the washrag.


  “Should I dress?”


  “If you prefer it.”


  Unbothered with his own nudity, nor hers, Augustine did not dress. He just grabbed his wine and settled himself on one of the chairs in the sitting area. Persephone hesitated only a moment before quickly draping and pinning her chiton and joining him.


  “Wine?” he offered a second time.


  “Gratitude, no. Was there some matter you wished to speak with me regarding?”


  “Now that it has been mentioned, when was your last moonblood? And do not tell me tonight. We both know that to be a lie.”


  “Trying to determine if it will be necessary to force silphium on me, General?” she asked matter-of-factly.


  He had no intention of doing any such thing, nor of allowing her to force it on herself, but he was not going to admit that to her. She was clever enough to put the pieces together.


  “Always avoiding giving an answer, Princess. When?”


  She considered him, and for a moment he thought she would refuse to answer. “It ended several days before your arrival in the palace.”


  Well aware of her penchant toward dishonesty, he sought a more precise answer. “Define several.”


  “Three.”


  It occurred to him belatedly that he had only asked her to define the word, which she had done, but it may not be the answer to the question he had actually asked. “So your last moonblood ended five days ago, is this correct?”


  She nodded.


  “And if I were to ask Seraphime of this, she would give the same answer?”


  “She would.”


  Not believing most things she said, Augustine determined to confirm the fact with Seraphime. Before she next saw her sister.


  “Now, would you care to explain to me, what I’ve done that has so vexed you?”


  “Your presence here vexes me,” she said with a polite smile, her hard words a direct contrast to her pleasant expression.


  “Undoubtedly,” he agreed. “But what new offense has made you so angry?”


  “I am not angry.” It did not seem a lie, if one only looked at her, but her appearance was quite deceiving.


  “I told you not to lie to me.”


  She continued to smile agreeably with just a touch of curiosity mingled into the expression. Well practiced, but completely hollow.


  “Do I appear angry?”


  “You appear as a doll.” Augustine said, neither scowling nor smiling. His expression was just as superficial as her own.


  “Gratitude, General.” She nodded graciously.


  He didn’t bother to correct her, though it annoyed him that she refused to call him by name. “It was not intended as a compliment.”


  “I fail to see how it could be anything but. As a princess, General, I am meant to be a doll.” Her deadpan tone and expression made it impossible to know her feelings about the sentiment.


  “Dolls are empty on the inside. You, Persephone, are not a doll.”


  “Do you not know? Dolls are nothing until someone decides to pick them up and use them. During that time, they are whatever they are expected to be. Whatever is commanded of them. You say I am not a doll, but like everyone else, that is exactly what you want me to be. A lovely toy you may amuse yourself with.”


  Her words struck him. Yes, his plan called for her to be meek and docile, but the truth was, he preferred her as she was. Strong. Passionate. A fighter. Even her anger was preferable to the emotionless covering she typically wore. He didn’t want to destroy what she was, and hated that for his plan to be successful, he would need to.


  He couldn’t bring himself to do it yet. “No.”


  “Yes,” she contradicted immediately, her tone still completely neutral. “But, remember, General, that when playtime is over and the doll has been returned to her shelf, the pretty shell that you see? That is what she really is. Everything else is pretend.”


  “Or perhaps you just enjoy pretending,” he told her. “And you are wrong. It is not a doll that I want.”


  A sympathetic expression painted itself onto her face. Convincing as it was, he knew it to be false. “The gods are cruel, Augustine. We rarely get what we want.”


  Chapter 5:

  Misery’s Shadow


  
    It is not what you are, it is what you appear to be.

  


  
    – Persephone of House Galanis, Princess of Galilae

  


   


  Persephone berated herself as she left the king’s chambers. What had she been thinking? She’d practically admitted that everything she said and did was a farce while simultaneously identifying herself as an empty shell. Neither was entirely accurate, yet both were closer to the truth than she cared to admit.


  Fuck the gods!


  Manipulating him was hard enough as things stood. What was she going to do now? She needed a plan, but where to start?


  When in doubt, turn to what you know. The lesson popped into her brain automatically. What did she know to be true about General Augustine Sempronius? Not nearly enough. She forcibly shoved that unhelpful thought aside.


  The simplest solution is usually the correct one, so always start with the basics. Another lesson: one that had served her well in times past. She hoped this would not be an exception. Taking a deep breath, Persephone started with what was obvious. She knew that he was a Perdoman general. Famed for being a brilliant strategist, ruthless, and creatively cruel. He’d never lost a battle and had yet to meet an army or a leader that he had not bested. Discouraging, to say the least. What else? She knew that nothing about what was presently happening in Galilae fit any of his previously used military tactics. That meant the answer she sought had to be in the differences. So what were the differences? The palace had been targeted and taken secretly. As far as she was aware, none of his innovative methods of torture or execution had been employed in the takeover. The royal family had been allowed to live and, furthermore, was set to continue as though nothing were amiss.


  There was a piece missing. She just needed to find it. He’d struck bargains with Persephone rather than using more forcible means of coercion. Unwilling to believe there was any good in him, she assumed his reasons for doing so were related to whatever purpose she and rest of the royal family were meant to serve. So what purpose were they meant to serve? Persephone suppressed the impulse to huff and rub her temples in frustration since she was being monitored. She needed to think faster, but didn’t feel like she was getting anywhere.


  What else stood out to her? He was gathering information about her. Mostly information about her training as far as she could tell, but tonight he’d asked specifically about her moonblood, which meant he was aware of the possibility of creating a child with her. Not exactly a revelation. But if he asked, it suggested that he meant to track it. Combined with their instructions to carry on as normal, it confirmed their plans for the family were on a long-term scale. It also hadn’t escaped her notice that he’d avoided her question about forcing silphium on her. Did that mean he intended to keep any child shared between them? Could he be planning to use a child between them to vie for the throne?


  There were faults with that thinking, though. For that purpose a child would only be useful if it was male and all other heirs had been removed. Of course, he was capable of removing other heirs when the time came, but it seemed an awfully long and risky wait for something so uncertain. Not to mention that even if the child was a male and even if all other heirs had been removed, bastards had no legal rights. As a last resort, perhaps the child would be accepted, but only if Augustine had been born of Galilae. He wasn’t, though. He was of the Finctus, the greatest enemy of Galilae outside of Fortunata. He, and any child between them, would be rejected outright. Unless the child was legitimate.


  Catching her toe, she stumbled hard at the thought. Her escort’s hand shot out, grabbing her upper arm to steady her. She had barely righted herself when she wrenched her arm free of his grasp, offering only a scathing look by means of thank you. He held his hands up in appeasement as they continued along. Too distraught about her revelation, Persephone didn’t spare a moment to feel bad about scorning his help.


  That had to be it. It wasn’t about the child at all, it was about the marriage. It was so simple, and yet a marriage pact filled in many of the blanks she had been wrestling with. Undoubtedly, Sempronius’s army was capable of overpowering Galilae’s, but they would first need to get onto the island, which would require overtaking Galilae’s navy – something that had not been done in the kingdom’s thousand-year reign. With control of Galilae, the Finctus would gain control of all major waterborne trade routes in the Free Kingdoms. Not to mention, Galilae was an icon to the other Free Kingdoms – Leaders of men, the code of honor in Galilae. If Galilae fell, it would crush morale and the other Free Kingdoms would be more likely to follow suit.


  Fucking brilliant. Persephone couldn’t prove it, but she was certain she was correct. But marriage pacts were typically put forward openly, so why the secrecy? Because her father would never have agreed to a joining with the Finctus, and the Finctus sought acquisitions, not allies. They would not take no for an answer. So what could the Finctus do? Get on the island and take control of the palace. Then what? Gain political support, perhaps? Galilae was a monarchy; the king had the final say in all things, but he was advised by the Council, a group of thirty-three – three men from each of the eleven districts in Galilae – who were chosen to speak on behalf of their districts. If a monarch hoped to maintain public support, he would respect any decision on the part of the Council that received a majority vote, regardless of whether or not it aligned with his personal desires. Disregard enough majority votes and it would breed discontent. Build enough discontent, and riots and revolts became a risk.


  But even if Augustine received a majority vote from the Council in favor of a marriage pact – he would certainly have his work cut out for him over the next month – what did he plan to do with the rest of her family after the wedding? Technically he wouldn’t need them. Technically, he wouldn’t need her either. As long as the marriage had been sanctioned and legal, if they were all gone, he would stand the rightful heir. But disposing of the royal family was bound to be viewed as an act of war and would most likely result in an uprising. Without military leadership, though, and with Augustine’s army already in Galilae, it would be as she’d told Antaios: they would be crushed.


  They were well and thoroughly fucked. Sheer willpower was all that kept the contents of her stomach in their rightful place. After a walk that felt interminably long and immeasurably short all at once, Persephone reached her family’s chambers. There was no way she could share this information with anyone. Her father and brother would never go along with things if they knew what was coming, and the fallout would be disastrous. Not just for them, but for all of Galilae. She couldn’t see it yet, but there had to be a way out of this.


  
    * * * *

  


  When morning finally came, Antaios’s growing anxiety threatened to completely consume him. This was to be the first Council meeting of the season. Council members and their guards would be in and out of the palace all day. Would there be opportunity to alert someone of the siege? He desperately wanted to. Had visions of their army marching in to eradicate the scourge that had infested their walls. Persephone’s words had filled his head with doubts. Without a leader, could the troops even be rallied to aid? And how would they fare against Sempronius’s men?


  Antaios hadn’t recognized the name when his sister had announced it, not until she called him by his nickname. It wasn’t that Sempronius’s name was unknown; it was just that when he was spoken of in Galilae, most people referred to him only as the Reaper, so Antaios hadn’t connected the two. Despite her accusation that he paid no attention in their politic lessons, he knew exactly who the Reaper was. The stories about him were sufficient to curdle stomachs and haunt dreams. Antaios desperately wanted to take action against him, but deep down, he knew that his fear of the man outweighed his desire to attempt a subterfuge. For now, at least.


  Tension in the room was high as they waited. Forcing himself not to pace agitatedly, Antaios leaned against the wall. His father and mother managed to sit, though the king tapped his fingers restlessly against the arm of the chair. Persephone was sitting against the far wall with Koli sitting in front of her. Persephone was braiding and unbraiding Koli’s hair while Koli hummed tunelessly to herself – the only sound to break the silence festering in the room.


  Antaios and his parents all snapped to attention when they heard the key in the lock. Even Kolimpri froze when the door opened. Only Persephone seemed unaffected by the arrival of the Perdomans, not bothering to look up from her task as Sempronius and Hadrianus stepped into the room.


  He’d expected it – they’d been informed during their briefing with the captain the previous day – but nothing could have prepared him to see the Perdoman soldiers wearing Galilaean armor. It made sense; Hadrianus was to attend the Council meeting as their Arms Commander, and the Perdomans had other soldiers around the palace; they could hardly parade themselves in their own armor if they intended to keep their presence a secret. Still, it was jarring.


  Kolimpri was first to break everyone’s stunned silence. “You look funny.” Seemingly unafraid of the man, and completely unabashed by the impropriety of her observation, she spoke directly to Sempronius.


  Antaios’s gut clenched. Young and full of both questions and opinions, Koli was quick to speak her mind. Evidently she’d been given too much free rein to do so, because she blurted the sentiment with no mind for the consequences.


  “Kolimpri! We discussed speaking out of turn, did we not?” Persephone said with a sharp tug on a thick lock of Koli’s hair.


  Koli winced, a reflection of her surprise, but Antaios knew that the action on Persephone’s part had been more to get Koli’s attention than to cause pain. Persephone was frequently Koli’s disciplinarian when it was needed, but she was always extremely careful not to actually hurt her.


  Thoroughly chastised, Kolimpri hung her head. “We did, sister. Apologies.”


  “And who else must you apologize to?”


  It felt like a new kind of betrayal to hear Persephone prompt Koli to apologize to Sempronius – like she was taking his side rather than the family’s – but in this instance Antaios could do nothing but grudgingly agree with the decision. The last thing he wanted was to see Koli injured for what was, to her, an innocent remark.


  In reply to Persephone’s question, Kolimpri looked at Sempronius with big doe eyes. If there was one thing their little sister excelled at, it was pouting. Telling her no and staying mad at her were nearly impossible tasks.


  “Apologies, sir,” Koli said quietly.


  “Quite alright, Little Princess. Likely I look very strange to you. I feel strange as well, but do not tell anyone.” He finished the thought with a wink and Kolimpri smiled back mischievously before flopping over Persephone’s legs, starting a new entertainment even though her hair was only half-braided.


  If seeing the Perdomans in Galilaean armor was a shock, hearing the Reaper reassure Koli so sincerely was flooring. As it was, Antaios practically felt his jaw hit his lap. He wasn’t the only one; both his mother and father gaped dumbly at the exchange. His mother recovered fastest. With a slight shake of her head, she closed her parted lips, returning her face to the regal serenity she typically wore.


  Persephone, he noticed, had tilted her head and was glaring at Sempronius with open contempt. Her reaction was a surprise; he found himself immensely grateful that Sempronius had been kind rather than cruel to Koli after the slight. Was Persephone angry that he’d undermined her? Did she generally loathe him? Or was it an act for the benefit of the rest of the family? After all, no matter what they were getting from it, she was voluntarily fucking the man. The thing was, with Persephone her motive could have been any or none of the reasons he’d considered. The people of Galilae thought they knew who she was, but the truth was Antaios didn’t think anyone really knew her. He sometimes wondered if she even knew herself. How could she, when she spent all her time pretending to be someone else?


  They had been close once, Antaios and Persephone. Their relationship had changed after her one and only engagement was dissolved. She had changed. From the time he had turned seven and started combat and politic lessons, Persephone had expressed interest in joining him. It was after her brief engagement that she began insisting on it, and Antaios had never understood her sudden adamance. At the time, he’d been too young to read into it. And now? By this time, the rift between them had grown so vast that he no longer cared to explore it. She did whatever she wanted, so her motives struck him as inconsequential.


  He never did learn how she had managed to convince their parents to allow it, nor Prodotin to sanction it, but somehow she had. In the beginning, he had felt sorry for her. Though he was two years her junior, brotherly affection and instincts insisted that he should protect her. Irked by her sex and firmly adamant that politics and combat were not women’s business, Prodotin ensured that she was horribly abused in the beginning. He believed that if she took enough beatings she would quit. It was at Antaios’s behest that their mother began inquiries and brought in an instructor from the Far East when it was clear that Prodotin would do nothing to actually teach her. A decision Antaios would quickly, and it would seem eternally, regret.


  With a new instructor, Persephone had learned quickly. The fighting style utilized some of the same elements, but maintained an entirely different focus than the Galilaean training. Soon after her new instructor was brought in, Persephone began besting the boys in their lessons. Including Antaios. The first time she bested him, Antaios believed it was because he had taken pity on her and allowed her to do so. The second time, Prodotin had insisted she’d cheated. By the third, Antaios had begged Prodotin to let him join her and learn both styles. Their Arms Commander had insisted he was not in possession of a cunt, and therefore he would not be taught to fight like one. When Persephone had stopped losing – ever – she had been banned from joining in Antaios’s lessons. Antaios had always wondered whether it was her training or something inherent to her that had made her fearless. He liked to think it was her training, because to think otherwise would be to admit that she was innately superior to him.


  With Persephone’s absence from lessons, the emotional space between them mirrored the physical space, and Antaios soon joined his peers in taunting her from afar. The first time he called her a whore had been the first time she’d retaliated and called him a coward. The pain of the insult had been intense because he knew it to be true. Was it the same for her? Though none of them could be confirmed, there were rumors about her. It was part of the reason their father had finally stopped insisting that she marry. Her indiscretions would have been viewed as a failing on the king’s part, and their father worried about the shame that would come down on their household if it was discovered that she was not pure. Actually, Antaios did as well, especially in light of her newest indiscretion.


  His momentary nostalgia was broken when Sempronius spoke. “Highness, you and your son will go with Decimus to the day’s Council meeting. You have your instructions. Persephone, come with me; you will do your stochasmos while the meeting is in session.”


  He was going to let her do stochasmos? Antaios shot Persephone a stunned look, but she ignored him. There was no way Sempronius knew what stochasmos was. If he did, and had agreed to allow it anyway, then he was a fool. Because Antaios knew him to be anything but a fool, he couldn’t help but wonder how Persephone had managed to obtain his permission. Had she lied? Quite possibly. But there was another possibility Antaios had to consider; he had called his sister a traitor in anger, but had never really believed it to be true. What if she was?


  
    * * * *

  


  Cato waited next to Augustine in the courtyard. He’d been surprised when Augustine had arrived with Seraphime rather than Persephone. When he’d asked, Augustine had explained that Persephone had requested the opportunity to change as she’d not been in possession of the needed garments at the time. So, Augustine had collected Seraphime and sent Seneca to attend to and bring Persephone down. According to Augustine, Decimus had successfully collected the king and the prince. Now they would see if the king valued his life more than his pride. It would be too risky to receive updates throughout, so he and Augustine would not hear of the outcome until the end of the day. The anticipation before a battle was always worse than the battle itself. This was no different. It was going to be a taxing day.


  To try and dispel suspicion, they had sent a protective detail that included both Perdomans and Galilaean turncoats. Some of the Galilaean guards, like Prodotin, had been bought prior to its outset, while others had surrendered rather than fight to the death to defend the palace. All of the surrendered soldiers had been interrogated extensively by Augustine, Cato, and Decimus, and those whose loyalty was malleable were going to be put to use. They would always be paired with, and outnumbered by, Perdomans in their assignments, but it would be helpful to have more native soldiers to maintain appearances to the rest of Galilae. For the moment, every soldier in the palace wore Galilaean armor. When Augustine formally presented himself with Cato by his side to the Council, they would don their own Perdoman armor, but until that time, everyone needed to blend in if they were seen in passing.


  With everything in place and moving according to plan, he and Augustine had opted to observe what stochasmos – the meditation practice Persephone had sold valuable secrets for – consisted of. That she had wanted it badly enough to give up such extensive information about the tunnels undoubtedly meant that the practice itself was of high value.


  “Gods fuck me,” Augustine cursed as the two of them watched Persephone step onto the grass with Seneca and Lucius on her heels.


  Seneca’s expression stated that he shared their shock and he didn’t know how to explain it either. Both Cato and Augustine looked behind them to where Seraphime waited silently before looking back to Persephone. Seraphime’s eyes had remained downcast, but the barest whisper of a smile dusted her lips.


  Persephone and Seraphime had always looked similar, but their differences had still been obvious. In this moment, as he watched Persephone make her way into the courtyard, Cato was struck by just how many of those differences were exceedingly superficial. Persephone was not wearing her traditional chiton, nor was her hair flowing around her face and down her back in its typical loose curls. Instead her hair was pulled back in a braid identical to Seraphime’s, and she wore a slave’s pieto. Persephone had even foregone her sandals and walked barefoot, a practice exclusive to slaves in Galilae.


  Dressed as they were, their looks were virtually indistinguishable. The only readily observable variances were in the differing colors of their apparel in addition to how they carried themselves. Persephone carried herself as she always did, with her shoulders back and her head high, while Seraphime continued to exhibit the same docile submissiveness they always saw from her. As Persephone drew closer, Cato realized there was one other distinction: the bruise marring Persephone’s left cheek. It was fading, but for now stood as a beacon announcing their identities.


  Persephone smirked as she absorbed their stunned faces. “Such surprise, General,” she mocked while pinching Augustine’s chin between her thumb and fingers. “Did no one tell you? It is not polite to stare.”


  Seraphime never looked up, but immediately fell into step with Persephone when she moved past the two men. As one, they grabbed the zosters belting their skirts to their waists and removed them. Two skirts fluttered to the ground. One soft thump followed as two leather belts landed simultaneously on top. Wearing nothing but their linen subligaria and apodesmos, the two girls stepped into the center of the grass.


  Seneca directed Lucius to the opposite side of the clearing, joining Cato and Augustine. The three of them shared a look before turning their eyes to the princess and her sister-slave.


  “I knew they were alike,” Seneca started, “but this is uncanny.”


  Both Cato and Augustine nodded in unison as the girls began what they called stochasmos. The two moved as one, flowing through different poses seamlessly. It was clear they were well practiced.


  “Truly, I’d have an easier time distinguishing you from Cade, and the two of you are actually twins,” Seneca continued, speaking directly to Cato.


  Admittedly, the differences between Cato and his twin were as superficial as those that seemed to distinguish Persephone from Seraphime; still, Seneca had a point. He and his brother favored different looks, so at a glance, they would be more readily distinguishable.


  Augustine hummed his assent. “Seneca, under no circumstances are they to be unsupervised together. Not even for a moment.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Make it known.”


  At Augustine’s order, Seneca nodded his salute and made his way over to Lucius’s side, undoubtedly to fill him in and share their own observations about what was happening in front of them.


  Persephone had called stochasmos a full-body meditation practice, but some of the poses took incredible balance, flexibility, muscle endurance, and strength. As some of the poses required inversion, it was clear why the two trained virtually naked. Their skirts would have only been in the way. The poses that really grabbed Cato’s attention, though, were those that had them holding their hands in front of their faces and torsos in defensive postures.


  “How much would you wager that this has nothing to do with meditation and everything to do with Persephone’s unique fighting style?” Speaking in barely a whisper, Cato never took his eyes off of what the sisters were doing.


  Augustine observed just as closely. “You know what this means.” Not a question.


  “Seraphime is also combat trained,” Cato supplied.


  Augustine nodded. “Seraphime is not nearly so meek as she pretends to be, though she does pretend very well.”


  “Will you recant?”


  Augustine sighed heavily. “On the surface there is nothing harmful about what they are doing. They are not causing trouble for any of their guards and they are not sparring with one another, which wouldn’t really fall under any of her present restrictions anyway. Persephone bargained for this fairly and has thus far remained true. I am reluctant to prove myself untrustworthy to her.”


  “This scheme does not require her trust.” Cato hated the idea of acting dishonorably, but as he weighed the pros and cons, the risks of keeping Persephone well conditioned seemed to far outweigh the benefits.


  Undoubtedly, keeping herself well conditioned was the exact reason she had bargained for this privilege.


  “This is true.” Augustine’s tone did not betray his mood. “And believe me, friend, I feel just as leery as you about allowing them to continue a practice that supplements their ability to fight. However, you also know just as well as I that if Persephone wants to make things difficult for us, she can, and will. I want to remind her of all the reasons she has to cooperate. If she does not trust me to keep my word on the smaller bargains we strike, she will not trust me to keep my word on the larger issues, and she will work to sabotage me.”


  “Undoubtedly she already does,” Cato replied automatically.


  Once again, Augustine nodded his agreement. At least he was under no illusions about the woman. Cato hated this. This plan had all seemed very simple and clever when they’d still believed Persephone to be a beautiful, albeit headstrong, altruist, an impression made by listening to the hearsay in and around Galilae and confirmed by Prodotin – fool that he was. Obviously, he’d been wrong on multiple counts. How could he have not known about this? Or, more likely, failed to mention it?


  “What will you do?”


  Augustine tapped his thumb against his lips thoughtfully. “So long as she continues to cooperate, I will let her continue. Persephone and Seraphime are always to wear different colors, if Persephone insists on wearing a slave’s pieto. I do not like being unable to tell them apart at a glance.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Despite what she had told the general when she’d asked for the privilege, those working in the palace were fiercely loyal, and did not need much by means of supervision. They kept things running smoothly and efficiently on their own. The tours Persephone made around the palace under the guise of supervising had always been more about interacting with and getting to know them than offering any actual regulation. Sometimes her mother joined her, but for years, Persephone had taken on the task of oversight in the palace and typically made the tour without her.


  Persephone had surprised the general yet again when she had insisted on completing her tour of the palace prior to her bath, while still wearing her pieto. It was something she’d always done because it seemed to help those working there to feel more comfortable around her. They were less likely to stand on protocol and typically spoke more openly, which was her purpose in presenting herself that way. Though not a daily occurrence, Persephone made sure she routinely spent time with them. Learning each of their names. Speaking with them of their families. She did not believe in slavery and wanted this to feel like their home as much as possible.


  She knew that she should be doing everything possible to minimize the oddities the Perdomans had undoubtedly picked up on about her, give them less to leverage against her, but she felt so guilty about not including the palace slaves in her bargain that she refused to distance herself further. They deserved to know that even if she could do nothing for them, she hadn’t forgotten them.


  The general had not believed that this had always been her way until her mother had confirmed the fact. When one of his men had gone to collect her, it would seem she had verified that wearing a slave’s garments was not unusual for Persephone, but had declined to join them for the palace tour, claiming that she did not feel well. Persephone suspected that her mother felt fine, but knew Persephone would prefer to do this alone. She knew how hard Persephone had fought to advocate for them over the years, and could likely guess how devastated Persephone was at her sudden helplessness.


  Well immersed in their meeting, she never passed any Council members, and for that she was grateful. Persephone was having a hard enough time maintaining her composure as it was without also having to fabricate an excuse for why she was dressed as a slave or pretending to be one.


  He’d not offered a reason, but although the general had finally consented and allowed her to wear her pieto, he had refused to allow Seraphime to make the tour with her. Persephone half-wondered if it was his own way of checking that the slaves in the palace would recognize her even dressed as she was. If that was it, he got what he was looking for almost immediately.


  “Look.”


  “The princess.”


  “She yet lives.”


  The words followed her through the halls and into the different rooms. The adoration and hope she heard paired with the bruised faces and tormented eyes of their speakers had been too much. Persephone wasn’t sure if she might cry or vomit. Both seemed equally likely. Over and over she repeated to herself that she just had to keep it together a little longer, that she could break down later. It was a lie. The same lie she had used on herself for years when she was younger. The truth was, she never allowed herself to crack and this time would be no different. She lied anyway. It was all that sustained her.


  When she reached the kitchens, Para found her gaze immediately. She wore twin black eyes and a split lip. Persephone’s breath seized in her lungs at the sight of her. With too many mouths and not enough resources, Para’s family had sold her when she was yet very young. Persephone had always held a special kinship and affection for her.


  “Princess.” With tears filling her eyes, Para’s voice shook as she dropped to her knees, pressing her forehead against the tops of Persephone’s feet.


  A little longer, she reminded herself fighting tears of her own. Not caring that the general and his captain watched her closely, Persephone carefully knelt next to Para to rub her back and stroke her head reassuringly.


  “I am so sorry.” It was insufficient, but it was all Persephone could manage. Forcing those few words past the growing lump in her throat had been an achievement.


  “I am so relieved that you yet live,” Para said, sitting up.


  How could she still feel that way? Persephone was sure she didn’t deserve it; she had, after all, made the decision to abandon the girl to her fate. A choice she was about to repeat. There had to be a special kind of torture reserved for people like her in the Underworld. Then again, perhaps this was her punishment. Needing to look the people she had forsaken in the eyes day in and day out.


  Unless there were guests in the home, leaving her no choice in the matter, Persephone had never required the slaves in the palace to stand on formal protocol with her. Whether it was in her distress, or that she did not consider the Perdomans guests, Para’s tear-filled eyes held Persephone’s gaze unwaveringly. Persephone could not find it in her to turn the girl away or chastise her for the impropriety, despite the implications the general might draw from it.


  “I want you to start taking valerian,” Persephone whispered. Para’s lips parted in question, but before she could say something or react too strongly, Persephone continued, “It will help make it so that you do not care anymore. Do you understand?”


  Para nodded subtly. As Persephone stood to leave, she had to put a hand over her mouth and pray it would be enough to hold down the self-loathing rising up at the gratitude in Para’s eyes.


  On the way to the bathhouse after leaving the kitchens, Persephone focused on her breathing. Measuring the length of each breath on the way in and out. She had to pull herself together.


  As if he’d been waiting for a vulnerable moment, the general – who had been silent the entire time – finally addressed her. “Have you always made it a habit to interact so personally with your slaves?”


  Persephone flicked her eyes his direction before returning them to the hallway in front of them. If she refused to answer, he would undoubtedly press further. She took a slow, deep breath to center herself. “When it suits me to do so,” she said blandly.


  “Why?”


  “Because it suits me to do so.” She resisted the urge to smirk at his exasperated huff. This was exactly what she needed – a fight to distract her.


  “I do understand your affection for Seraphime, Persephone, but the others? Slaves are nothing –”


  That did it. “People, General,” she interrupted coarsely while turning to plant herself in front of him, effectively halting their entry into the bathhouse. “They are people.”


  “Not by Galilae’s standards,” he responded unapologetically. “Standards you were raised with. I am merely trying to understand, Persephone, not start a fight.”


  “It is not necessary that you understand, and I do not feel compelled to explain myself to you, General.”


  “I’ve told you, I would prefer you to call me by name,” he reminded her, ignoring everything else she’d said.


  “I do not give a shit what you prefer,” she hissed at him, leaning toward him as she said it before withdrawing again. Persephone felt the angry flush coloring her cheeks. “How about this, General, I will call you by name when you learn each of theirs and begin to treat them as sentient beings rather than commodities to be used.”


  Persephone knew what she was doing was foolish. Knew that she should be placating him to keep him happy rather than antagonizing him at every turn, but she was fast approaching her breaking point. Maybe she’d already passed it if her current behavior was any indication. Experiencing the aftermath of the siege, seeing the desperation in the faces of the people living under her care and, worst of all, hearing the reverence they still held for her had nearly undone her. These people had relied on her, had trusted her to protect them, and she had turned away from them. She hated herself. Hated that she hadn’t fought harder for them. Hated that they didn’t hate her. Perhaps it would be easier to live with herself if they did.


  “I know what you are doing, Persephone.” The general crowded her as he spoke, pinning her against the door.


  “Is that so?” she drawled skeptically.


  “Tell me, do you like it when I hurt you because it allows you to continue to brand me a monster?”


  “I need no further reasons to brand you a monster. You’ve done a spectacular job all on your own.” Since she couldn’t physically initiate an altercation, she could only hope her words would be enough to provoke him to hit her.


  Ignoring her interjection, he continued, “Or because it helps you to feel better about yourself?”


  It would have hurt less if he’d hit her. She couldn’t even think of anything clever to say in reply. No words to brush it off or contradict him passed her lips. Not even a denying shake of her head.


  “Just as I thought.” He brushed his thumb gently against the bruise on her cheek. “No more.”


  Persephone wasn’t sure if he was ordering her to stop or telling her that he would not be playing this game with her any longer. It didn’t matter either way. He was taking her one recourse away from her.


  If he’d expected a response, he seemed unbothered that she hadn’t supplied one. “I will see you later. In the meantime, behave.”


  She clamped her teeth down on her tongue, biting back both the retort that tempted her and the tears that threatened to fall. Moving back, he allowed her the space she needed to turn and open the door. As was expected, Seraphime was already in the bathhouse waiting for her.


  Persephone almost turned and walked out. She didn’t have the energy to have what was essentially the same conversation in such a short span of time. During their promised stochasmos, Seraphime’s eyes had immediately strayed to the torn and bruised flesh along Persephone’s back, though she’d not said anything about it then. As the guards stood further away from them while they bathed – offering a semblance of privacy – Persephone doubted her sister would hold her tongue much longer. Not wanting to remind her or encourage the conversation, Persephone ensured her face did not advertise her discomfort when the hot water stung her frayed skin. It didn’t matter. Seraphime needed no reminder.


  “What did he do to you?” Seraphime hissed at her under her breath. “You look worse for wear every time I see you.”


  Persephone refused to have this conversation, even with Seraphime. Or, maybe, especially with Seraphime. So rather than answer, she shrugged carelessly. “Others in this place endure far worse.”


  Rather than her hair, as usual, Seraphime had started by washing Persephone’s body so she could still look her in the eyes as they spoke. Shame flashed at the censure she saw there.


  “So you antagonize him on purpose? Is that it?”


  Yes, but Persephone wasn’t about to admit it aloud, nor could she effectively lie to Seraphime, so she remained silent.


  “Have you gone mad?”


  Shushing Seraphime, Persephone turned her back on her, undoing her own hair, as it would seem Seraphime was content to continue putting it off.


  “I prefer the pain to the guilt,” Persephone admitted quietly when she no longer had to look at Seraphime as she did so.


  “You always have. In spite of the fact that you have nothing to feel guilty over. How many times must I tell you?”


  “You need not tell me at all.”


  “For all the good it does, I may as well not,” Seraphime muttered angrily. “There are many in this place – myself included – who would die for you. Stop treating yourself like a throwaway.”


  Seraphime was wrong, though. The gods had cast Persephone aside many years ago. She had finally just come to accept the fact.


  Chapter 6:

  Poison and Wine


  
    It is a lie to believe the past holds no sway over the future.

  


  
    – Cade Numitor, Captain of the Nex Division

  


   


  Seraphime found herself once again awaiting the general’s inquisition, a scenario that was becoming all too familiar. He’d personally escorted her to stochasmos this morning. On the way, he had demanded to know when Persephone’s last moonblood was. It wasn’t a wholly unreasonable question, given the circumstances, but the suddenness of the inquiry and brusque way he’d asked had surprised her. Unable to think of any reason Persephone might need her to lie about it, Seraphime had told the truth. He hadn’t said anything, but he’d seemed satisfied and hadn’t asked her further questions. She’d known it was optimistic to think it might be the only question he might have for the day.


  So, for the second time in one day, Seraphime was alone with the general. She had been summoned to the king’s study as soon as she had finished helping Persephone to bathe and dress. The general was seated comfortably in the usurped seat behind the desk. Seraphime had closed the door behind her as instructed, but stood near it, hoping for a quick escape.


  Eyes downcast, she could feel his scrutiny.


  “Sit,” he ordered brusquely.


  So much for a fast exit. She sat in the chair furthest from him, perched uncomfortably on the end.


  “Have some wine.” He was already pouring.


  She knew the only wine in the room had not been not watered down, something she had little tolerance for on the best of days. Seraphime had no doubt what his intention was and opted to treat the statement as an offer rather than the command she knew it to be. “Gratitude, General. But I must decline. I have much to do, and I fear it will make me drowsy and slow in my duties.”


  “I did not ask whether you wanted it.” He slid the cup across the desk, toward her. “Drink.”


  Keeping her face still, she bit her tongue to prune the argument waiting on her lips. She could hardly oppose him twice on the same issue and expect to avoid repercussions. “Of course, sir.” She took the smallest sip possible, keeping the chalice in her hand so it would appear that she would continue to drink as they conversed.


  “We will not begin in earnest until you have finished. How long would you like to sit here with me, Seraphime?”


  Her heart beat faster. Undoubtedly, he would ensure she was quite intoxicated no matter the amount of time, so she might as well get it over with. If lucky, she might be able to talk fast and get out before the wine’s full effect took root. Suppressing a sigh, she tipped the chalice and drank it down. Unused to the potency, she couldn’t stifle a cough when she finished.


  “There, that was not so hard, was it?” His tone sounded of the smirk he likely wore, though it was impossible to say for certain as she stared at a point between them on the desk.


  “Gratitude, General.” Holding a hand to her chest at the discomfort, she coughed once more, swallowing the others that hoped to follow. “Quite a treat.”


  “Look at me.” It was not a request. So with her chin tilted down submissively, Seraphime lifted her eyes. When she would have dropped them again, he interrupted, “I want to see your eyes while we speak.”


  Jaw clenched, she ground out the most respectful “Of course, sir” she could manage. Her head was already beginning to feel foggy from the wine – not a good sign – and it would be more difficult to school her expressions under its influence. Hoping it would encourage him to hurry, she shifted in her seat.


  “It makes you uncomfortable to hold my gaze for a full conversation.” He framed his question in the form of an observation. Something she noticed he did frequently.


  “It is unconventional.” Not an outright disagreement, but a vague response.


  “That was not my question.”


  “Apologies.” The reaction was automatic, despite the fact that she felt no remorse.


  He seemed to be waiting for her to say more. She didn’t.


  “You are almost as good as your sister at evading questions.” Another observation.


  Was he waiting for a confession? Instead, she continued to watch him silently, refusing to acknowledge his accusation.


  “In some ways you may be better because no one expects a slave to have anything to say.”


  “Do you, sir? Expect a slave to have something to say?” Later she would blame the wine for the imprudent question.


  “No.” A cold answer from a cold man, but at least he was honest.


  Leaning forward conspiratorially, she held his gaze far more brazenly than she should have. “Then what a complete and utter waste of your time.” The wine was definitely having an effect; slaves were beaten to death for smaller offenses.


  He chuckled humorlessly and mirrored her by leaning over the desk. “You are not merely a slave.”


  “You are wrong, sir.” Telling him he was wrong? Was she trying to get herself killed? “There is nothing special about me.” Seraphime did her best to sound subdued, accepting of her lot in life.


  Actually, Seraphime had always accepted her circumstances. It was not in her power to change them, so she did not dwell on spiteful or bitter feelings. No, Persephone had always done that on her behalf.


  “Oh, I disagree. And I suspect your sister would disagree as well.”


  He was right, of course, but Seraphime was hardly going to tell him that. In addition to feeling muddled, her fingertips were tingling and her limbs were beginning to feel rubbery and heavy. She had already said far too much, enormously overstepping the bounds of her role, and he knew it. They both did. She needed to get out of this room, and quickly.


  Knowing he wouldn’t tolerate a non-answer, but wanting to speak as little as possible, she smiled slightly in reply, keeping her lips firmly clamped to cage her errant tongue.


  “There are two things that tell me you are more than a slave,” Augustine continued. “Would you like to hear them?”


  No, she didn’t. Seraphime lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug.


  “Lost your voice?” he asked sardonically. “Answer the question, Seraphime.”


  “If you would like to tell me, sir.”


  “You are hairless, like your mistress. I did not think slaves were afforded that luxury.”


  They weren’t, though Seraphime would hardly call it a luxury. It was a painful and unpleasant process. Personally, Seraphime wouldn’t have bothered with it, but it was required of Persephone, and for some of their stunts, it was necessary that Persephone and Seraphime were identical.


  “Nothing to say?” he asked her.


  “Apologies, I did not think you had asked a question.” Sarcasm had found its way back into her tone, and Seraphime half-wished she could cut out her own tongue. Were she Persephone, she could have gotten away with being so defiant, but she was not. She was Seraphime, and it was about time she exercised a sense of self-preservation. Her most recent responses suggested she had none.


  “You should always assume I expect a reply. Here, have some more wine.” He slid the cup she hadn’t realized he’d refilled toward her. Seraphime eyed the chalice. “In case it was unclear, that was a command,” he told her when she had not reached for it.


  The thought of draining it the way she had the first was sickening. Taking a deep breath, she plugged her nose and drained the glass. It was by no means graceful, or elegant, but she got it all down. She kept the cup clutched in her hands, not wanting to return it to him to refill a third time – as though that would stop him. He might hold her down and pour the wine into her mouth directly from the carafe.


  He tapped the desk. “Give it back.”


  Did anything escape his notice? This was a fucking disaster. Seraphime did as instructed, though, and placed the cup on the end of the desk. Using the very end of one index finger, she pushed it toward him.


  “Where was I?” he asked, eliciting a resentful glare from her. “Yes, the second reason I know you are more than a slave is that you clearly know this stochasmos as well as Persephone. Unless I am mistaken, and I know I am correct, it is not customary in Galilae for slaves to participate in lessons with their masters. Do explain.”


  “It is nothing of import. Persephone wanted someone to learn and practice stochasmos with, and no one more appropriate was interested, so she graciously asked if I wished to learn.”


  “Did you ever participate in her other lessons with her?”


  “Which lessons?” Seraphime asked dumbly and immediately chastised herself. The wine was working. Of course Persephone took lessons, just not the ones she was supposed to.


  “Combat lessons.”


  Another statement, not a question. He’d told her he expected replies, though, so she had to tell him something. “In Galilae, women are not to participate in combat lessons.” It wasn’t a written law, but it was a standard of practice; any women that had skills in fighting or weaponry typically learned them informally.


  “Persephone managed to single-handedly kill five battle-tested soldiers in an impromptu escape attempt; she successfully threw five daggers from three meters toward a star target without hitting you; and she placed me in an arm bar when starting at a disadvantage. So whether she is supposed to or not, it is quite clear Persephone has combat training.”


  “Of course, General. You would know.” She had meant to sound agreeable, but worried she had come off spiteful. She wished she was sober. He seemed to know, too, if the twinkle in his eye was any indication.


  “More wine?” Completely ignoring that she was shaking her head, he was already pouring.


  “Please, General, I do not wish to be sick later.” Maybe he would be sympathetic.


  “I release you from any duties later so you may recover.” He set the chalice in front of her. “I wish for you to be honest now.”


  Unbidden, an angry flush crept up her neck. “How gracious of you.”


  She grabbed the chalice and considered hurling it at him. Every cup had gone down harder than the last, and she had to take two breaks to keep from gagging before she had finished. The general waited silently until she’d drank it all. She set the empty goblet down harder than was appropriate.


  “Good girl.”


  “Fuck you.” Eyes locked on the wall to the right of his head, she tried to rein in her temper. She was going to get herself killed.


  “Better. Finally we are being completely honest.” He sounded satisfied. “Look at me.”


  Seraphime was fighting unsuccessfully to keep from swaying slightly in her seat, but did as commanded.


  “Why is Persephone combat trained?”


  Seraphime offered the story that was known through the palace, though not the rest of Galilae. No one in Galilae knew of her training. “When Persephone was nine, and the prince was seven, he started combat and politic lessons.” She shook her head. The general hadn’t asked about politic lessons. She reminded herself to answer only the questions that he asked, exactly as he asked them. “Persephone thought that sounded more useful than the etiquette lessons she had to take.”


  He stared at her incredulously. “And the king and queen just let her abandon all feminine pursuits and join her brother’s lessons.”


  “Well, no. Not quite. They objected. Especially the king.” Words crowded together in her head and Seraphime struggled to put them together in coherent sentences. “Part of the deal was that she still had to take her etiquette lessons. She knows all her femininely pursuits.” She slurred over femininely.


  “And what was the other part of the deal?”


  What deal? Her brain was working so slowly. “I do not – she got to take politic and combat lessons, of course.”


  “Why did they make this deal with her?”


  Seraphime laughed. Tired of sitting up straight, she flopped gracelessly backward. When she had resettled herself so that she was lounging comfortably against the back of her chair, she looked right at him, humor dancing across her face. “Have you ever tried to tell Persephone no?”


  Even in her inebriated state, she could see he didn’t fully believe her, despite his amusement at the answer. Obviously, he had tried to tell Persephone no at some point, and knew firsthand how effective it was.


  “How does stochasmos help Persephone fight?”


  She could feel her eyes drooping. “Stochasmos is meditation.” Stochasmos and meditation both came out garbled.


  “Seraphime, how does stochasmos relate to her combat training?”


  “We learned from the same person.” Eyes almost closed, she didn’t see his reaction.


  “So the same instructor who taught Persephone stochasmos also taught her how to fight?” Seraphime nodded once. Anything else felt like too much work. “And since you learned with her, you are able to fight like Persephone as well?”


  “No one fights like Persephone,” Seraphime mumbled.


  “You are trained to fight in the same style as Persephone?”


  “Yes.” Said without the ‘e.’


  “Thank you, Seraphime. You’ve been very helpful.”


  She felt a hand on her arm and instinctively flinched away, suddenly wide awake. The general was crouched on the ground in front of her, one arm hanging in the air between them. Both of hers were held protectively in front of her torso.


  “What are you doing?”


  A question she had no right to ask. By Galilae’s laws, he could do anything he wanted with her. He need not obtain permission, nor explain intent. Furthermore, by virtue of taking control of the palace during a siege, it was expected for him to do anything he wanted with her. Every other slave in the palace was being used as such. She felt immensely guilty to have been spared when others were not. In equal measure, she was relieved it was a fate she had not shared thus far. But her relief spurred her guilt, which in turn led her to question whether or not she deserved it. Why had the gods spared her, but not Para? A girl far more innocent in every respect. Was she not the more worthy between them?


  Without answering, the general grabbed one of her wrists. Fearing his intent, Seraphime kept her arm and body rigid. Though she tried to lean away from him, keeping her limbs frozen allowed him to pull her torso away from the chair back.


  “I am going to take you to your room so you can sleep.”


  Seraphime shook her head and moved to get up on her own.


  “Do not fight me.” With that he released her wrist and quickly placed one arm behind her back before she could retreat. The other slid under her knees. In one swift motion he scooped her up. With her head spinning from the wine and sudden movement, she was still not certain if she was going to attempt to flee. Certainly fleeing did not count as fighting.


  “Relax, Seraphime. I will not hurt you.” He sounded sincere.


  In her drunken state, she believed him. Suddenly feeling very tired, her head nodded as the tension melted from her body. She was sound asleep before they left the room.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine had immediately returned to the king’s study after placing Seraphime in her bed. Regardless of the fact that it was induced by wine, the innocent trust with which she had dozed against his chest almost made him feel guilty for drugging her for answers. Almost. It was hard to feel guilty when it had been so effective. She had been slow to temper her responses and had spoken quite candidly. He’d have to be careful, though. She clearly had no tolerance for it, which had ended their conversation prematurely.


  As he’d suspected, she was not nearly so spineless and submissive as she presented herself to be. The quick flashes of temper suggested very much the opposite. How did she keep it so well repressed all the time? Surely it had to frustrate her. Individuals with strong personalities made for terrible slaves. Seraphime had been born into slavery, but he suspected her true nature mirrored Persephone’s far more closely than they’d presumed.


  He hadn’t been back in the study for long when a knock at the door preceded his next target. Cato dismissed himself immediately after letting the queen into the room, closing the door behind him. Adonia held herself proudly. Confidently. She lacked the arrogance that followed her husband like a noxious cloud.


  “General.” Her greeting was cordial. Her expression neutral.


  “Highness.” His greeting lacked the disdain he reserved specifically for the king. He was curious about the queen. As of yet, she was still an unknown. “Please sit.” He indicated the chair across from him.


  With a nod, she made her way to the designated seat and lowered herself gracefully.


  He gestured toward the carafe and chalice on the edge of the desk. “Wine?”


  The side of Adonia’s mouth quirked wryly and her eyes sparkled. Though they didn’t look much alike physically, her demeanor was so like her daughter’s. Augustine decided he would need to approach her with the same caution and mistrust that he did Persephone.


  “Hoping to loosen my tongue, General?”


  He shrugged nonchalantly. “It worked with Seraphime.”


  “I admit, I am surprised she partook.” She lifted a brow inquisitively. “That is very unlike her.”


  “She was not given the choice to decline.”


  “Ah,” she said as comprehension bloomed across her face. There was something else too, though. Antipathy? Whatever it was, it was gone before he could decide. “Am I being given the choice?”


  Her distaste shouldn’t bother him, but something about it left him feeling unsettled. He had planned to treat her no differently than he had Seraphime in this regard, but when she asked, his resolve wavered. His instincts were rarely wrong, so even though he didn’t understand the compulsion, Augustine decided to follow it for the moment.


  “For now.”


  “Much obliged.” She didn’t look it, though; her expression was completely unreadable. “Then I shall pass, for now. To what do I owe the honor?”


  “Persephone and Seraphime. Their similarities are uncanny.”


  Amusement curved her mouth. It was the kind of smile that hinted at knowledge of a secret unspoken. “Oh, I think not. Their differences are quite obvious when one knows what to look for.”


  “And you know what to look for?”


  “A mother knows her child, General.”


  Half regretting his decision not to force the wine on her and wanting a less cryptic answer, Augustine took a more direct approach. “You know, Highness, no matter how I try, neither Persephone nor Seraphime will openly admit their relation.”


  “Likely they never will,” she said matter-of-factly. “Their habits of protection toward one another are well engrained.”


  “So you admit she is the king’s?”


  “Between you and me?”


  He nodded.


  “Yes.” Adonia did not look displeased or angry by the admission. Not even a hint of embarrassment showed. He would have expected any, or some combination, of the three.


  “If I may ask, at what point did you know?”


  She smiled ironically. “As neither propriety nor my sense of comfort would stop you from asking, there is no need to stand on ceremony, General.” It was his turn to smile in amusement; he appreciated and admired her candor. “Not until after she was born. Her mother was my body slave. Did you know that?” He nodded. “I know I am a rarity here in Galilae, but blond hair and green eyes are very commonplace in Xenakai, as I believe they are in much of the Finctus, yes?” Again he nodded. “Traits my body slave shared. Diana was her name. We both became pregnant shortly after my marriage to Acheron. She told me the father was another slave in the palace. Such a pretty young fool I was then, I believed her. Diana did not survive labor. Seraphime did.”


  “And you realized the truth then?”


  “Not at first. Most babies look much the same, so I disregarded any similarities between them. They shared a nursemaid and as they continued to age the similarities not only remained, but grew. When they were about two, the truth seemed certain to me and I confronted my husband.”


  “And in spite of the irrefutable evidence, he continued to deny her?” Augustine’s loathing for the king only multiplied.


  “He admitted to the possibility that she might be his, but maintained that too much time had passed and it would be too damaging to his reputation, so he refused to claim her.”


  “If he would not claim her, why not release her? Free her from bondage?”


  Adonia tisked him. “My husband likes to pretend Seraphime does not exist and he would have dismissed her immediately. To free her would have been to abandon her. Beautiful, alone, and penniless, I shudder to think what fate would have found her.”


  “You speak of Seraphime fondly.”


  Confusion knit her brow. “She is a sweet girl. Loyal. And she loves my daughter. Should I not think of her fondly?”


  “She is your husband’s bastard.” Augustine said it without censor or apology.


  If Adonia was offended by the comment, it did not show. “That.”


  “Yes. That.”


  “I hold children blameless for the sins of their parents.”


  “How noble of you.”


  “If you say so.” She looked amused again.


  Augustine wasn’t sure what was so funny.


  “So, was it out of spite that you assigned her to be your daughter’s body slave?”


  “That was the greatest kindness I could offer her.”


  He eyed her incredulously. “Kindness?”


  “I told you that Seraphime loves my daughter, but as you’ve surely guessed by now, that sentiment is mutual. From the moment they were born, the two have been practically inseparable. I knew that Persephone would never mistreat or abuse Seraphime. And not only that, but in attending to Persephone, she would have access to the same education as well as every luxury Persephone and I could afford her.” In its simplicity, it was brilliant. On the outside it would seem a spurn to someone like the king, but in reality this solution offered Seraphime the best possible future. She seemed to sense his line of thinking. “Make no mistake, General, publicly Persephone and Seraphime know exactly how they must appear. They have everyone quite convinced. But privately?” She shrugged her shoulders innocently. “They can have any kind of relationship they like. Companions. Friends. Sisters.”


  He laughed outright. “Tricking your husband in such a way. What a rebel you are.”


  For the first time he saw her smile fully. She tapped the end of her nose with her index finger in their shared joke and they enjoyed an amiable silence while Augustine contemplated her words. He believed her. What she said lined up with what he’d seen and heard thus far. There was something relieving about knowing. He hated feeling as though things were unfinished, questions unanswered. It wasn’t just facts that interested him, but the story that wove the facts together, and on this matter, Adonia had finally provided it for him.


  “Thank you for your honesty, Highness. My curiosity on that matter has been killing me.”


  Her responding smile was nearly predatory and her alert eyes belied her casual posture. “Yes, well, curiosity and the cat, as they say.”


  Even though he was taken aback at the sudden reminder that she would turn on him in an instant given the opportunity, Augustine still found himself honestly liking and respecting the queen. He couldn’t help it.


  “I wonder, Highness, when you allowed Persephone to have such an affectionate relationship with Seraphime, did you also intend for that affection to carry over to all of your slaves as well?”


  “I intended for her to have any kind of relationship she chooses with those serving in this house. She is her own person.”


  “They adore her. Her behavior toward them is different than I’ve yet seen from her.”


  “She views you as the enemy, General. I expect she is extremely cautious about what it is she shows you. Wise of her, yes?”


  It was wise of her, though he liked seeing her as she was with others. If this was what the kingdom saw from her, it was no wonder she was the object of such respect and adoration. Quiet strength, kindness, and beauty. What else could they desire from their coveted princess? It was hard to reconcile the two, the gentle madonna the kingdom saw her as with the fierce warrior he knew her to be.


  Thinking about the discrepancy brought the question of why back to the forefront. “There is another thing I’ve been wondering about.”


  “Pray tell.”


  “Why the fuck is a princess in this misogynistic kingdom combat ready?” It hadn’t been necessary to phrase it so crudely, but Augustine didn’t care; it was still the truth. Additionally, the way in which he’d asked effectively conveyed the shock and dismay he felt at the matter – even if her training was one of the things that intrigued and drew him to her.


  To her credit, Adonia laughed at his crass wording. “Have you asked Persephone?”


  He hated that this was a continuously deflected question. “I am asking you.” His tone was cold.


  “You should ask Persephone sometime, though I warn you, she will not tell you readily. She has refused to speak of the matter for years.” His curiosity instantly ignited. “But I shall spare you some distress by telling you my rationale for allowing it.” She watched him, waiting for his agreement to the unstated contract. Part of the truth was better than a lie and it was more than he had presently, so he nodded. Besides, he could always make her tell him if he found himself dissatisfied. “In her short life Persephone has experienced grave injustice.” She paused, ensuring she had his full attention.


  It took concentrated effort not to move to the edge of his seat and lean greedily across the desk for the information.


  “Remember, General,” she finally continued, “where I come from, things are different. Women do not have rights equal to men, but they are treated as individuals, not as property.” Her expression tightened. “When Persephone insisted on being allowed to learn traditionally male pursuits, I saw no reason to deny her. Naturally, the king was opposed and he did take some convincing.”


  “But why would she want to learn in the first place? You’ve not really answered the question.”


  “I told you I would express my rationale for allowing it, not share her reason for wanting it. As in so many things, there was no single reason. Again, I encourage you to ask her about that; it is her story to tell and only she can do it justice. However, as you will not be satisfied to wait, some of it – the lesser part – likely has to do with simple sibling rivalry. Her brother started combat and politic lessons and she thought it unfair that she was not allowed to join. She is also the oldest, and because of her sex has been denied the opportunity to rule. I think to this day somewhere in her little girl’s heart she believes that if only she proves herself worthy, her father will make an exception and name her heir. She would never admit such a thing aloud, and if you tell her I said so, I will vehemently deny it.”


  “Is that why she is yet unmarried? She refuses to leave Galilae in the futile hope that she will be allowed to succeed her father?”


  “I am sure that is part of it.”


  “And the other part?”


  “No offers have come from someone she is willing to be married to.”


  “I did not think women were given the choice about such things in Galilae.”


  “Are you treating my daughter well, General?” As she looked at him, he realized that he was no longer the one interrogating her.


  She was obviously changing the subject, but a part of him wanted to see where she was going. “Do you think I am not?”


  “She is not sleeping.”


  “I have no control over your daughter’s nocturnal habits, Highness.”


  She eyed him shrewdly. “That is not really true, now is it, General?”


  He forced himself to sit still. He felt no shame about the things he did to Persephone’s body – not entirely true, he’d felt ashamed last night, but only because he’d hurt her, not because he’d fucked her. Still, he found himself uncomfortable under her mother’s accusatory stare. “And what would you do if you were to discover I were mistreating your daughter?” Despite his discomfort, he was genuinely interested about how she would reply.


  She did not disappoint; she answered with the same blunt honesty she’d used when confronting other uncomfortable topics. “You and I both know I am in no position to do anything. But I love my daughter, and as a concerned mother, I had to ask. You understand.”


  He nodded. “It is a pity, you know.” She waited patiently for him to continue. “The women of this family inspire great loyalty. If only Persephone had been born a man. She would have made a great king.”


  “Funny that you should say so.” She wasn’t laughing, nor did she wear her wryly amused smile. “I suspect that had she been born a man, you would have no need of us and we would be long dead.” Understanding simmered in her eyes as she stared pointedly at him.


  “What do you mean by that?” he demanded, caught off guard by the acknowledgment.


  “What do you think, General?” It was the first time she had completely avoided answering a question.


  “Explain, Highness. Now,” he growled. He was not going to play games on this matter. If she knew their plan already, this could be very problematic.


  “Do you not intend to marry her?”


  Augustine forced himself to breathe evenly. “How, Highness, did you draw that conclusion?”


  “You forget, General, that my marriage was not by my choice either. I suppose you could say, I recognized the signs.”


  “Have you told anyone?”


  “No.”


  “Are you going to tell anyone?”


  “I think that would be very unwise.”


  He agreed, but he also couldn’t see her endgame. “Why is that, Highness?”


  “What do you think would happen if my husband or son knew?”


  “I think they would personally burn Galilae to the ground.”


  “I think you have their measure, then,” she agreed.


  “You seek to preserve Galilae?”


  “I seek to ensure that an entire kingdom is not slaughtered, nor enslaved. I try to see the big picture, General.”


  “And what of your daughter?” he asked.


  The queen took a deep breath. “Persephone is, even to me, frequently a mystery. I am not sure what she would do if she knew. She goes to great lengths to protect others.”


  “But?” Augustine supplied when Adonia didn’t seem to know what she wanted to say.


  “She tends to place far less value on her own well-being,” the queen admitted reluctantly.


  Augustine had noted the exact same thing; at least he wasn’t the only one aware of Persephone’s bent toward self-destruction. He didn’t understand it, but he recognized it for what it was. Perhaps he had an ally in her mother.


  “Tell me, Highness, what would a mother do to protect her daughter?”


  She leaned toward him, her expression fierce. “Anything.”


  Chapter 7:

  Whispers of the Dark


  
    When it comes to matters of time, the present is all that exists. The past and the future are both just illusions.

  


  
    – Adonia of House Galanis, Queen of Galilae

  


   


  As it did every season, the first Council meeting was slow to start. It had been two months since all the members had seen each other in one place, so all of the morning and the early afternoon were spent on greetings and idle chatter before everyone settled enough to focus on political matters. In the past, Antaios had always enjoyed the friendly banter, but not today. He couldn’t even find it in himself to fake levity; the best he could do was to suppress the urge to shout at the top of his lungs, “We’ve been invaded! Perdomans in the palace!” The only thing that stayed his tongue was the ever-watchful eye of Hadrianus, the Perdoman infiltrator. Antaios vacillated back and forth over whether or not to announce the invasion anyway. It would mean that he would forfeit his life, and he knew that he was not ready to die; on the other hand, he’d been born to rule. What was a king without a kingdom? Would there even be a kingdom left if he did as he considered?


  There were soldiers stationed at every entrance into the Grand Council Chamber. The doors could easily be barricaded and those inside struck down. Few of the Council members had ever been soldiers and those that had were far removed from their glory days. The only hope for success would be to get a message off in secret, but Hadrianus and the Perdoman guards hovered far too closely for such a thing to be carried out successfully.


  Antaios’s other hope for intercession was that one of the Council members might take note of the many new faces in the palace guard. Much to Antaios’s dismay, it turned out Prodotin hadn’t been the only traitor. About a third of the faces in the room belonged to men that had been Galilaean soldiers. Whether they had been bought or coerced into the Perdomans’ service was irrelevant; they were traitors to their kingdom. Each and every one of them. Antaios’s hopes for salvation were dashed when not one Council member took note of the numerous new faces. Even Prodotin’s absence was not noted, which shocked Antaios since Prodotin had been their Arms Commander for over ten years. Evidently they’d all – he and his father included – been sitting high on their laurels for too long, felt too self-assured that Galilae was secure and untouchable. How wrong they’d all been.


  When finally everyone settled enough for them to get started, Antaios’s father stepped to the pulpit, causing the din in the room to fizzle and die.


  “Another moon, another season,” the king started. “Welcome back. We will attend to matters within the districts posthaste, but I must first update you regarding the goings-on here in the palace as they are relevant to all of Galilae. I have some very unfortunate news. A flu swept through the palace” – his father’s words were met with worried and discontented murmuring – “and some of our losses were quite serious. Our youngest, Princess Kolimpri, has taken ill.” The concerned mutterings in the room rose and his father held up a placating hand. “She yet lives, but as it should be, her health is the priority of my wife and daughter. They’ve not left her side, and do not intend to do so until she is well and recovered.”


  Disease had been the most innocuous way of explaining away the absences of the Galanis women as well as the numerous soldiers in the palace, should anyone look closely enough to notice. It did not raise alarms about invaders, encouraged others to stay at a distance, and was consistent with goings-on in other parts of the district – flu had been rampant in one of the districts bordering the sea last season. It was believable that it had made its way inland.


  “Gods be with your family,” Titus, one of the newer Council members, said to the king.


  “Gratitude, Titus. We will certainly need their blessing in the days to come.” His father paused a moment before continuing, as if choosing his words with care. “We are all praying that Kolimpri will not be another casualty of this disease, but we have experienced losses. One, in particular, concerns this group. My Arms Commander, Prodotin, took ill and the gods did not see fit to spare him. It is with a grave and humble heart that I present to you his replacement, and new Arms Commander, Decimus of House Hadrianus.”


  Antaios clenched his teeth, but managed to keep the scowl off of his face when Hadrianus stepped to his father’s side. Distrust was evident on some of the Council members’ faces. At least that meant they weren’t completely daft. No one recognized this man or his name, which raised suspicion regarding his presence and recent elevation in status. The Perdomans had expected that, though, and had prepared a sufficient distraction.


  “It pains me to deliver so much unfortunate news on our first day in session, but there is another matter of grave concern to us,” his father said. “Our spies in Fortunata have informed us that messengers of the Finctus have been seen entering the kingdom.”


  The fear and worry that immediately rose up in response to the king’s words completely overpowered any misgivings that might have existed at Prodotin’s absence and Hadrianus’s presence. A perfect red herring.


  Chaos erupted through the room.


  “We should have destroyed Barbarus when we had the chance!”


  “We cannot withstand both Fortunata and the Finctus!”


  “Galilae has not been invaded in a thousand years, we are safe. It is Xenakai that will be targeted first.”


  “Fuck Xenakai! Gods save them, but they are on their own.”


  “What if they send the Reaper?”


  They already have, Antaios thought ruefully.


  “The Reaper has not been seen since Veius fell. Likely, he is dead.”


  “No! I heard he was seen in the Free Kingdoms only a moon ago.”


  “Just a rumor.”


  “SILENCE!” Hadrianus’s bellowed command echoed through the room.


  The response was immediate. Not a single person continued speaking, though more than one mouth hung open, their last sentence cut off unfinished.


  “Highness.” With a nod of his head, the man deferred to the king.


  “Your concerns are founded, and each will be heard and addressed, as we decide on a course of action. Let us not forget we will get nowhere without order. Decimus” – his father turned toward Hadrianus – “you received the news, and as the head of my guard, what say you?”


  Antaios knew his father had been instructed to say the words, knew that they had agreed to go along with things until they saw an opening, knew that they were in no position to stage a resistance, but none of that mattered. He wanted to identify Hadrianus as an imposter, demand to know how the men leading Galilae could be so blind, accuse his father of cowardice. He wanted to do something. Anything. Evidently, it was a cowardice they shared, because Antaios did none of those things. He sat mutely and listened to the propaganda Hadrianus poured down each of their throats.


  “It is true that messengers of the Finctus were seen entering Fortunata. Now, we do not know the details of what they propose, but we can infer the outcome would be a joining with the Finctus. Barbarus of House Fortunatus may be greedy and power hungry, but he is not a fool. Fortunata is nearest to the Finctus and has no allies in the East, so we have to assume they will at least entertain the proposal. It goes without saying that if Fortunata joins with the Finctus, it would be catastrophic for Galilae and her allies. Though things have remained peaceful of late, Fortunata and Galilae have a contentious history with one another, and any peace between us at present is temporary. Our position in the sea and the strength of our navy fortify us to a degree, but our allies, Xenakai in particular, are far more vulnerable.”


  “Fuck Xenakai!” Antaios couldn’t identify the speaker, and though he couldn’t say for sure, he thought it was likely the same individual who had shouted the statement previously.


  “Our queen’s homeland? By the marriage of our noble king and queen, we have a covenant with Xenakai. It would be ignoble of us to disregard our sister kingdom without giving her a second thought.” Several in the room shifted under Hadrianus’s accusing stare.


  Considering he had been a part of a force that snuck in under cover of night and attacked a sleeping palace, Antaios felt the man was a hypocrite for speaking to them of nobility. And, yet, from a strictly political standpoint, everything the man had said was true. The whole plan was ingenious. Distract Galilae with an external threat, so the threat already in their midst would be overlooked, then propagate fear. But to what end? How was this grand scheme to culminate? That was the part Antaios couldn’t see.


  
    * * * *

  


  After her bath, Persephone had been returned to Pontius’s old room – the one she shared with her family. The last thing she’d wanted after her gut-wrenching tour of the palace and the conversations that had followed was to talk about what had happened. Or talk about anything, for that matter. Fortunately, her mother recognized her need for privacy and continued to occupy Koli’s attention so that Persephone could be by herself. She needed to pull herself together, but didn’t know how when she was being pulled apart from every direction.


  Her reprieve had been short, though, as her mother had been called away for a while. With her father and brother still at the Council meeting, tending to and entertaining Koli had fallen to Persephone until her mother returned. Evidently, she – like Seraphime – had found herself subject to one of the general’s inquisitions. Persephone didn’t know how much time she’d been gone for, but it had felt excessively long, although that might have been in part due to Persephone’s foul mood. Had he probed Seraphime for so long during each dialogue as well? His prying and meddling rankled Persephone, but the thing she found most concerning was the new tactic he’d taken to using with Seraphime. Upon returning, her mother had informed her of how he’d admitted to forcing wine on Seraphime, though he had allowed the queen the luxury of a choice. That Seraphime might say something she did not intend was the least of Persephone’s worries, far outweighed by the fear that someone would take advantage of her while she was unable to defend herself. One way or another, Persephone would address her concerns about Seraphime with him. It was just a matter of how best to approach it.


  There was also the matter of providing an explanation he would find satisfactory for how and why she had acquired her unique education and skill set. Persephone’s mother had informed her of how she’d baited the general, tempting him with notions of an injustice Persephone had experienced and encouraging him to seek the story from none but her. While Persephone understood all her reasons and appreciated that she had done so to attempt to help Persephone draw untoward attention off of Seraphime, it still felt like a betrayal. It did not matter that what her mother had told him was true, Persephone hated to think of hearing the words spoken aloud.


  When her father and brother returned to their chamber that evening, the king looked as though he had aged several years. Persephone found no sympathy for him. She rarely did.


  “We shall continue tomorrow,” Persephone whispered in Koli’s ear – they had been practicing her letters. “You did very well today.”


  Koli smiled over her shoulder, her expression radiating self-pride. With a nod she got up to go entertain herself while Persephone joined the adults of her family. Persephone stood on the outskirts of their small group, listening silently.


  “What news of Galilae?” Her mother’s voice was hushed, though probably it was not necessary; the door was closed and any guards stationed outside were unlikely to hear much of anything unless they took to shouting.


  Her father shrugged. “No one is the wiser about what is happening in the palace. My new Arms Commander,” he said scathingly, “was presented and met with hardly the bat of an eye.”


  “How is that possible?” her mother asked.


  “They had a ruse prepared,” Antaios replied. “Finctus messengers seen entering Fortunata.”


  Unable to contain herself at that nugget, Persephone chimed in, “What do you mean?”


  “The rumor is that Barbarus has entered into negotiations with the Finctus,” the king answered.


  Both Persephone and her mother stared at him dumbly.


  “You cannot be serious,” her mother said worriedly at the same time as Persephone asked, “Is it true?”


  “I do not know if it is true,” the king admitted, “but it is the story we were instructed to provide.”


  “If Fortunata allied with the Finctus, they could easily take control of all overland trade routes held by Xenakai and put strain on our mainland ports.” Persephone pondered. “That would be enough incentive for Barbarus to hear the Finctus out.”


  “Along with their close proximity to the Finctus and lack of allies in the East. I agree,” her father said. “If it is true, we have to assume Barbarus will entertain the proposal, even if it is difficult to imagine him bending knee.”


  “How does the Council plan to proceed?” her mother asked.


  “They are split. Some want war, some want to send envoys of our own. Others still offer nothing helpful and seek only to veto every option presented. As they do not know of the more pressing dangers to our own kingdom, I suspect that this will remain our focus for this season.”


  Persephone heard the key in the lock before anyone else did. She straightened to meet the gaze of her usual escort. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. Her mother clasped her face in her hands and kissed her cheek before Persephone made her way to the door and fell into step with him. The other soldier that always walked with them flanked her other side.


  Things had gone from bad to worse in a heartbeat. If Fortunata was negotiating with the Finctus, then they had effectively moved in on two of the three Great Houses left. With either Fortunata or Galilae under Finctus control, the remaining Free Kingdoms would be hard pressed indeed to withstand invasion. With both of them? Well, the Free Kingdoms of the East would not remain free for long at all. It was more important than ever to get information and devise a plan. Unfortunately, she would be unable to do so if she continued to fight with the general – Augustine, she corrected herself. He wanted her to call him Augustine. If she continued to fight with him at every turn, she would never learn anything of import. It might make her feel better in the moment and for a short time after, but it did nothing to benefit her family, Galilae, nor the rest of its occupants. Not to mention, he was well aware of her reasons for being so abrasive. Avoiding another conversation like the one they’d had earlier in the day was incentive enough for her to stop.


  Resisting the sigh of dismay that begged for release, she decided it best to get into character immediately.


  “What are your names?” Although it was always the same soldiers assigned to her, she had never asked. She had never cared. At this point all information was useful information, and she knew from experience that lack of status did not necessarily equate with lack of knowledge.


  One of them ignored her completely while the other – the one she considered the kinder of the two because she associated him with relieving Koli of her burden in the Grand Hall the first night – looked at her with equal parts suspicion and curiosity, but did not answer.


  Persephone was undeterred. “You must think me quite the snob. I should have asked previously. You have been very polite.”


  “Seneca.”


  “Seneca.” She shot him her most charming smile. “A pleasure to meet you. I am Persephone.”


  He smiled back, but his eyes maintained their previous combination of misgiving and wonder. “I know who you are, Princess.”


  “Of course you do.” She laughed lightly. “I was merely attempting to compensate for my previous rudeness.”


  “I do not think any of us expected you to play the gracious hostess.”


  “Hmm. I suppose not.” She returned her attention to the other solider, opting to try one more time since his counterpart had replied. “And am I to learn your name?”


  He looked at her briefly, before returning his attention to the corridor in front of them. She was familiar enough with them to recognize a snub when she saw one. Suppressing a smile, she turned back to the first soldier, Seneca. “Does he speak?” She kept her tone light.


  The corner of Seneca’s mouth twitched. “Lucius speaks when he wants to.”


  She heard the sigh of annoyance from her other side and winked at Seneca to thank him for providing the name. “May I ask your rank?” She turned her full smile on him once again.


  He considered her before answering. “I am a sergeant.”


  “And would you prefer I call you by your name or by your rank?”


  They were almost to the king’s chamber. “Whichever you prefer, Princess.”


  “You may call me Persephone.” They stood in front of the door. “And everyone has a preference on how they are called. I prefer to know yours.”


  “You are wanted inside, Princess.” He opened the door and stepped to the side to allow her through.


  “As you will it, Sergeant.”


  He smiled as she sauntered past him, closing and locking the door behind her. Augustine was walking toward the door with wine in hand. He was watching her enquiringly. “Making friends?”


  “You know how my personality dazzles as the noonday sun.” She curtsyed slightly.


  His mouth tilted in amusement. “You can be very charming when you want to be. Though you’d be wise to save your energy.” He moved past her. “Lucius does not like you and Seneca is too smart to be tricked into giving away our secrets for a pretty smile. It is one of the reasons he was assigned to you.”


  He turned and sat in one of the plush chairs. She noticed he’d turned it so that it was facing the bed rather than the sitting lounge now behind him.


  “Then send me a really dumb one.”


  Augustine tipped his head back and laughed. She hadn’t heard him laugh. Not really. His rich baritone rolled over her pleasantly. It was the infectious kind of laugh that was hard to resist joining. When he returned his gaze to her, mirth still sparkled in his eyes. He liked her best playful, she’d noticed. He always seemed at his most relaxed when she was carefree and teasing. It didn’t matter if he doubted her sincerity; if he liked it, he would want to believe it. And if he chose to believe it was real, he might even relax enough for her to get something from him.


  She made her way toward him, but he held up a hand for her to stop. “Move to the side of the bed.” His eyes were no longer twinkling with merriment, they were burning with hunger. She did as he instructed so that she was facing him with her back to the bed. “Undress.”


  A seductive smile curled her lips. Slowly, she undid the clasp of her zoster, and teasingly pushed her chiton off her shoulders before letting it drop to the floor.


  “You know how to please yourself.” Asked in that not-a-question way of his.


  “Of course.” Her smile grew. Warmth pooling in her core, her stomach clenched at his direction.


  “Get onto the bed, feet on the edge, and do so.”


  She felt a rush of moisture in her channel and her nipples hardened almost painfully. “You mean not to join me?”


  “Eventually. I’m in a mood to watch.” He continued to do so over the lip of his cup as he took a sip.


  “As you will it.” Sounding slightly breathless, she slid onto the side of the bed without turning away from him.


  Feeling simultaneously excited and shy at the prospect of touching herself so openly, she laid back and pulled her feet up. She opted to let her knees fall open rather than keep them pointed toward the ceiling and took a shuddering breath. She’d found pleasure at her own hand many times. No one had ever watched, though, and she found herself feeling surprisingly self-conscious. Significantly more so than she did during sex itself. Something about this act felt far more intimate.


  Relieved that he probably couldn’t see the blush on her face, she moved her hands to cup her breasts, pinching and plucking her nipples, every pull feeling like there was a direct link to her sex. Pretending she was alone, she continued to fondle one breast, while sliding her other hand down her stomach to her cunt. Unsurprisingly, she was already slick. It seemed she always was when she was with him – a thing that still disturbed her. She slipped one finger inside long enough to coat it with her juices before focusing all her attention on her key. The place men joked about, but whose precise location it seemed most were woefully ignorant of.


  Hearing movement, she tilted her head to look around her body. Augustine had set his wine down and was moving toward her. Already naked, she could see his arousal clearly and she smiled invitingly. She was still sore from the previous night, but it did nothing to quell her body’s desire for his.


  When he reached the edge of the bed, he adjusted her legs so that he was positioned between them, and though she could feel the heat of him near her entrance, he made no move to connect them. He hadn’t told her to stop, so she’d continued to play with herself, feeling his eyes on her as distinctly as she would a physical caress. She realized distantly that she wanted him to touch her.


  Whether of his own volition or because he sensed her desire, he placed an open palm on her stomach and, so slowly it bordered on painful, slid it upward. Her breathing escalated, her sex clenched. He slid his hand between her breasts without ever touching her where she wanted him to before finally settling his open palm over her throat. He didn’t apply any pressure, the gesture feeling more possessive than threatening. It shouldn’t have aroused her, yet it did. She arched her back, tilting her chin skyward.


  “Look at me.”


  She did. He was leaning over her, weight supported on one arm. Hand still resting on her throat. Cock pushed snugly against her, but remaining infuriatingly immobile.


  “I would apologize to you properly.”


  She wasn’t sure what a proper apology consisted of, and she looked at him questioningly as he lowered his mouth to hers. He brushed his palm in a circle over top of one hardened nipple as their lips connected. Her body’s response was instantaneous. Heat spread from her core outward. No longer able to keep her eyes open, they rolled back.


  Wrapping one arm around her waist and hooking the other under her thigh, he picked her up, righting himself before climbing onto the bed and shifting them to the middle of it. A quick tug on the back of her knees nestled her on her back amongst the pillows. Rather than cover her body with his own as she expected him to, he moved lower, stopping only long enough to draw one of her nipples into his mouth. She arched in response to his firm suckling and moued her displeasure when he released it with a pop. Settling himself comfortably between her legs he eyed her cunt greedily.


  “What are you doing?” Though she’d used her mouth on many men, none had ever used theirs on her. As she had never been interested in sex for pleasure’s sake, she’d never felt like she was missing anything.


  “Consider it a whim,” he told her glibly before licking the length of her slit and pulling her sensitive bundle of nerves into his mouth.


  “Oh.” Her voice betrayed her surprise and her arousal.


  There were no teasing licks, or tender kisses. He sucked hard, simultaneously rubbing his tongue firmly against her. When she shifted and writhed against the pressure, he used his hands and arms to hold her hips and legs still. When her muscles began to twitch, pre-empting her climax, he immediately removed his mouth. In response to her sharp inhalation, he looked up to meet her gaze. Her chest rose and fell rapidly and she looked down her body at him through narrowed eyes, confused about his intent.


  Palm down on her hip, he rested his chin on the back of his hand and smiled innocently. Tilting his head slightly, he ran his free hand over her and followed the path with his lips. “I love how smooth you are.”


  With the exception of that on her head and her eyebrows, her body was completely devoid of hair. A consequence of the obsessive beauty and hygiene habits in Galilae. She’d been subjected to the painful full-body waxing process ever since the hair began growing in visibly.


  “Are all women in Galilae hairless?”


  Still caressing her skin with his hand and lips, he pushed two fingers into her. Wet from her near orgasm, they slid in easily. She experienced only a fleeting moment of discomfort from their coupling the previous night before her body adjusted. Lazily, he rotated his hand and crooked his fingers to stroke her inner walls while he resumed teasing her with his tongue and lips.


  “No,” she uttered breathily, requiring all of her concentration to remember his question and answer it. “It is a sign of status. Only the very wealthy – oh!” Her back bowed.


  Continuing to use his fingers, he blew on her. “And how is the hair removed?”


  “Beeswax.” She panted the word as he began to move his thumb in circles directly on her nub. “And muslin cloth.”


  Wound up from her near-release, her body climbed quickly.


  “Fascinating.” Quickly removing his hand, he once again ceased all stimulation.


  “Not really!” She was glaring at him, frustrated that he had denied her a second time. “Why are we talking about this?”


  He continued to gaze innocuously at her. “I’ve not been intimate with a woman whose cunt was hairless.” Popping an arousal soaked finger into his mouth, he sucked it clean. “I was mildly curious.” Then the other finger. “Mostly, I just like to hear you talk when you’re aroused and wanting.”


  “This is your idea of a proper apology?”


  “Patience, Princess.” He cupped her sex and slipped two fingers into her channel. While he worked her from the inside, he flicked his tongue against her. “Has no one ever prolonged your pleasure for the sake of increasing the intensity of your release?”


  She was so close, and feeling slightly desperate for it. As Persephone had only found release at her own hand, she certainly had never tortured her body in such a way. She might scream if he denied her a third time. “I’ve never found release with anyone but you.”


  She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, and the candid admission shocked her, dousing her desire as effectively as if she had jumped into a cold pool. She was so surprised at herself that she didn’t even feel disappointment at the realization he’d once again ceased all stimulation and was looking at her astoundedly.


  Persephone made a disgusted noise in her throat, directed as much at herself as at him. “Do not read too much into the matter.”


  He smiled wickedly from between her thighs. “No need. You must have been with some truly worthless cunts indeed.”


  He had no way of knowing how true his words rang.


  
    * * * *

  


  A possessive sense of sheer male satisfaction washed over him at the newfound knowledge. There was no doubt in his mind it was true. Though she had recovered herself quickly, shuttering her expression back into one of soft tranquility – a lover’s look – he knew she had spoken inadvertently. In that moment when she had been completely honest, she had looked more stunned by the revelation than he felt. His surprise was primarily in the knowledge that she had admitted it, followed closely by her admission that no one had bothered to learn her body in such ways. She had a face and body that should be worshipped.


  Suddenly he felt the shift, the moment she began retreating back into herself. Nothing changed physically. Her muscles didn’t tense; even her expression stayed the same. The difference was palpable nonetheless. The wary alertness lurking in her eyes seemed so out of place set in that tranquil expression. Surely, she must grow tired of always pretending.


  Frustrated at her emotional withdrawal, he quickly shifted. “I think not,” he told her as he moved to cover her body with his own and captured her lips with his.


  Her body’s physical response to him was one of the few things he’d found that was completely unmanufactured. There were some elements of attraction and desire that could be faked, but there were also those that couldn’t. Knowing she experienced both, Augustine hoped to draw an authentic reaction from her – even if it was anger. It might not be a fair way of achieving his ends, but at least it elicited an honest response.


  When he broke the kiss, she cast her eyes to the side. The slight tilt to her head put the bruise he’d given her directly in his line of sight. It did not please him to see it there, and lifting his hand, he brushed it with his thumb as he’d done earlier. Subtly she tilted her head further, creating a hairsbreadth of distance between them. It might as well have been an ocean. He kissed the spot tenderly. A silent apology.


  “Are we finished?” Her tone was passive, but her meaning was clear.


  “I would finish apologizing.”


  “Do as you like.”


  “What would you like?”


  She clenched her teeth briefly. “Do as you like, Augustine.”


  He moved off of her. She’d done it on purpose, but he’d prefer her not to use his name than to use it as a slur as she just had. Taking his time, he walked to the sitting area and poured a glass of wine.


  “Stay. Have a drink with me.”


  She was already mostly dressed when he turned around, diligently avoiding his gaze. “Why?”


  It would seem she had tired of being charming. Likely her unexpected admission had thrown her and she was looking to make a hasty retreat. She also seemed to be working hard to display a non-reaction. He smiled humorously at the thought.


  “We never talk.” He managed to sound light despite his irritation.


  “We are not friends.”


  “Maybe I want to be friends.”


  Finally she looked at him. There was nowhere else to look, she was fully clothed. “Friendship is not part of our arrangement.” Her tone and expression were bland, but he suspected open hostility simmered just beneath the surface.


  “Sit, Persephone.” She glanced at the door quickly before walking over and dropping into one of the lounge chairs. He handed her the fresh wine while retrieving his own and sat down in the chair next to her. She sniffed the wine before setting it on the end table without touching it.


  “I assure you I’ve not poisoned it.” He sipped his own to demonstrate.


  “It is not diluted.”


  “Tastes better that way.”


  “I do not drink.”


  “It will help you sleep.”


  “I sleep fine.” Her expression had a hard edge. “Are you going to force me to drink it as you did Seraphime, or are you going to tell me what you want to talk about?”


  “Ah.” He settled further into the chair. “I wondered if you had heard about that yet.”


  “I heard.” She leaned toward him. “Please do not do that again.”


  “Seraphime is adorable when drunk. And so honest.” He was baiting her, but honesty was what he wanted from Persephone and she only seemed to be so when angry. Interestingly enough, the same seemed to be true of Seraphime.


  “She is honest without drink.” Persephone maintained her outward calm. Her accusation dwelt in her eyes alone. “And I do not feel comfortable with the idea of her inebriated and unable to defend herself should the need arise.”


  “Why should the need arise?”


  “She seems to be quite the temptation to your soldiers.”


  “Are you suggesting I do not have control over my men?” He spoke quietly.


  “Of course not.” Her honey-sweet tone left a bitter aftertaste. “They have obviously demonstrated such venerable impulse control thus far.”


  Irate, mostly because she was right, he seethed silently. He seriously doubted anyone would be foolish enough to try anything with Seraphime again, but he could not argue with Persephone’s concern. She had cause to be distrustful.


  “I will take your request under advisement.” It was the same thing he had told her mother when the queen had suggested he demonstrate more courtesy toward Seraphime. It was a way of acknowledging he’d heard the request, but wasn’t agreeing to it; he had no more intention of agreeing to the appeal now than he had when Adonia had broached the same subject.


  “Gratitude.” She said the word, but she didn’t believe him.


  The queen had been exceedingly clear that he would never gain a measure of respect or trust from Persephone if he continued to treat things – people, he corrected himself – that she cared about with indifference. He might actually have to consider acceding, as much as it vexed him to forego such a useful tactic. But it was Persephone – not Seraphime – whose cooperation he needed.


  Not ready to commit to the decision yet, he changed the subject. “Your mother admitted to me that Seraphime is your half-sister.”


  “Yes, she mentioned that to me as well.”


  “Why did you continue to lie about it?”


  “Why do you continue to ask questions you already know the answer to?”


  “Fine, I have a new one for you.”


  “Pray tell.”


  “Why did you seek combat and politic training?”


  “I thought those skills would prove more useful than sewing and dancing. Clearly I was correct in my assumption.”


  He didn’t believe her, even though she delivered the lie smoothly. “There has to be more to the story than that?”


  “Is that so?” She slouched down into the chair, unconcerned by the line of questioning.


  “Your mother mentioned an injustice.”


  Persephone’s eyes narrowed. “So she said.”


  “You are angry with her for admitting such?”


  “I honor my mother, General. It is not my place to question her judgment.”


  “Why so adamantly against the telling, Persephone? What is the true story?”


  She looked at him disinterestedly. “You assume that all stories are worth telling, or worth hearing. Do not lose sleep over things that matter not at all, General.”


  Augustine debated whether or not he wanted to continue to question her. Feeling surly, he wasn’t exactly in a mood for civil conversation and fighting with her wasn’t productive. Even knowing it had likely been her intent – the queen was too like her daughter for it not to have been calculated – Augustine found himself supremely invested in hearing from Persephone’s own lips the story behind her combat training. As they’d continued to talk, the queen had informed him that Persephone’s reasons were highly personal and she would not consider it fair for him to obtain the information from a third party. She’d gone on to say that fairness was incredibly important to Persephone. When he’d demanded to know how her lying fit into her sense of fair play, the queen had surprised him yet again by saying, Lying is an equalizer. It balances the scales.


  He wanted to know the story, the true story. The problem was knowing how to talk to her. When he was angry, she matched it, which obviously got him nowhere with her. She clearly preferred fighting with him over anything else. When he was tender, she tolerated it for only so long before rejecting the affection and lashing out. It would seem that she did the same when she admitted more than intended. He didn’t know how to win with her. Stop trying to manipulate her, and let her know you. More advice from the queen. He wasn’t thrilled at the notion of opening himself to someone so calculating and ruthless. Then, she likely felt the same and one of them had to go first.


  Tonight had already gone to shit, so, resolving that he would try again tomorrow, Augustine waved toward the door. “Go.” She didn’t hesitate, immediately rising to do so. “But, Persephone” – he motioned for her to come to him. She did and when he crooked his finger for her to come closer, she leaned over him with one hand braced on the back of his chair. Holding her chin with thumb and forefinger, he pulled her face to his. “I’ll not use drink against Seraphime again. Sweet dreams, Princess.” With a peck on her lips, he released her.


  Chapter 8:

  Skin Deep


  
    A person cannot be judged by his appearance in the same token as the sea cannot be measured with a bowl.

  


  
    – Proverb

  


   


  Hours turned into days, which stretched into weeks, and after a fortnight things had fallen into a predictable, if not comfortable, rhythm. Persephone woke. Ate with her family. Then her father and brother would be taken away for the daily Council meetings. At this point Persephone and Seraphime were given their promised hour of stochasmos. Persephone continued to make daily tours of the palace. She was never given long for this, so she made as much of her time as she could, offering comfort and kind words. Sincere gestures that felt hollow to her given how she still felt she had abandoned these people. After that, she bathed and was returned to her room for the interminable waiting back in their quarters. Finally, at some point in the night she would be summoned to the king’s chamber.


  Persephone had no idea what it was Augustine did during the day. Sometimes he watched her and Seraphime during stochasmos, or shadowed Persephone during her tour of the palace, but typically it was just the captain, Seneca, and Lucius. The only time she consistently saw Augustine was in the evenings. Over the past weeks he’d taken her on top of or bent over nearly every flat surface in the room. Persephone had come to know what to expect based on his mood when she first arrived.


  Their time together was always shortest if he was already brooding. It was on these nights that he was most likely to bend her over something and fuck them both breathless before sending her away without a word. She always wondered what it was that left him so agitated before her arrival, but he never would say. When he was in his darkest moods and, therefore, his most aggressive and dominating, she experienced her most powerful and satisfying releases. Still confused and appalled by her body’s reaction, she hated herself most on those nights.


  When he was in one of his playful moods, which were growing ever more frequent, he was likely to use his fingers and tongue on her before plunging himself into her depths. She noticed that he never let her use her mouth on him, though. Hoping to loosen his tongue, she had tried on several occasions, but he had always put a halt to it. Probably he didn’t trust her enough to allow her teeth around such a sensitive part of his anatomy. The thought made her smile, a thing she did far too frequently when he was in a lighter mood. During those times he was often charming and funny. He had a quick wit and an easy laugh and though she never really relaxed, she begrudgingly enjoyed his company. She hated him most on those nights.


  If he was in a more sensual mood, he tended to be at his most relaxed and willing to follow her lead. These were the rarest, but were also the nights he was most talkative after they were finished. He never shared anything about his plans in Galilae, but would answer questions about himself, the Finctus, what his life had been like there. She rarely asked him personal questions. Persephone did not want to know or understand him. To humanize him. More importantly, she did not want to lend him the notion that she was inviting reciprocating questions in return.


  Sometimes he asked questions about Galilae. She answered those questions cautiously and vaguely, though always honestly. Her hope was that she could glean information about their timeline, plans, and resources by listening to his questions about the kingdom. Were she not already certain what their ultimate goal was, his questions would have offered no insight. Even knowing what was likely coming, they provided her very little. Unfortunately, even without her encouragement, more often than not, his questions were of a personal nature. If she was cautious about answering questions about Galilae, then she was adamant about not answering questions about herself.


  Inevitably, as his questions probed deeper, she either refused to speak at all or she picked a fight. She didn’t know much about him, but she’d quickly learned the places she needed to prod when she wanted to escape to the sanctuary that was her quarters. She knew she might be able to gain more information if she was more forthcoming herself. In the beginning she’d attempted to feed him the lies everyone else so easily swallowed, but he always managed to spot them – no matter how well disguised. And there were some secrets she would never share, leaving them at an impasse. If he’d not continued to protect Kolimpri, her mother, and Seraphime, she would have considered it a total waste.


  This day started as any other. The general was absent during her morning stochasmos with Seraphime. This was sacred time to Persephone. It was the only point in the day that her thoughts weren’t clouded with worry. She could empty her mind by pouring her attention into their synchronized movements, losing herself in the familiar poses and flows. No one ever bothered them during this time, so the hand on her shoulder surprised her. Recognizing the touch only as not Augustine’s, she reacted purely on instinct. She spun, grabbing the man by the wrist and twisting. Stopping the leveraged position just shy of the point of causing pain, she met the captain’s gray eyes.


  He held his free hand up in appeasement, so she dropped her hold and stepped away from him without an apology. “Do not touch me.”


  “You did not hear me when I called.”


  “Then you should have waited.”


  He smiled slightly. “I thought maybe you would want to actually fight for a change rather than just pretending.”


  “What we are doing has nothing to do with fighting.”


  “So you claim. Would you like the opportunity to actually fight or not?” He inclined his head and she followed his gaze.


  Possibly, with the exception of the captain himself, the two men that she would have liked to kill more than any others walked into the courtyard, both wearing only their leather sparring briefs. Excitement stirred in her belly. The one on the right was the one who would have raped Seraphime in the middle of the Grand Hall the first night, and the one on the left was the one that had grabbed her during the knife-throwing exhibition. The two men eyed her and Seraphime predatorily. She would be given permission to actually spar with them? Even if she couldn’t kill them, she would be allowed to strike them. To hurt them. The thought was too compelling to resist.


  “Persephone, Seraphime.” The captain inclined his head at each of them. “Meet Falco” – the one from the Grand Hall – “and Tricas,” the one from the courtyard.


  It was a trap. There was no other explanation. Augustine had been exceedingly clear about consequences, and she had no doubt he would follow through. He was also conveniently absent. Persephone allowed her face to convey the outright suspicion she felt when she returned her gaze to the captain.


  “You must think me very foolish indeed.”


  “Hardly.”


  “The general’s orders to me have been very clear, and was it not you yourself who told me I would not be granted another reprieve?” Words he’d spoken to her right before relinquishing the throwing daggers to her during the exhibition of her skill.


  “It was.”


  “Then what game do you play?”


  “What the general does not know will not hurt him.” The captain’s gaze was earnest. “I can keep a secret if you can.”


  “So you admit he does not know about this?” He nodded. “Then why? What do you get out of it?”


  He took a deep breath. “Your style of fighting is unique and you were highly effective, even outsized as you were. It would be to our benefit to learn more, though I doubt you would be willing to teach us.” She said nothing, just continued to stare at him through narrowed eyes. “By allowing you to spar we still have the opportunity to learn through observation. I have discussed this with Augustine at length and we disagree on a practical level. He does not believe that the potential benefits of allowing this will outweigh the risks. I do.”


  “And you chose these men to tempt me? How very manipulative of you.” The desire to beat the life out of the two men behind her was tantalizing indeed.


  “That is only half of the reason these men were chosen; they feel just as bitter toward you as you them. They will not hold back because you are a woman.”


  Persephone smiled at the idea taking root. “As much as I would enjoy embarrassing your men, Captain, tragically, I must decline. I am not so convinced that the general will not find out through one channel or another and it is a risk I am unwilling to take. I will not fight them.” He opened his mouth to argue further. “Seraphime will.”


  A cruel smile curved her sister’s pretty mouth.


  
    * * * *

  


  Adrenaline slammed into Seraphime’s system. She was eager for this and itched to begin.


  The initial surprise the captain wore at Persephone’s suggestion quickly faded. “Done,” he agreed without objection. “Here are the rules.” He made eye contact with each of the three participants. “Two contestants at a time. Hand-to-hand. No weapons. No maiming or killing blows. The match ends when I call it, or when the loser yields or loses consciousness. Questions?”


  Seraphime shook her head in time with her two adversaries. She would follow the rules, even if she wasn’t convinced they would. It didn’t matter; one-on-one they would not have the opportunity to get ahold of her. Of that, she was sure. “Who goes first?”


  The man identified as Falco stepped forward. The same one who grabbed her in the Grand Hall. The same man who had raped Paraskeve continuously these past weeks. And the one who continuously taunted her at every opportunity, reminding her how tenuous her safety was.


  “You will sorely regret this, little girl,” he told her with an ugly leer.


  She regretted only that she could not kill him. Her smile never wavered, and uncharacteristically, she maintained eye contact. She was not afraid of him.


  Everyone else stepped away from them, forming a semblance of a circle. Adopting a defensive stance, Seraphime watched him to see how he would open. What his weaknesses would be. Brazen overconfidence, it would seem; he opened strong, swinging a hard right hook toward her face. She ducked, stepping under his arm and driving the heel of her palm upward into his nose. His head snapped back at the impact and when he looked back at her, blood streamed from both nostrils. She was already dancing back out of his reach and moving around him. The action forced him to chase her if he wanted to keep her in his line of sight.


  “At what point will I regret this?”


  His pupils dilated at her gibe and he charged her recklessly.


  His movement was aggressive, fueled by rage rather than skill. A grave mistake. She sidestepped at the last minute and drove her knee up hard into his solar plexus, hearing the air whoosh out of him at the impact. Hooking her arm into his, she rolled over his back, spinning him with her and right off of his feet. He landed heavily on his back and she quickly dropped, pinning his throat with her shin.


  “Match!” The captain’s voice echoed through the courtyard.


  She stood slowly, watching his face as he attempted to suck air into his lungs. Seraphime had the sudden and unexpected thought that he would take his frustration toward her out on Para. Tricas had not been nearly so brutal with any of the other slaves, and she doubted – though she had no way of knowing for sure – that he would react similarly.


  “I would like to make an amendment to our agreement,” Seraphime said suddenly.


  The satisfaction and approval quickly fell from Persephone’s face when she tipped her head inquisitively.


  “These men, you chose them because they hold a personal vendetta. I understand that I am protected by another arrangement, but I’ve now beaten your man, and should I continue, I will beat the other as well.”


  “You’ve no way of knowing that,” the captain said without addressing her actual concern; she could see by the look on his face that he was considering it, though.


  “We will see. My concern, sir, is what guarantee are you to give me that they will not take out their ire on others?”


  “Is there someone of particular concern to you?”


  “All of them.” Seraphime was concerned about Para in particular, but Seraphime could hardly offer her additional protections and forsake the others.


  For the first time since the siege, she held his gaze unwaveringly. She was not supposed to, and she had been very mindful to avoid doing so thus far, but these were unusual circumstances. Overly excited about the prospect of exacting her own revenge, Seraphime had not considered the potential consequences of the fight when she’d agreed. By the sick look on Persephone’s face, she hadn’t either.


  “You have my word that no matter the outcome, no one will be punished for your actions, which I sanctioned,” the captain said, making eye contact with first Seraphime, then Falco and Tricas.


  Falco clenched his teeth, but both of them nodded in acknowledgment of the order.


  Was it enough? Seraphime wasn’t sure, but the captain had always seemed honorable and she wanted to believe him. Her eyes flicked to Persephone, who offered a subtle nod.


  Seraphime tipped her head respectfully to the captain. “Gratitude.”


  He nodded in reply and indicated with a hand for her to continue.


  Exhilarated from her first win, Seraphime bounced on the balls of her feet. While still dancing back and forth on her toes, Seraphime looked to the other soldier, Tricas. “Next.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Cato had watched Seraphime with respect. He’d expected she would do well, but he had not expected the match to be so entirely one-sided; she hadn’t even broken a sweat in her matchup against Falco. Not that he’d given her much to work with. The man had been foolish, completely underestimating her and relying on brute strength rather than skill, a fact Cato had been sure to note to Tricas before allowing him to step toward the slight woman in front of them.


  Tricas was more cautious having just watched his comrade leveled, and the two had just started circling each other when Cato caught a glimpse of Augustine thundering across the courtyard in their direction. Too focused on the match, no one else had spotted him yet and Cato immediately moved to head him off. If Augustine’s face was any indication, he was ready to kill, and Cato was the most likely target.


  “It is Seraphime.” Cato held his hands placatingly in front of him. “Not Persephone. Look at the color she wears.”


  “She is half his size.” Augustine’s ire seemed to have only waned minimally.


  “And managing herself just fine.”


  “What business have you organizing this?”


  “Watch. Tell me what you see.”


  Augustine glared at him without sparing a glance toward the two fighters in front of him. “I see a woman paired against a soldier twice as large as she.”


  “Watch,” Cato reiterated. “As though you were observing any of our sparring matches.”


  Augustine glared at him a moment longer before turning back to the match. He was silent as they watched the two. Tricas hadn’t repeated Falco’s mistake of fighting emotionally, but neither was he finding any weakness in Seraphime’s technique. She easily kept him chasing her as she danced just out of reach until she was ready to strike.


  Arms crossed, Augustine was watching, but wasn’t seeing what unfolded in front of him. “She has a much shorter reach than Tricas. A fraction of his size and strength.”


  “Look closer,” Cato prompted. “Why might her smaller size be an advantage?”


  An exasperated sigh was followed by a slight relaxing of Augustine’s posture, and Cato knew that he saw it. “She is faster. She knows that she cannot out-muscle him, so she stays out of his reach, and makes him come to her so that she can choose the timing and location of her attack.”


  “Yes! What else?”


  Seraphime had just grabbed and squeezed Tricas’s still-healing hand, bringing the larger man to his knees before driving her own knee into his face.


  “Match!” Cato shouted as Tricas landed on his back.


  “She exploited his weaknesses.” Persephone was busy congratulating Seraphime. Neither had looked this direction. “What she lacks in size and strength, she compensates for with speed and precision.”


  “Exactly!” Cato agreed. “Just think of Persephone’s near-escape. Every soldier was killed with a single blow. No wasted energy. Target only what is vulnerable and end things quickly when possible. When a quick victory cannot be achieved, better stamina creates weakness by wearing an opponent down. Just as we watched Seraphime do.”


  Now Augustine was looking fixedly. “Persephone did not fight?”


  “No. She was too suspicious. Having Seraphime fight in her stead was Persephone’s idea.”


  “Was it?” Augustine smiled, but Cato couldn’t read the mood behind it.


  “It was a clever ploy. Persephone got what she wanted without breaking your decree.”


  “But you remember what Seraphime said.”


  “No one fights like Persephone.”


  “No one fights like Persephone,” Augustine parroted, a dark gleam in his eye.


  
    * * * *

  


  Both Persephone and Seraphime looked up at the sound of Augustine’s slow clap. Seraphime immediately resumed her submissive posture, averting her eyes to the ground. Persephone met his gaze defiantly. As he got closer he could see the nervous pulse in her neck.


  “Congratulations, Seraphime.”


  “Gratitude.” She didn’t look up.


  “And you,” he addressed Persephone as she discreetly positioned herself between him and Seraphime, “I am very impressed with you also.”


  “Gratitude. Though I am not sure what for.”


  “You stayed true to your word even though you must have been sorely tempted. How very loyal of you.” She stood mute, though her mouth puckered slightly, as if she had bitten into a lemon. “And what shall I give you for said loyalty?”


  “My sword,” she offered readily. Her tone had a mocking lilt, but she meant it, even if she knew it would never happen.


  Augustine chuckled. “I think not. But we can find common ground. You should have opportunity to spar as well, I think.”


  “You will allow me to fight your captain?” The look in her eye as she glanced at Cato indicated that she was more than a little interested in the possibility.


  Given that she wanted to fight him, not fuck him, Augustine recognized the jealousy that flared as both ill-placed and inappropriate. He reminded himself it was at Cato’s hand that she had been captured. She harbored a special resentment for him.


  “I will do one better.”


  “Oh?” She looked at him with genuine curiosity.


  “I will let you fight me.”


  Pure malice sparkled in her eyes before it was quickly replaced with distrust. “You made yourself very clear, General. If I were to attack you or your men for any reason…” She didn’t need to finish the thought.


  Not having donned armor today, he easily pulled his tunic over his head, leaving him in nothing but a pair of leather briefs. “I will make an exception this one time. What were the rules applied to the other matches?”


  “The usual,” Cato answered. “Hand-to-hand, no maiming or killing blows, the match ends when I call it.”


  Augustine nodded. It was what they typically used for training purposes and Augustine trusted Cato to call things fairly and without necessary or excessive risk to either contestant.


  “I am agreed if you are,” Augustine told Persephone.


  Longing warred with caution; he saw both plainly on her face. He had no desire to actually hurt her, but it was clear she held none of the same qualms toward him.


  “As you obviously do not trust me enough to accept my word at face value, why not make things interesting?” Augustine was nothing if not an opportunist. He wanted to see for himself what she could do, and he knew exactly what he wanted if he won. When he won, he mentally corrected himself. Anything short of a clear win was unacceptable. Much more than the terms of a bet rested on this; if he lost, he risked losing the respect of his men.


  “A wager?” she asked. He nodded and she smirked. “I always knew you were a gambling man.”


  “Calculated risk.” Extremely calculated, even if it had been impromptu. He believed he would beat her, but he was not a fool. Were he to provide her any advantage at all, she could win.


  “What are the terms?”


  “If I win, you have to answer a question of my choosing at a time of my choosing.”


  The look she gave him was slightly incredulous. “That is all? That is what you want?”


  “You have to answer the question in full. No lies. No half-truths. You tell all, start to finish.”


  Undoubtedly, she knew what question he would ask. It was the one he asked more than any other, and the one she most vehemently refused to acknowledge. What had prompted her adamance to learn to fight? Misgiving was evident in her crossed arms and guarded expression, and he wondered if she was really so eager to hide herself that she would decline the opportunity he presented her. He had been sure she would jump on it.


  “And if I win?”


  “What would you like?”


  “If I win, you have to tell me all the details of the marriage pact you intend me to enter into. Including your plans for its impact on Galilae and the rest of my family. No lies. No half-truths. You tell all, start to finish.”


  Her request threw him, which had probably been her intention. He’d had no idea she even suspected. “Clever girl. How long have you known?”


  “Since about day three.”


  He found himself irritated both that she knew and that she had kept quiet about it for so long. “Holding on to your knowledge for the best opportunity to thwart me, then?”


  “Something like that.” Her tone was icy.


  “Alright.” He held out his hand to shake, which she watched distrustfully rather than grabbing. “You have yourself a deal.”


  Persephone eyed his hand for a moment longer before returning her gaze to his own and reaching out. As soon as his hand enclosed hers, he pulled her sharply toward him. She had been braced for it and she resisted briefly before closing the distance between them and driving her knee into his side. The impact combined with her sudden change of direction knocked him slightly off balance. It seemed both her feet had barely reconnected with the ground before she spun and threw her elbow into the side of his head. Stumbling sideways as pain exploded, he managed to maintain his footing and his firm grip on her hand, but only just.


  He wanted to subdue her without hurting her if he could. The best way to do so was to overpower her. If he could get her in a tight hold, momentum and her precisely placed hits would do her no good against his greater strength. With one arm still wrapped around her in a quasi-embrace, her back to his front, he attempted to gain control of her free arm. The sharp elbow of which was thrown into every vulnerable point it could find.


  When he snagged both her arms, he thought he had her. She threw her head back and he managed to turn his own in time to avoid having his nose smashed. His cheek was not so lucky and pain radiated across his cheekbone and through his tongue as he bit down at the impact. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. While he had been focused on avoiding the back of her head, she had hooked one foot behind his ankle. She drove the heel of her other foot hard into the opposite shin while she pulled his supporting leg out from underneath him. Taking her with him, he crumpled at the blow to unguarded bone.


  Persephone wasted no time. As soon as they collided with the ground, she had used her feet to propel her backwards. It was impossible to keep his hands banded around her waist as she somersaulted over and away from him. He did manage to snag a wrist, preventing her from retreating, and she responded by slamming an elbow into the middle of his stomach. Swallowing the urge to vomit he curled in on himself as she rolled sideways to evade him.


  Through the haze of pain and nausea engulfing him, Augustine had the fleeting thought that she would attack weakness. He pushed up onto his hands and knees, not needing to fake the dry heaves wracking him as his stomach still attempted to revolt. Persephone made her move and rushed him. At the last possible moment, he grabbed her hip and leg before she could drive her knee into his face and, turning sideways, slammed her to the ground. Knowing he wouldn’t have much time, he pulled his body up hers, wrapping her legs with his own as she writhed and squirmed to escape. She managed to turn away from him, but with her legs trapped and his weight on top of her, she couldn’t get away.


  As though sensing his intent, she kept her chin tucked hard into her chest as he used a hand on her forehead to force her head back while he wrapped his other arm across her throat. He had to exercise extreme caution. She fought hard and it would be far too easy to accidentally break her neck. She continued to rain blows on him with her fist and elbow not pinned underneath them. Praying she would tap, yet knowing she wouldn’t, he held tight. Each of her hits grew a little weaker until he heard the familiar gurgle in her throat.


  He whispered an apology she surely didn’t hear, and then she went slack in his arms.


  Part III


   


  From The Rise and Fall of the Great Kingdoms, written by Thucydides of House Archidamia, record keeper of Galilae:


  Before the Reckoning, the oldest and most powerful of the Free Kingdoms were Perdomo, ruled by House Perdome; Xenaxia, ruled by House Xenakis; Fortunata, ruled by House Fortunatus; and Galilae, ruled by House Galanis. Each kingdom boasted prosperity, a powerful military force, and rulers both strong and wise. The success of these kingdoms was largely credited to the ruling houses, each kingdom having been ruled by a single family for more than a thousand years. None of the other Free Kingdoms could boast such continuity, offering proof that each of the Great Houses had been blessed by the gods.


  Though the Kingdoms did not always live amicably, there existed between them a balance of power. Until the Reckoning. The hearts of gods are just as subject to greed and jealousy as the hearts of men, and each coveted what the other had built. Claiming communion with Vrontios himself, Nero of House Perdome, King of Perdomo, elevated his army and began his reign of terror across the Free Kingdoms. Smaller kingdoms fell and were absorbed quickly into what Nero called the Finctus. Xenaxia, being the nearest of the Great Kingdoms, fought valiantly, but could not withstand the force of the Finctus. The ruling family managed to escape slaughter and later established Xenakai among the Free Kingdoms of the East.


  House Xenakis may only have delayed the inevitable. As the Finctus continues to press East, who among the Free Kingdoms can stop the spread of tyranny across the land? Still a growing metropolis, Xenakai will not be able to withstand the Finctus unassisted. House Fortunatus – which has always been spurred by greed and self-indulgence – cares nothing for the plight of others and will do nothing unless Fortunata, herself, is threatened. Galilae remains the oldest and most formidable of the remaining Free Kingdoms, and, as such, all look to Galilae to lead the rebellion or fall to destruction.


  Chapter 1:

  Siren’s Song


  
    People see what they wish to see. If you know their desires, it is not difficult to craft an illusion they will choose to believe.

  


  
    – Seraphime, Body Slave to Persephone of House Galanis, Princess of Galilae

  


   


  Awareness of a sharp pain within her chest filtered through the darkness shrouding her. At least pain let her know she yet lived. She’d been mistaken, though; the pain she’d originally thought was internal was superficial. Knuckles raked harshly across her breastbone, a treatment she had frequently given and received in her early sparring days. She longed to flinch away from the discomfort, but with limbs weighted to the ground, all she managed was to wince.


  “There you are.” Augustine’s voice.


  Finally cooperating, Persephone’s eyes fluttered open to meet his hazel gaze. She felt the earth below her, saw the sky above him. He hovered closely enough that she could see the flecks of blue interspersed among the gold and green.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “I lost.” Every iota of the shock and dismay she felt rasped painfully into those two words. He had the audacity to smile. “I never lose.”


  “Your opponents underestimate you.”


  “And you did not?” Certain she looked and sounded like a petulant child, she couldn’t find it in herself to care or modify her behavior.


  “Not even for a moment.” His words sounded sincere. “And you did not disappoint.” He tapped her on the nose.


  Digging deep, she found the strength to swat his hand away.


  “You fought nothing like your men.” The accusation rolled off her tongue as she continued her struggle to make sense of what had just happened. She’d not lost a match in at least five years. This couldn’t be happening. Especially not now when she’d wagered something she was loath to lose.


  “My men were not successful. I learned from their mistakes.”


  Evidently he had, though she still refused to accept her current reality. “You did not take a single swing at me.”


  He caressed her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “I like you pretty.”


  Eyes narrowed, she batted his hand away a second time. “I hate you. Did you know that?”


  “As you are entitled.” He was completely unperturbed. “Come, my sore loser.”


  He grabbed her arm. At first she thought his intent was to help her to her feet, but in one fluid motion he slung her over his shoulder and stood. She may as well have weighed nothing.


  “Put. Me. Down.” Each word was punctuated with a fist to his back. She aimed for his kidney, squirming the entire time as he turned to make his way inside.


  “Hold still.”


  Her responding yelp as his hand cracked against her ass was as much reflective of her surprise as the stinging tingle left in its wake.


  With Persephone momentarily stunned into immobility, he took advantage and readjusted her. “I do not wish to drop you.”


  She caught one final glimpse of Seraphime before she was carted inside. Persephone did not refrain from making a rude gesture with her hand at her sister’s curiously amused expression. That Seraphime found anything amusing in this situation baffled Persephone. She, herself, was livid.


  Despite her protests that she could walk, Augustine carried her the entire way to the king’s chambers. After closing and locking the door behind them, he finally put her down, sliding her slowly down his body and cupping her ass to hold her firmly against him once her feet hit the ground. Anger still simmered hotly, both at herself and at him over her loss, but she couldn’t deny another type of heat building between them. At present, anger was preferable.


  “You are such a barbarian.”


  His mouth quirked. “I never claimed otherwise.” He gently brushed a palm over her throat. “Wine?”


  Her throat ached in reminder of the abuse it had suffered. “Water?”


  With a nod he brushed his lips across her temple and turned to retrieve it. She looked around the familiar room and noticed something that had been previously absent: the general’s armor and sword neatly waiting. Not his, really. The Galilaean armor he donned to blend in around the palace should he be seen by any of the Council members or guards moving in and out. She hadn’t seen or held her own sword in weeks, not even a wooden practice sword, nor her dagger. Both items she missed terribly. Since their forging, they had not been kept from her should she have want of them. Fingers twitching longingly, her entire being focused on that one point. In a moment of unadulterated recklessness she grabbed it.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine turned to see Persephone unsheathing his sword, her eyes fixed reverently to the blade.


  Gods fuck me.


  Bringing her back to his room had been unplanned so he hadn’t considered having it moved. Transfixed by the weapon, she hadn’t noticed him yet. Or if she had, she gave no indication. Testing the weight and balance, she twirled it once on each side before bringing it back to center, stopping expertly when it was perfectly vertical. Were it not so concerning that she had acquired a weapon – because of his own carelessness, no less – he would have admired her skill. Her form was impeccable.


  Setting the mug down, he approached her slowly, with both hands clearly visible. “Persephone.”


  She turned so that she faced him squarely and dropped into an attack stance.


  “Persephone, we both know you will not bring me harm with my own sword. Hand it over.” Words delivered with complete confidence and authority, despite the fact that he did not believe them himself.


  He was within striking distance now, and with an elegant flourish she spun, landing with the blade of his sword pressed to his throat. Her control was impressive. The blade nudged against his neck just under one side of his jaw. Tight enough that he felt its sharpness, yet his skin remained unbroken. He didn’t flinch.


  “You think me incapable?” Not a shred of softness lurked behind her eyes.


  “I think you would stab me in the back while I slept if you had enough to gain by it.”


  The corner of her mouth curled almost imperceptibly and a sense of déjà vu washed over him, her expression reminiscent of the one she’d worn upon their first meeting. Cold. Calculating. Bitter. This was the real Persephone, of that he had no doubt. The pieces of herself that she masked equally well behind indifference and platitudes were laid bare in this moment.


  “Just so,” she agreed quietly.


  A tiny adjustment and the blade pressed harder. Augustine had to tilt his chin to keep his throat intact. It was quite clear that any emotional attachment she might have displayed toward him was all just a pretty illusion. Well-executed, but a farce all the same.


  Knowing an emotional appeal would mean nothing to her, he turned to reason. “You and I both know that even if you strike me down, you will not make it past all the soldiers between you and your family to the freedom you seek outside these walls. This knowledge is why you agreed to our terms and it will stay your hand now.”


  Before he could blink she had swung the sword so that it faced point down. Holding it with one hand, she offered the hilt to him. Every nerve on alert, he reached out, relieving her of it without incident. Their gazes remained locked the entire time. Holding the sword in his off hand, he struck without warning, snapping the back of his right hand against her cheekbone. Palm firmly pressed to the offended cheek she stumbled sideways at the force of the blow, but maintained her feet. Remarkable in and of itself. He’d not hit her softly.


  Sword still grasped firmly behind him, he grabbed her chin, dragging her face to his as he forced her backward, where she connected hard with the edge of the bureau. Her slight flinch upon contact was the only indication of her discomfort. Otherwise, her expression bore pure rage. She’d abandoned her cheek and held his wrist in one hand. The other was thrown behind her in an attempt to brace herself against the berm currently digging into her.


  “What. The. Fuck. Persephone?” His body pressed into hers, forcing her further back with every word. Angry heat poured off of him. His ire was matched by her own, though she had the sense not to retaliate nor defend herself. “Say something!” he demanded.


  “Apologies,” she ground from between clenched teeth.


  “Apologies? Is that all?”


  With a final shove he stepped back from her, and without letting her out of his sight retrieved his sheath, securing his sword in it before turning the key in the lock and pounding once on the door. Seneca opened it, looking both surprised and alert, hand on the hilt of his own weapon.


  “Take this and the rest of my effects back to the armory.” Augustine ordered, his watchful gaze never leaving Persephone.


  “Sir,” Seneca acknowledged before taking the proffered sword and indicating to Lucius with a nod of his head that he should grab the rest of the armor.


  Lucius did so quickly while Seneca’s gaze flicked back and forth between the two of them. Persephone had not moved. Her face was painted red across her chin and cheek. Both would bruise. Augustine tired of seeing her skin marred at his hand, and yet he knew he could not let certain offenses on her part go unchecked. She would undoubtedly exploit any perceived weakness.


  As soon as the two were gone, Augustine closed and locked the door and stormed back to Persephone. To her credit she stood her ground.


  “Are you truly so eager to brand me a monster and yourself a martyr, or did you decide you no longer give a shit what fate I concoct for those dearest to you?” Still she said nothing. He wanted to pummel her. “Give me one reason why I should not.” But whether he referred to pummeling her or taking his ire out on her family, even he could not say.


  That finally did it. Her breath shuddered and her eyes watered. But was it real or fake? “Please do not. There is little I can say to defend myself. I do not know what came over me. I saw the sword and I grabbed it without thinking. Please?” She tentatively reached out to brush her hands down his sides. When he didn’t push her away, she leaned in and kissed his collarbone, the hollow of his throat. Her soft hands explored the vee that disappeared into the top of his briefs. “Let me make it up to you,” she murmured into his throat, following the breathy whisper with her tongue.


  His body knew hers and eagerly responded in kind. His mind was not so ready to forgive. He stood immobile.


  “I would be well within my right to execute your punishment against Seraphime,” he reminded her. “You know this.”


  “You stand unscathed.” She spoke confidently, but her hands stuttered.


  “And you enjoy your semantics.”


  She grabbed his hand and with a gentle tug she pulled him toward the plush chairs in the lounge. Undecided if he was going to allow her to placate him with sex or not, for the moment he allowed himself to be led. She grabbed a goblet of undiluted wine on the way.


  Leaning over to set the wine down on an end table, she grazed the top of his hip with her teeth, sending pleasant chills radiating in every direction. Of its own accord his hand cupped the back of her head as she continued to trail kisses and tender nibbles across his stomach. The braid she wore was unfamiliar and foreign. When he would have untied it, she stopped him.


  “Leave it. Just for a little while.”


  She ran her tongue up the center of his abs from his naval to his sternum, deft fingers loosening the ties on the front of his briefs. When she hooked her thumbs in the sides to push them down, she looked to him for approval. Still undecided about how he wanted to proceed, he neither gave nor withheld it. On the one hand, he wanted to ensure an incident such as this never occurred again. On the other, if he did what he threatened, he would destroy all possibility that what was between them could one day be real. He wanted it to be real. He hadn’t expected to develop any genuine feeling for her when he’d devised this scheme, but he never could have hoped or dreamed for someone like her, because he didn’t know that a woman such as her existed. Persephone was one of a kind. A woman that was wholly and completely feminine while still maintaining all the best traits of a warrior. The melding of the two sides of her held irresistible appeal to him.


  When he still offered no indication as to whether he wanted her to proceed or refrain, she pushed his briefs over his hips, continuing to feather light kisses across his jaw and neck all the while. Guiding him into the chair, she dropped to her knees and settled herself between his thighs. Recognizing her intent, he leaned forward, meaning to pull her onto his lap. But with one hand firmly wrapped around the base of his cock, she shook her head.


  “Trust me,” she implored.


  “Not even a little.” Uttered unbidden, it was still true.


  She looked amused rather than offended. “I promise.” Her expression was warm. Inviting. It was faked – it had to be – but it looked sincere. That was the problem: she always appeared sincere. “Relax, Augustine.”


  Though he knew she only used it when she wanted something, his name on her lips was his undoing. So with her warm hand on his chest, he allowed himself to be pushed into the back of the chair. She started with teasing kisses and licks, her hand stroking him leisurely the entire time. Both her hands working in sync, she didn’t concentrate all her attention on his shaft, simultaneously cupping and fondling his sac. The first small tug nearly sent him bolting from the chair. It felt incredible, the way pleasure and tension coiled and braided themselves together.


  By the time she finally enclosed him in her lips, he felt desperate to fuck her mouth. Something he’d wanted to do since their first night together. He valued his cock too much to slip it between her teeth, so despite his desires, he never had. That he allowed her to do so now was foolhardy, especially in light of her recent behavior. Still, it took every bit of control he possessed not to thrust into the back of her throat. She looked up at him, the inklings of a coy smile barely visible. After bobbing at her leisure, she released him with a pop.


  Green eyes locked on his face. “Such restraint. It is not necessary.”


  His stomach clenched. She didn’t wait for an answer before taking him fully into her mouth. There were no teasing preliminaries; she swallowed him as far as she could. Head dropping back on a groan, his hips bucked. She didn’t gag or cough, not that he was convinced he could have stopped himself at this point if she had. His body aching to relieve the tension spooled tightly in each of his muscles, he set a demanding rhythm. Persephone took it all. And when he erupted in her mouth, she swallowed every drop.


  He lounged, attempting to slow his breathing and heart rate when he felt her lean over him. Lifting his head, he looked to see she had the chalice of wine to her lips and she was smiling at him over the rim. She eyed him appreciatively as she set it down.


  “Better?”


  It felt like he could melt into the chair. Rather than tell her that, though, he grabbed the back of her head and pulled her mouth to his for a possessive kiss. He could taste himself intermingled with the wine on her tongue and voiced his approval on a moan.


  “Sit with me,” he mumbled against her lips.


  Persephone settled herself straddled across his lap with her arms tucked between them in the warmth of his chest. Even if it wasn’t real, it felt nice. She fit against him as though she belonged there. With his chin resting comfortably on the top of her head he pulled the leather thong out of the bottom of her braid, raking his fingers through her hair until it flowed in loose waves down her back. Her hair was as soft as her skin. He continued to run his fingers through it while he traced random patterns across her exposed back with his other hand.


  “I would ask you my question now.”


  Her body went rigid against him. He’d been curious about the reasons for Persephone’s training since she was first captured and he learned her identity, but his curiosity and desire to hear it from her own lips had reached epic proportions following his conversation with Adonia. The queen’s mysterious suggestion that it was related to an injustice Persephone had experienced, that he should ask her himself, and that she wouldn’t tell him readily had his curiosity near to bursting. He’d even limited his interrogations of Seraphime to information he needed to know, so invested had he become in hearing the story from Persephone’s lips.


  Though he asked her frequently, she gave only answers he knew to be lies or refused to say anything at all when he openly confronted her dishonesty. He had hoped that with time, she would begin to trust him enough to share her tale, but it was clear to him that day would never come. She answered any and all personal questions with nothing short of great reluctance. Questions related to her fighting in particular were vehemently avoided. And although he knew she was doing it, whenever conversation turned to topics she wished to avoid, she successfully started a fight, frustrating him to the point that he sent her away rather than pry for information.


  When he hadn’t continued, she sat up to look him in the eye. Not surprisingly, she watched him warily. She braced her hands on his stomach. His own rested on her hips so he could grab her should she attempt to flee.


  “Even you must admit that your training in combat and politics is unusual,” he started.


  “That is not a question.” Her expression shuttered immediately, rending it completely unreadable.


  “No, but I wish to ensure you understand all facets of the question.” She waited for him to continue. “I’ve sought the reason behind your training from your own lips as well as the mouths of others.”


  “You’ve still not asked a question.” The tension underneath his fingertips continued to grow, though for the moment, she remained rooted.


  “When I asked your mother about it, she said it was your story to tell.”


  “You’ve still not said anything we’ve not already discussed.” He could see the small dimple that indicated her jaw was clenched, but her face offered no other indication as to her emotional state.


  “She also referenced a grave injustice. I want the story. Why did you seek this training? What was the injustice? Why did your parents allow it, in Galilae of all places, where women are little more than chattel?”


  “I agreed to answer one question. You’ve asked many. Pick.”


  It was only his grip on her that kept her in place, so sure he was that she was ready to flee.


  “All facets of the same question. What is the story behind your combat training? All of it. No lies. No half-truths. I want everything.”


  Her breathing had turned shallow and she looked to the side of his head rather than directly at him. When she finally did meet his gaze, he could practically hear her teeth grinding. “That is not a pleasant story.” Her resentment was palpable, so he was surprised when she softened and molded her body to his. Kissing his neck and his ear she curled into him. “I can think of much more pleasurable ways to spend our time.”


  It was hard not to be distracted by her. Only because of the knowledge that distraction was her intent did he muster enough discipline to grab her shoulders and push her away. “We can still enjoy such pursuits. After. The story.” The last was a command.


  “Then you shall find yourself sorely disappointed. After, you will no longer want me.”


  “There is nothing you can say that would quell my desire for you.”


  “We shall see.”


  Chapter 2:

  The Prettiest Smiles


  
    Not much is sadder

  


  
    than seeing a butterfly

  


  
    broken on the ground.

  


  
    – From the poem “Delicate Things,” by Sappho of Galilae

  


   


  She spoke with such vehemence and conviction that for the first time Augustine found himself wondering if he actually wanted to know the story after all. Persephone pushed off of him. He didn’t stop her. Her destination was apparent when she grabbed the wine urn and a fresh chalice. Returning to the lounge area with both, she did not take a seat in any of the cushy chairs. After pacing back and forth while drinking down a full cup, she poured herself another before hopping onto the bureau that held the king and queen’s special events robes.


  Looking almost childlike with her legs dangling off the side, she glared at him angrily. She tapped one heel agitatedly against the drawer behind it several times before she seemed to surrender, sitting back and drinking deeply from her cup. In all their time together, Augustine had never seen her drink anything but water. The wine she favored presently had not been watered down at all. As she likely had a similar tolerance for it as Seraphime – none at all – its potency would undoubtedly hit her quickly.


  “What are you doing?” The poor wording of his question was a reflection of his surprise. What she was doing was obvious. The thing he really wanted to know was why she was doing it.


  The anger didn’t return. But the bitterness he saw in its stead was far more disturbing. “I would be thoroughly drunk for this.”


  “Why?”


  When she looked back at him all the pain, anger, and shame he had caught only glimpses of before were completely visible. There was no faking such devastation; this was real. But he wished that it wasn’t.


  “You want me to retell things best left forgotten. And if I must, I choose to be mercifully numb. What do you know about the Battle of the Red Sea?” She took another heavy swallow.


  “What does the Battle of the Red Sea have to do with this?”


  “Everything.”


  He took a sip of his own wine. “The Battle occurred ten years ago between Galilae and Fortunata. Both were ruled by their present kings: your father and Barbarus ‘the Brutal.’ Conflict spawned over control of the trade routes in the Kingdoms of the East. The two navies fought. Yours decimated theirs. The Battle was so named because the Great Salt Sea supposedly turned red with the blood of mariners. Full war was avoided because your father, ‘the Cowardly King’ as he is known in the Finctus, refused to take the battle to land, too afraid of Fortunata’s army. So the two kingdoms remain in a tentative truce, them refusing to cross the sea and you refusing to cross the land.”


  “Bravo.” She took a drink. “You are well versed in the public propaganda.” He found himself scowling at her condescension. “Do not fret, it is not untrue. But nor is it the full tale.” She set her goblet down next to her, looking at it as though maybe it had the answers she sought before she pushed it away and crossed her forearms over her knees, her eyes once again on him. “Did you know that tensions were mounting between our kingdoms for years prior to the Battle, and when war seemed nearly inevitable, my father attempted to thwart it by proposing a marriage pact?”


  Augustine’s stomach roiled. He was well aware of the rumors about Barbarus ‘the Brutal’ and his acquired nickname. Suddenly, he no longer questioned whether he wanted to know the tale. He knew he didn’t want to hear it. With his features sufficiently schooled to mask his hesitation, he shook his head in reply. He didn’t trust himself to speak.


  “Ah.” She sat back. “I thought not. That a marriage pact was proposed is known in Galilae – at least among the upper echelon, as it was sanctioned by the Council – but my understanding is that knowledge of the failed marriage pact was not universally known outside of Galilae. My father invited Barbarus here to make the offer and discuss the terms of the treaty. For my father to murder him on our own soil would surely have started a war, so Barbarus agreed to come and hear him out. The King of Fortunata had already been married once at that time, but she had died tragically at only seventeen, a mere three years after their wedding. Tell me, Augustine, what do you know of Barbarus ‘the Brutal’ and his child brides?”


  More than he cared to. He took a steadying breath. His body temperature was rising and he was rapidly approaching the need to kill something. Or better yet, someone. When he spoke, his voice betrayed none of his feelings. “The facts are that Barbarus has been married four times, widowed three, and with each marriage his bride was younger than the last. All but the first have been below what is traditionally accepted as a marriageable age in any kingdom. The rumors are that he kills his wives when they get to be too old for his tastes, so that he can marry younger.”


  “Hmm.” She studied him. He wondered what she saw. “I was betrothed to him for two wretched days.” She drained her wine. “I was only nine when the marriage pact was drawn. Too young by any kingdom’s standards to be married, so I was promised to him, our marriage set to occur the day I turned fourteen. As part of the pact he wanted it decreed that I was to live in Fortunata until we were married so that I could learn the kingdom and its customs. My mother managed to quash that based on its impropriety. It did not matter. He was unwilling to wait.”


  He had to fight the restlessness threatening to overtake him. She looked down and for the first time that he could remember, he saw her fidget. “His first night here he bribed my guards. Spent the night in my room, and well –” She cut herself off on a sigh.


  He wanted to tell her that she need not say the words out loud. He wanted to tear the room apart. He wanted to find Barbarus and split him end to end. He did none of those things. He’d forced her to tell her story, and he was going to do her the honor of allowing her to finish it.


  “Well, he did what men and women do when they share a bed. The difference being he was a grown man and I was just a scared little girl.” A single tear she seemed oblivious to rolled down her cheek and splashed on her leg. “I told my father.”


  “And he terminated the pact.”


  She laughed humorlessly. “You obviously do not know my father.”


  If it was possible, his rage was hot enough to burn him alive.


  She had taken to staring at a point on the wall to her right. “He told me that as a woman my only value was in my marriage bed and that I should do my duty to my husband.”


  He would kill him. Kill him. Killhimkillhimkillhimkillhim. Fuck! He ran a hand down his face and then back and forth across the top of his head before returning it to the armrest next to him. Nine fucking years old.


  “How many times?” He wasn’t looking at her any more than she was looking at him by this point.


  “Twice.” He could hear her tears even if he couldn’t see them.


  “How did you get out of it?”


  “After the second time, I snuck into my parents’ room while they slept. I used the tunnels. Seraphime and I already knew them well by that point.” She was barely speaking above a whisper and he looked back to her. “I woke my father with his own dagger to his throat.” She tilted her head back and stroked her own throat in time with her words. “And I whispered in his ear.” Twin tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. “I told him everything Barbarus did to me, sparing him no detail.” Her eyes returned to his. They shimmered with unspilled tears and remembered determination. “And I told him that he could break the marriage pact or he could execute me as a traitor, but she would not go to Fortunata. Then I gave him a scar” – she used her finger to indicate a place underneath her jaw, very close to the place she had nearly given him a scar – “so he would know I meant every word.”


  “She would not go to Fortunata?” Surprise penetrated the miasma of anger that colored his vision red, and he spoke without thinking. It could have been a mistake in her speech, but somehow he doubted that it was.


  “Do you not know?”


  Of course he did. He could think of only one thing that might have compelled her to take such drastic action. Not for the first time, he wished she would stop. She didn’t.


  “My father convinced Barbarus to accept the amended marriage pact by agreeing to send Seraphime in my stead until I reached proper age.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone felt as though she had been ripped open. All the pieces of herself that had been kept buried for so long had been forcibly torn from her, leaving her drained. Empty.


  Augustine hadn’t moved. She could tell by the slight curl to his lip and the agitation pouring off of him that he had found her story distasteful. That was an understatement, but whether it was at her these feelings were directed, or others, wasn’t clear. Nor did it matter. Persephone’s skin crawled at the memories she’d dredged up. Feeling dirty and self-conscious, she returned her gaze to her lap. It was unlike her, but she couldn’t bear to see the disgust he must surely feel toward her at knowing the truth. The fact that she did not harbor affection for him made no difference. As a strategist and a soldier, she respected him. He was also the first person she had told since she’d appealed to her father. Seraphime knew, but had not needed Persephone to share the tale, having seen directly. If one did not count Barbarus himself – and she did not – Augustine was now the only person that knew with whom she also shared an intimate relationship. Her past left her feeling used. Unclean. What if he spurned her for it? She wouldn’t blame him if he did, but where would that leave her and everyone that depended on her?


  “So tell me the rest.” His words floated to her. In her current state, she had neither the strength nor the wits to attempt to read his tone. “You made your threat to the king, and then?”


  “It was my mother. She overheard everything. My father has many faults, but he loves my mother almost as much as he loves himself. She threatened to return to her own parents in Xenakai with my brother, Seraphime, and me. He could not bear the thought of losing my mother and his heir, in addition to gaining enemies with both Fortunata and Xenakai, so he broke the marriage pact. Make no mistake, he made the decision for her and for his pride, not for me. Fortunata attempted to invade Galilae and the result was the Battle of the Red Sea.”


  “And what of your guards? Those that betrayed you. What became of them?”


  “Both dead,” she admitted, feeling little satisfaction at their demise.


  “Executed?”


  “In a manner of speaking.”


  “You?” He sounded slightly surprised.


  She might have been offended if she’d had the energy for it. By now, he should know better, or so she thought.


  “Seraphime and I procured a healthy dose of hemlock. Ground up the leaves and mixed it into their stew. Did you know that the mind stays alert when the paralysis sets in?” She met his gaze.


  He nodded in answer to her question.


  This was a memory that brought her a measure of gratification. “I stayed and spoke with them as they struggled to breathe. All the way until the light left their eyes.”


  “What did you speak of?”


  “Mostly I do not remember. I was only nine, so I imagine they were trivial things. I was sure to ask them if they enjoyed their stew, though. They never did tell me for certain, but I think they did not.”


  “So this is the reason you have so vehemently protected the slaves and servants in the palace? You do not wish them to be abused as you once were?”


  She looked at him coldly. “I protect them because it is just. Through no fault of their own, they are dependent on the goodwill of others for their protection and well-being.”


  As she had been. Those responsible for Persephone had failed her horribly. Just as she had failed those she’d assumed responsibility for after the siege. A fresh wave of self-loathing and resentment boiled up. Remembering her own hurts served only to remind her of the horrors she had subjected her people to. People that trusted her. Counted on her. She wanted more wine, but her cup was empty. She didn’t deserve to be numb when others were allowed no such reprieve.


  “And the fighting and the politics?”


  She’d almost forgotten that he was still there. “I vowed I would never be someone else’s pawn again. I learned politics so that I could not be unwittingly used in the games of men, and I learned to fight so that my body could not be used without my consent. Now you know. Are you satisfied?”


  When he looked at her the anger and disgust she’d sensed previously had been replaced by something haunted.


  “No. I am not.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Her expression was guarded. Tear tracks down her face were the only evidence of her earlier distress. Any vulnerability she had exposed was being carefully knit back into the protective shroud that covered her, all her hurts and secrets hidden in plain sight, intermingled with the guise she wore daily. A thing she did so effectively that it was rarely clear where she ended and the façade began.


  Augustine was shocked she had allowed a man to touch her again. Though, given the way she approached it with him and her earlier admission that she’d never found release, it was likely she’d never sought sex for pleasure’s sake. Was it always a means of manipulation for her? An exchange of goods, as it were? He wanted to ask her – wanted to understand – but couldn’t bring himself to push her further for information she undoubtedly did not wish to provide.


  As she looked at him, he sensed she was waiting for something. Some reaction. If they were words of comfort, he had none. He had no idea what to say that would balm her pain. No idea what action on his part would hold significance when, from her perspective, he could be little better than the men who had already used her. In more ways than one, undoubtedly, he was worse.


  It was a new feeling for him to have no plan. No course of action clearly laid in front of him. He wished he could just ask her what she wanted him to do, but knew it would be futile. She only told him what she wanted when she was bartering for something and, even then, the things she sought were more for the benefit of others than for herself. Not to mention there was nothing she could possibly want from him presently.


  After, you will no longer want me.


  Her words filtered back into his consciousness. He had assured her that nothing she said could quell his desire. Not knowing what else to do, he decided he could make good on his promise. Standing, he closed the distance between them. Slowly. He wanted to be sure to give her opportunity to deny him if she chose to do so.


  She watched with barely suppressed hostility.


  “Seph.” All the things he didn’t know how to say imbued in that one word.


  Pain burst on the side of his head. He hadn’t seen her move, but she had grabbed a handful of hair and used it to roughly leverage his head sideways. “Do not pity me.”


  “Oh Seph.” He cupped her cheek and brushed his thumb under her eye, wiping away tears that no longer fell. “I feel many things for you. Pity’s not among them.”


  
    * * * *

  


  She was a coward. A part of her wanted to demand he explain his meaning, but she was afraid of what he might say. Afraid that it would be a lie. Even more afraid it might be true.


  “Do you want to stay?”


  She knew what he was asking. What her answer would imply. “We have a deal.” She relinquished the punishing grip she had on his scalp, but didn’t move her hand.


  “A deal I will honor regardless of what you decide presently.” Hand cupped behind her head, he kissed one eyelid. Then the other. The tenderness of the gesture brought a fresh lump to her throat. “Do you want to stay?” His lips were a hairsbreadth away from her own.


  If she spoke, she might cry and she’d already done more than enough of that, so she only nodded, her knees falling open in invitation.


  “Say it, Seph. What do you want?”


  “I want to stay.” A whisper. It was all she could manage.


  It was enough. He pulled her to him, his mouth exploring hers reverently. Using the backs of her knees, he pulled her to the edge of the bureau and held her tight to him. Both her arms wrapped themselves around his neck. Callused hands roamed up her back and sides. When he began to unwrap her apodesmos, he trailed kisses along her cheek to her neck, the spot under her ear that made her shiver under his heated breath and gently abrading stubble.


  Her core was throbbing with her need to be filled. Having never dressed, she could feel his hardness pressed against her. The two of them separated only by the thin briefs she still wore. So close, and yet the small barrier seemed unbearable. She wrenched his hips away from her, desperate to be rid of them. Concern flashed across his features before he realized what she was doing, and wrapping an arm around her, he easily lifted her while she divested herself.


  Repositioning himself between her thighs, she felt nothing but his skin against hers. Perched on the very edge of the furniture, she wrapped her legs around his waist.


  “Yes?” He asked with his mouth back on hers.


  “Yes.”


  His fervor matched her own and he speared her in one sharp thrust. His moan mingled with her own in the process. She trailed open-mouthed kisses along his chest, his shoulders, his neck as he pumped into her. His hands kneaded and roamed as he held her close. It was so easy to forget he was the enemy when they were wrapped around each other like this.


  But she always remembered.


  Chapter 3:

  Scars Unseen


  
    The deepest and most hurtful scars show no evidence upon our skin.

  


  
    – Adonia of House Galanis, Queen of Galilae

  


   


  Cato and Decimus leaned over the map. Figurines representing each of the Finctus’s holdings dotted its surface. Soon Galilae, and then shortly thereafter Fortunata, would be added to the list. Unfortunately, the mood in the Council was not shifting as quickly as they’d hoped. They needed all the pieces in place by the final Council meeting a fortnight hence. From the looks of it, the vote would be close. The increasing pressure felt in Galilae as a consequence of their ruse with Fortunata had been effective, but from what their spies in the Council reported, Cato was not sure it would be enough to turn the tide in their favor. They needed majority support from the thirty-three Council members – a mere seventeen ‘yes’ votes, of which they yet had less than half – in addition to the king’s commitment to fall to heel with their plan. Cato sighed. It was a good plan, but he wasn’t sure they had enough time to see it fully to fruition. Wasn’t sure there would ever be enough time to convince Acheron to go along with things.


  The sound of the door crashing against stone startled both Cato and Decimus. Augustine stormed into the room looking murderous, and both Cato and his compatriot froze, unsure what had triggered the sudden about-face from Augustine’s previously jubilant mood. He’d been with Persephone, though, so Cato had his guesses. She was frequently contrary, and Augustine left her company in a fouler mood as often as he left her looking more relaxed.


  “I leave tomorrow. You are in charge in my stead.” Augustine pointed at Cato’s chest.


  Cato couldn’t quite stop his mouth from falling open. Where the fuck did Augustine plan to go? He was very much needed in Galilae if they were to successfully achieve their ends. Things were far too tenuous for him to leave.


  “Make it known.” Augustine snapped his fingers and pointed toward the door.


  Decimus immediately exited with barely a salute on the way. Cato didn’t blame him. Even he wasn’t sure he wanted to be near Augustine while he was in such a mood, and Cato called him friend.


  “Sit. We’ve plans to discuss.”


  “Dare I ask what triggered the sudden change?” Cato eased into his seat.


  Too agitated to sit, Augustine continued to pace opposite Cato. “If I stay here, I will kill the king.”


  Certainly that would wrench their plans off course, but was it really necessary that Augustine leave? Feeling no clearer about Augustine’s present motives, but knowing enough to understand his driving needs, Cato asked the only question he could: “And whom do you plan to kill instead?”


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone made directly for the hottest tub as soon as she entered the bathhouse. She didn’t even bother to remove her apodesmos and subligaria before dropping into it with a splash, fully submerging in the scalding water. The stinging pinpricks peppered her skin. She’d taken to bathing in only the hottest water ever since she was nine. Anything less and she didn’t feel clean.


  When the heat and lack of air finally passed the point of unbearable, she surfaced, and with her palms braced on the edge, she waited for her dizziness to pass. As her world began to slowly spin back into her control, booted feet approached the edge of the water. Their owner bent and gingerly placed a set of clothes on the nearest bench along with a towel. Immediately, she recognized the fabric of her chiton. Eyes flicking to his face, she saw something that rivaled concern. Seneca didn’t say anything. She didn’t either. His sympathy wasn’t welcome.


  Snatching the coarsest sponge within her reach, Persephone turned and began roughly scrubbing. She continued the process until every last inch of her was raw. Then she started over. It didn’t matter that her skin was angry and red, or that it cracked and bled. If she scoured off enough layers, maybe this time when they grew back, the holes would finally be filled and she could be born anew.


  
    * * * *

  


  In the retelling of Persephone’s story, and two full cups of wine, Augustine had finally calmed himself enough to join Cato at the table. Still, he continued to silently seethe. Truly, if the king were not critical to their plans in Galilae, he would kill the man immediately and without regret.


  “Are you not concerned about the lack of sanction for this undertaking?” Cato asked cautiously.


  Augustine was determined to follow this course of action until the end. As well as the two men knew each other, surely Cato knew it was unlikely he would talk him out of it, yet as much as it irked him, Augustine also knew that Cato had asked out of genuine concern rather than political scheming. When everything was plots and manipulations, it was easy to forget there were those on his side. The life of a soldier was much simpler, a thing he presently wished to return to. Needed to return to if he was to maintain his sanity.


  “Undoubtedly, the Sator will be pleased,” Augustine said, hoping it was true. It would only be so if Augustine was successful on both fronts. He would have to ensure that he was. “Two of the Great Kingdoms in one fell swoop.”


  “And what of Agrippa?”


  Though the Finctus had in fact sent messengers into Fortunata, Agrippa’s army lay in wait, prepared to take the kingdom by force should Barbarus refuse to bend knee. None expected him to enter into the Finctus willingly. The ruse of messengers and negotiations was more for the benefit of increasing the external pressures on Galilae than because they expected a pact with Fortunata. The plan had always been to take Fortunata by force after Galilae made the wedding pact known. Augustine’s newest machination did not change the grand scheme, only the timing of certain events, and the means by which the King of Fortunata’s end was delivered.


  “The glory will go to Agrippa. As it would have if we had held to our original scheme.” Augustine would not be swayed. He didn’t care if anyone other than Agrippa even knew he’d been there. He just wanted the king.


  “Alright, friend. What of Cade and the rest of the Division?”


  “I think it best they remain close to Galilae should they be needed hastily. I do not expect that to happen, but it is good to be cautious. Besides, I believe Agrippa capable of felling Fortunata without them. Especially as Barbarus thinks himself on amicable terms with the Finctus.”


  “Does the dishonesty of this trouble you?”


  “Far less than the dishonesty involved in taking Galilae.” Augustine preferred a more direct approach, though clearly he was not completely averse to an underhanded scheme when it was called for. “You have been a part of all tête-à-têtes with Luca, Sulla, and Titus. They should not be opposed to continuing to meet in my absence.”


  Cato nodded. “What would you have me tell them? They will wonder.”


  “Tell them I went to fetch them a gift. Proof of the Finctus’s commitment to peace with Galilae.”


  “And the Galanis family?”


  “Tell them I am indisposed. I think it best that Acheron is just as surprised as the rest of the Council.” Augustine felt a sort of malevolent glee at the thought. If he could not torture Acheron’s person, at least he could torment the man’s psyche.


  “Any message for Persephone?”


  Augustine sat back in his chair, feeling weary. “Tell her what you like, so long as you do not tell her where I’ve gone or what it is I do.”


  “Do you not think she deserves to know?”


  Augustine did think she deserved to know, but he did not believe she would appreciate the gesture. Knowing she would hear of the outcome eventually, he preferred to keep his role in things from her. “She knows about the marriage pact.” Augustine changed the subject, not wanting to address the question Cato had asked. Undoubtedly the change in topic did not escape Cato’s notice. “Find out who she has told and do what you can to convince her that going along with this is to the benefit of Galilae. I suspect it shall be a spectacular matching of wits between the two of you.”


  “I am not entirely convinced my wits are a match for hers,” Cato admitted grimly.


  Nor did Augustine, though he had no doubt it would be spectacular nonetheless.


  
    * * * *

  


  At her request, Augustine had allowed her to bathe unassisted. Persephone had wanted to avoid the pained look in her sister’s eyes, even if only for a little while. Though she knew it to be unavoidable in her room, she’d also hoped to prolong the time before she had to face her mother. Persephone felt weary all the way to the marrow of her bones. It was with a great sigh that she stepped into their room, knowing it was yet too early to hope that she could sneak in while everyone slept. At least her father and brother were still at the day’s Council meeting, so she wouldn’t have to face them as well.


  Before the door had even closed behind her, Persephone saw her mother’s eyes well with tears at the sight of her. Of course, the queen knew exactly what she looked upon. She had, after all, seen this behavior from her daughter before.


  “Do you wish to speak of it?” It was clear that her mother wanted to embrace her, but Persephone didn’t want to be touched and her mother knew it, so her hands remained fisted in her skirts.


  A barely imperceptible shake of her head and Persephone made her way to the nest she’d created for Kolimpri and herself. Curling into a ball with her back to the room, Persephone felt more than heard her mother join her on the floor.


  “Sister?” Abandoning whatever game she’d been playing, Kolimpri had made her way over as well and looked horror-struck at Persephone’s raw arms, not knowing that the skin hidden under her clothes thoroughly matched.


  “Persephone needs us to just be quiet for a bit, Koli.” Choked out, it hardly sounded like her mother’s voice. “Can you do that, sweetling?”


  Koli didn’t answer, just continued to stare with her lip trembling and big tears in her eyes. “Was there another misunderstanding?” Words spoken so hushed they were scarcely heard.


  Persephone had almost forgotten that she had called the bad things the Perdomans had done misunderstandings. She couldn’t decipher why this was one of the things that had stuck with Koli after only having been told the one time when other things needed to be repeated, but that was just how Koli was. It was also the easiest explanation, and Persephone latched onto it, nodding once in answer to the question.


  “Will you make it better?” Koli continued to whisper, following the instruction that they were to be quiet.


  If only Persephone knew how. She nodded a second time anyway. The lie was far preferable to the truth.


  Crawling forward, Kolimpri fashioned herself the little spoon. Persephone let her, folding protectively around her smaller frame. Gentle fingers combed through Persephone’s hair while her mother cried the tears she would no longer cry for herself.


  Chapter 4:

  Two Kinds of Secrets


  
    Lying to oneself is dangerous. Do it often enough and you begin to believe it.

  


  
    – Cato Numitor, Captain of the Nex Division

  


   


  Kolimpri stayed with Persephone as their mother spoke quietly to the soldier who always took her away. This was the first time he had not taken Persephone with him when he’d gone, though Koli had thought he might. He’d left without her, though, so Koli assumed Mama had told him to leave. Everyone listened to Mama.


  A short while later, the soldier came back. He brought a friend with him this time. Koli stood, leaving Persephone’s side, and stomped over to the two men.


  “Go ’way! Sister stays here.”


  Her mother grabbed her arm, pulling Koli back and shushing her. “Do not worry, sweetling. They have brought things that will help us to make Persephone well.”


  At her mother’s words, Koli noticed the jars and towels they carried. Instantly forgetting her anger, Koli looked curiously at the supplies. “What did you bring me?”


  “These are not for you, sweetling, they are for Persephone,” Mama explained patiently. “And that was very rude of you. What do we say when we are rude?”


  Blushing at the reprimand, Koli dropped into a slight curtsy. “Apologies.”


  The soldier she recognized smiled at her as he set things down on the table. “All is forgiven, Princess. Your sister is fortunate to have you here to protect her.” He looked over Koli’s shoulder when he was finished speaking and nodded.


  When Koli turned, she saw that Persephone was awake. Koli twirled her skirts, pleased with the compliment and the smile on Persephone’s face. She liked making her sister happy. Koli wanted to grow up to be just like her.


  Persephone didn’t get up from her spot on the floor, but she beckoned Koli with her hand. “Come here, Little Bird. This is the perfect opportunity for a lesson.”


  Koli heard the door close and the key turn as she made her way back to Persephone’s side. Mama followed, bringing with her one of the smaller vessels.


  “Sit by me, sweetling. Watch and listen.”


  Settling herself near Persephone’s hip, she watched eagerly as Mama scooped a green paste onto her fingertips.


  “Alright, Koli,” Mama started, “this paste was made with arnica, a kind of flower. I will teach you how to make the paste another time, but what you want to remember about it is that it will help to decrease bruising and swelling when applied topically.” Mama gently dabbed the paste onto a dark and swollen bruise on Persephone’s cheek as she spoke. “Do you know what topically means?” Mama asked her.


  Kolimpri did not know and shook her head, still watching curiously as Mama continued to gently apply the cream to Persephone’s face.


  “Topically means on the skin,” Mama explained. “Now, can you say topically?”


  “Topcly,” Koli repeated as best she could.


  Both Persephone and Mama smiled. “Very good, Little Bird,” Persephone praised her. “And, once more, what does topically mean?”


  “On the skin,” Koli answered quickly. She wanted to touch the paste and help. Reaching out, she touched Persephone’s cheek with a single finger and imitated the same actions she had watched Mama doing.


  Persephone smiled. “Thank you, Little Bird. You are a very good helper.”


  Koli smiled brightly. “Now I kiss it?”


  Persephone always kissed her injuries and Koli wanted to do the same.


  “The arnica might taste bad. How about a kiss right here?” Persephone tilted her head so that her unbruised cheek faced Koli, who leaned down and placed a wet kiss there. “Thank you, Little Bird. I am beginning to feel better already.”


  “Now, what is this?” Mama asked, indicating the larger of the two jars.


  “Honey!” Kolimpri blurted out excitedly. She recognized the jar immediately. Para used to give her spoonfuls when they passed through the kitchen. It had been a long time since she’d had any, and Koli was hoping she would get some today.


  “Of course it is.” Mama smiled widely. “You like honey very much, do you not?” Koli nodded as she eyed the treat hopefully. “We like honey because it tastes yummy, but it is also good for healing. Do you see how Persephone’s arms are red and scratched?”


  Koli looked back to Persephone’s hurt skin and felt the smile fall from her face. She nodded so Mama would know she was still listening, but she spoke to her sister. “You may have all my honey.”


  Persephone grabbed Koli’s hand and kissed her palm. “That is very thoughtful of you, Little Bird.”


  “Honey can help to speed up the healing of wounds, so we will put it where the scratches and the redness are worst. Would you like to help?” Mama asked and Koli nodded again. “We have to be careful, because Persephone’s skin probably hurts and honey is very sticky, so we use lots so that it does not pull. Then we cover it with these bandages so that nothing that is not supposed to sticks to her. Do you understand, sweetling?”


  “I will be careful.”


  “I know you will be, Little Bird. Thank you for helping.”


  It was a slow process, but together the three of them slathered honey over the places that looked worst. Mama assured her it did not matter if they made a mess of the bedding as they had been promised replacements after they were finished. It was a good thing too because they made quite a large mess. So much so that Mama insisted Koli would sleep with her rather than Persephone that night.


  When they finished, Persephone’s eyelids were drooping. She looked sleepy. “What part of the day is it?”


  “Nearly dinnertime. I expect your father and brother shall return shortly.”


  Persephone nodded at the news. “Who did you ask for the supplies?”


  “The soldier who always escorts you.”


  “Seneca,” Persephone supplied the name.


  Koli would try to remember. Seneca seemed nice. At least he wasn’t as scary as some of the others were.


  “Yes, Seneca. He stopped by while you slept to see if you might be in need of anything.”


  Suddenly, Persephone’s eyes opened wide. She no longer looked as though she might fall asleep at any moment. “And I did not wake?!”


  “You had a trying day from the looks of it and you have not been sleeping near enough. Your body needed to rest.”


  “Yes,” Persephone agreed, looking sad. “We should speak later.”


  Mama nodded with tears that Koli didn’t understand rolling down her cheeks. “We will speak. Later. For now, rest.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Seraphime’s entire morning routine was thrown off. Rather than going directly to the courtyard for stochasmos, she had been escorted to the bathhouse with nary a word. She knew nothing about what was happening or why plans had been changed. For a moment, she wondered if maybe their waiting had finally come to an end – if the next step of the plan would be revealed and they would finally be allowed the opportunity to counter. As soon as she saw Persephone, any such thoughts evaporated. She knew exactly why their routine had been adjusted. Tears welled in her eyes at the side of the pink skin showing through the copious bandages wrapping Persephone’s limbs.


  “When did you do this?” she asked, gingerly helping her sister into the water. The bandages would disengage from her skin with greater ease once wet. To try and peel them as they were would have removed as much skin as linen.


  Persephone sighed, but did not answer. Obviously she had done it yesterday. This had been the regular state of Persephone’s skin for a full year after Barbarus had assaulted her.


  “Did the general?” She didn’t want to finish the statement. What could she say? Did he force himself on her? Rape her? Persephone had agreed to a sexual arrangement with him, so could such be claimed? Seraphime thought so, but did not know that Persephone would agree. Undoubtedly his men would not, assuming they cared about Persephone’s consent at all.


  Persephone shook her head in denial. “This is the result of the dredging of memories, not new action.”


  Wishing there was more she could do, Seraphime nodded in understanding. She wanted to say something of comfort, but experience told her Persephone would not welcome any attempts. She was far too bent on refusing to acknowledge anything had happened most of the time and holding herself responsible the rest.


  Gingerly, Seraphime removed the soiled bandages and, using the softest sponge, rubbed the remaining residue from Persephone’s skin.


  “Old memories did not mar your cheek,” Seraphime said discreetly.


  “No. I did something I should not have. Best not to talk about it.” With a quick glance, Persephone subtly indicated the guards monitoring them.


  Angry on Persephone’s behalf and angrier at herself for her helplessness in the matter, Seraphime continued to press for information. “Any other injuries?”


  “Not this time.”


  The resigned way Persephone said it clearly advertised that she believed there would be a next time. The worst part was not that she was probably correct, but that she didn’t care.


  
    * * * *

  


  As promised, Augustine left before the rising of the sun, leaving Cato in command of running operations within the palace. Persephone’s morning routine had been restructured to accommodate bathing before the morning’s stochasmos as she had been left a sticky mess after her honey balm. He hadn’t seen her yet, but Seneca had been quite colorful in his description of her ravaged skin. Damage she had done to herself. A wave of sympathy passed in remembrance of Augustine’s retelling. He did not fault the man for pursuing justice.


  Persephone entered the room dressed in a slave’s pieto, her usual attire for her proclaimed meditation. Her skin was pink starting from the tips of her toes and ending at her neck just underneath her jaw. The angry red Seneca had described was reserved for the meandering scratches that striated her body. It seemed the honey had helped.


  “You left your face untouched,” he observed.


  She had, even if Augustine had not. There was an ugly bruise on her right cheek. Augustine had mentioned striking her, but would not speak of her offense. If he was unwilling to tell even Cato what it had been, likely that meant it was a grave one, but he was unwilling to exact a harsher punishment. A part of Cato understood, even as another part of him worried over how Persephone would react. If she believed Augustine soft or incapable of doing what he claimed, she would undoubtedly make herself more troublesome than she already was.


  “The general likes me pretty.” Her acerbic tone matched the cold curve of her mouth.


  She was repeating words that Augustine had told her yesterday, but Cato couldn’t tell if she really had left her face untouched to please Augustine and resented it, or if she was just being patronizing because she could be.


  “Have a seat,” Cato instructed, deciding to ignore her condescension for the moment.


  She did, but her enmity continued to waft toward him in palpable waves.


  “You acknowledged plans of a marriage pact yesterday. What do you think you know?”


  She cocked her head slightly. “How about you tell me what you think I know, and I shall tell you if you are correct, Captain?” The word captain was dragged out with the familiar disdain with which she used to utter the word general.


  “That is not how this works.”


  “Tell me how this works.” She slouched down into her chair, throwing both arms behind her head casually. A direct contrast to her tone and expression, neither of which had softened.


  “I ask you a question. You give me an answer.”


  “And if I do not?”


  And there was the crux of it. Short of her becoming physically noncompliant, Cato felt certain that Augustine would not sanction violence against her for information’s sake. He had to outwit her, but she seemed aware of her advantage and she wasn’t going to relinquish it easily.


  “Tell me, Captain, why is it not the general having this conversation with me?”


  “Augustine felt it prudent to establish some distance in light of recent revelations.”


  It was a shot in the dark. A cruel manipulation, but he was counting on the jab triggering insecurity about her standing with Augustine. Nothing about her demeanor changed, so he had no idea if his words hit their mark.


  “How very fortunate for me.”


  She was so fucking difficult to get a read on. He couldn’t tell if she was being serious or sarcastic, and she vacillated so dramatically between hot and cold with Augustine that it was unclear if there were any attachments buried under her machinations or not.


  She leaned forward, the intensity in her eyes unnerving. “Now, are you going to tell me what it is you really want, or should we make a wager for information? Because I assure you, I will not lose twice, and very little would please me more than to break some of your lesser bones.” There was no doubt she meant every word.


  “Alright, Persephone, let us be honest for a moment. You and I both know that yesterday was a one-time offer, so let us focus on what we know to be true. You agreed to cooperate for protections of certain people. I am sure they would appreciate your continued cooperation.”


  The minute narrowing of her eyes was the only sign that his words registered. “I have an arrangement to cooperate with the general.” She looked around the room and held her hands up questioningly. “He is not here.”


  “When he is not present, I speak for him, so in his absence you must cooperate with me.”


  “What are you suggesting, Captain? That I fuck you too?”


  “You are well aware that is not what I meant,” he chastised.


  “Am I?” She sat up straighter in her seat, parting her knees suggestively and pulling her skirt up her thighs. “Perhaps we should fuck.” The tenor of her voice had dropped to a sultry moan. “You are attractive enough. Tell me honestly that you are not curious.”


  She was trying to make him uncomfortable and while it was working, they both knew he wouldn’t lay a hand on her. “I am not curious.”


  “Liar.” It didn’t matter that the word was a slur; she still managed to say it in a way that brought to mind sex and breathy sighs shared between lovers.


  Cato had to force himself not to shift uneasily in his seat. Persephone was very much Augustine’s, she had been from the start, and until this moment Cato had not struggled to avoid thinking of her in such lewd ways.


  “Come now, Cato” – she had never called him by name, and it had his stomach clenching – “I can keep a secret if you can.”


  He hated how she threw other people’s words back during an argument. “Enough, Persephone,” Cato commanded, impressed at how harsh he sounded as he was feeling more like an adolescent boy at the moment.


  Persephone only seemed amused. “Cock in your ass, Captain?”


  “I said enough.”


  She laughed, returning to the reclined position in her seat. She hadn’t closed her parted legs, nor had she pushed her skirts back into place, leaving only a small swatch of fabric covering her sex. Her knees swayed impishly back and forth, marginally opening and closing the gap between her thighs, and a wicked smile curled one corner of her mouth.


  Cato seriously considered sending her away, but if he let her unnerve him so easily during their first meeting, she would continue with the same tactics for their future encounters. His only defense was to appear unaffected and unperturbed by her risqué behavior, so keeping his eyes deliberately on her face, he continued as though the last few minutes had not happened. “What do you know about the marriage pact, Persephone?”


  “Do you think he would kill us both, or would he just castrate you?” she asked, once again avoiding the question.


  “As nothing will ever happen between us, we will not have an opportunity to find out. Answer the question, Persephone.”


  “Too bad.” Even though he sat behind a desk, her eyes trailed suggestively down and then back up.


  “Not really. I value my cock and balls.”


  “Well, there you have it, then.” Persephone clapped her hands together and sat up in her chair. Not all the way, but at least she had abandoned the suggestive posturing. The expression on her face hinted at boredom, but Cato suspected that she was weighing her options. Deciding what course of action to pursue next.


  “Does this mean you are ready to have a mature conversation?”


  “Oh, the subject of our last conversation was quite mature, Captain. Hardly suitable for children.” She was using her disdainful tone again. Irritating as it was, it was far preferable to the sexually suggestive one she’d just abandoned.


  “I meant, are we finished with the games?”


  “Would you consider a quid pro quo? I answer each of your questions in exchange for your answer to one of mine.”


  Tempting as it was, the less she knew, the better. Besides, Cato seriously doubted that she would so easily abandon her word games. They were too much a part of her. “No. What do you know, Persephone?”


  “I know nothing.”


  “And I know you to be deceitful and a liar. You are too clever to know nothing. Undoubtedly you have a guess.”


  “I would guess that you are very frustrated with me at present.”


  He chose not to respond to her observation, though she was spot on in her assessment. “What guesses have you made about the marriage pact?”


  “I guessed that the Finctus was interested in a marriage pact,” she said with smug tedium.


  He was tempted to bang his head – or hers – against the desk. Was she this contrary with Augustine? He had to assume not. The man would have no patience for such games. Cato suspected the only reason she played them with him was because she felt she could. Evidently she was correct; he wasn’t going to retaliate. She’d not technically broken nor disregarded any of the terms of her agreements, and Cato was too honorable to exact a punishment unless she blatantly did so. Furthermore, in spite of his continued insistence that he would do what was necessary, Augustine clearly cared for the girl. Not that Cato needed confirmation, but Augustine’s present course of action was proof of his feelings for her. Therefore, any harm to her person or that which she valued could not be inflicted lightly.


  Cato suppressed the urge to sigh his annoyance. He needed to choose his words with greater care; he couldn’t leave their first encounter without getting something useful from her. So, how to best her? She answered questions literally – exactly as they were asked – or not at all – avoiding them by using double meanings and wordplay. Frequently, she used some combination of both, so his own word choice was imperative. He needed to figure out not only which questions to ask, though, but how to interpret her answers. Questions that only allowed a yes-or-no answer might be more effective, as they offered less room for interpretation or vague answers. But he needed to give her an incentive to answer.


  Suddenly an idea struck him. “You may not have tired of your games, but I have, so this is what is going to happen. You are going to answer each of my questions – neither dishonesty nor a refusal to answer will be tolerated – and you are going to do this, because your ability to spend time with Seraphime is a privilege, not a right.”


  The smirk she wore immediately evaporated. “She is not to be harmed.”


  “Nor will she be, but spending time with you is not a requirement for that.”


  “Augustine and I made a deal –”


  “Augustine wants to know what you know and has tasked me with acquiring that information,” Cato interrupted. “Now, do you really believe he will side with you on this?”


  In a rare turn of events, it was a visible effort for Persephone to keep her composure. Finally, she spoke. “And here I thought that between the two of you, you were the more honorable.”


  “We are both men of honor.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Since our arrival, we’ve not done anything that is not permitted and condoned by your own laws,” Cato replied, hiding both his irritation at her implication as well as his satisfaction that he had her.


  “A meaningless thing when the law itself is immoral.”


  He’d never heard her speak so openly against the running of things in Galilae, though of course her leanings had been suspected prior to this moment. This was his in, his means to convince her to go along with the Finctus’s plans. It was just a matter of convincing her of the fact.


  “A thing you could change,” he suggested sincerely. “Augustine will have sway over the law shortly. Gain your husband’s ear, and his trust, and you could influence his decisions in such matters.” He wasn’t sure how realistic it was that she would ever gain Augustine’s trust. Undoubtedly, he cared for her, but he wasn’t naïve and he held no illusions about how calculating and manipulative she was.


  “I am not married,” she said, honing in on that one statement while disregarding the rest of what he’d said.


  It had seemed a trivial thing, as they all considered her practically married to Augustine already. The announcement and subsequent ceremony were merely formalities. “You will be shortly,” he told her confidently.


  Persephone scoffed. “We shall see.”


  “Think for a moment, Persephone, of all the good you could do for Galilae – for your people – were you to embrace this change.”


  She looked bored again, and Cato could no longer tell if his words were having any impact at all. “Are you going to ask your questions, so I may leave?”


  “I think that will be all for today. Consider carefully how you wish to proceed, Princess. We will speak again and you will not see Seraphime until I am satisfied with your level of cooperation.”


  An angry flush crept up Persephone’s cheeks. “I’ve agreed to cooperate presently.”


  “This is your idea of cooperating?” he tisked. “This will not do. We are finished for today.”


  “And when will I have opportunity to demonstrate I can be more agreeable?”


  “When next I feel like speaking with you.”


  Her hands were fisted in her lap and her jaw was clenched so tightly he could practically hear her teeth grinding.


  “You are dismissed, Princess,” he said when she hadn’t moved.


  She opened her mouth to say something, but then seemed to think better of it and stopped herself. With a final shuddering breath, she stood and left the room.


  He’d warned Augustine about cornering her, and here he was doing that very thing. This was either brilliant on his part, or eminently foolish. He would find out which when next he spoke with Persephone and she either cooperated or bared her teeth.


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone was reeling upon leaving the captain. She was not to be permitted to see Seraphime? And had absolutely no control over her ability to rectify the matter? She could scream. Fuck the captain! And fuck Augustine for abandoning her! When Augustine had failed to summon her the previous night, she had been too distracted to notice or think much of it. When she had realized it this morning, at first she’d been relieved. She didn’t want him to see her this way. It had been sheerly on impulse that she’d made a mess of her skin; the hurt and shame experienced at reliving past wounds had overwhelmed her common sense. Presently, all she felt was rage. Persephone had no doubt that Augustine would shortly be dissolving any arrangements they’d made out of sheer disgust at her. Not only had he spurned her, he’d gossiped about it like a fucking housewife and set his lapdog to nip at her heels.


  Gods fuck him!


  By the time Persephone returned to the room, she was practically vibrating with her anger. Seneca didn’t say anything. He never did; not unless she addressed him first, and she was not in a friendly mood today. He just watched her with wary concern that suggested he was worried both about her and about what she might do under the present circumstances. His concern was valid; she wasn’t sure what she was going to do either. She needed to speak with her mother; it wasn’t a conversation she was eager to have, but it was necessary.


  When Persephone returned to their room, her father and brother were still at the day’s Council meeting, so Persephone only had to worry about Koli’s prying ears.


  “Stay here, Little Bird, while we have an adult chat,” Persephone told Koli, indicating the far side of the room. “Understand?” Koli nodded her acquiescence as the queen rose to follow Persephone to the opposite corner.


  Hands folded primly in her lap, her mother waited patiently for Persephone to start. She wasn’t quite sure where or how to begin the conversation. She was angry, but not at her mother, so she needed to try to find a way to speak calmly. The truth seemed the best place to start.


  “I’ve not been completely honest with you,” Persephone admitted.


  Her mother nodded. “Nor I, you.”


  Though they both admitted the same, Persephone couldn’t help feeling a pang at the perceived betrayal. “What have you been dishonest about?” Persephone demanded. The anger simmering so close to the surface reared up immediately.


  “I believe I know what the Perdomans may be striving toward, at least in part.”


  “A marriage pact?”


  “You knew?” Her mother looked genuinely shocked.


  “And you. How did you discover it?”


  “I suspected as soon as the general took such overt interest in you. And you?”


  “Much the same. More importantly, do you know anything further?”


  Her mother shook her head. “Unfortunately, I do not. I’ve no idea what they plan to do with the rest of us. I suspect the Fall Festival is the deadline they seek for the event.”


  “I agree, it makes the most sense. Why did you not tell me?”


  “This is a far more permanent situation than the arrangement you have presently. I did not know how you would react.” Her mother seemed to struggle to find words before saying, “I was concerned you might take your own life in an attempt at thwarting the general.”


  “The thought occurred to me,” Persephone admitted quietly.


  Her mother sniffed and swiped at her cheeks, brushing away the tears that fell. “I am relieved you did not, but what stayed your hand?”


  “I do not wish for this marriage, but ending my own life would not expel the Perdomans. It would merely remove from their grasp the one thing that keeps this takeover from being a slaughter. If we are to thwart them, we will have to kill them. All of them.”


  “I am not sure that is possible,” the queen said grimly.


  “Nor I, but what else can we do?”


  “There may be another way.” Persephone tilted her head curiously, so her mother continued, “The general’s affections for you –”


  “Affections?” Persephone interrupted, completely aghast. She could not be serious.


  “Yes, affections,” her mother repeated.


  “I most certainly did not inflict this on myself.” Persephone pointed to the bruise throbbing on her cheek.


  She could feel the tightness caused by the swelling and her entire cheek and jaw ached. Augustine had snapped the back of his knuckles against her cheekbone. Though he hadn’t hit her lightly, force had actually been the secondary component of the blow. The precision of the hit and the technique with which it had been executed had caused stars to burst behind her eye as pain exploded through her face. A fine example of the principle that one need not hit hard so long as one hits properly. Her martial instructor would have been proud, she thought ruefully.


  “If you believe he harbors any genuine affection for me, then you delude yourself,” Persephone said scathingly. Such disrespect directed toward her mother was virtually unheard of.


  “I think you are mistaken.”


  “What are you saying, Mother? You would have me continue to play the whore for the rest of my life?”


  “I would have your remember that he has been merciful when he could have been cruel; that he has bargained with you when he could have used force; and that he has kept his word when he has been given reasons to break it.”


  Persephone felt her face flush angrily, she opened her mouth to object, but was forcibly cut off when her mother continued heatedly. “I would have you remember that this is a siege and that things could have gone very differently for us.”


  “Things are going differently for many in this house,” Persephone ground out.


  “A thing I regret terribly. We live in a world where women only have value for what they can bring the men in their lives. It is not fair, nor is it right, but it is reality. You could just as easily be married to a good man named foe as a tyrant named friend.”


  Persephone had never been so close to striking her mother. “A fact I am well aware of, if you do not recall.”


  “Then act like it.”


  Persephone startled at the words before regaining her composure. “I refuse to accept there is not another way of things.”


  Her mother rose. “We cannot control the circumstances the fates send to us. Sometimes we have to find ways to manipulate a bad situation toward the greater good.”


  As her mother walked away, Persephone acknowledged fleetingly that it was possible she was speaking from experience.


  Chapter 5:

  Words as Weapons


  
    There is much that determines the worth of a secret: the value of the information; the consequences if it is discovered; and, perhaps most of all, the people from whom it must be kept.

  


  
    – Persephone of House Galanis, Princess of Galilae

  


   


  Augustine stood in the doorway for a moment watching his target. Old friends as they were, Agrippa had been amenable after hearing Augustine’s plan. A mere week after Augustine left Galilae, with Agrippa leading the charge, the Finctus overthrew Fortunata. Fortunata’s palace had been taken almost as easily as the palace in Galilae. It was vile to have deceived the the king, posing as peaceful messengers engaged in negotiation. This was the sort of thing that led to the distrust between kingdoms when envoys were sent, and yet Augustine could find no remorse for the action. He’d not filled Agrippa in on all of the details regarding his newfound contempt for the King of Fortunata, sticking only to what was publicly known, but politically it was a good move and would be the final log on Galilae’s funeral pyre.


  The fallen king had been positioned as requested in the throne room. He’d not noticed Augustine’s approach and looked to a point on the floor between his knees. Naked, he sat in the center of the high-ceilinged room, his hands and feet bound to a chair that was only a frame – the seat had been removed.


  He looked up when Augustine’s footsteps echoed his direction. Grabbing a chair of his own, Augustine dragged it as he walked. The resounding scrape echoed hollowly in the otherwise empty room. Swiveling it around one leg until it faced the king, he let it down and settled himself amicably.


  “Do you know who I am?” The king shook his head. Augustine smiled. “I am Augustine Sempronius, General of the Nex Division of the Finctus.” Barbarus’s eyes widened, pupils dilating to the point that they swallowed his irises at the news. “So you do know me,” Augustine said, pleased at his reaction.


  Augustine pulled a small knife out of his belt. The blade was short and wide, very sharp, but the steel was forged to be durable. The king’s breathing escalated as he looked at the knife twirled casually between Augustine’s fingers. Without warning Augustine threw his weight behind his arm and slammed the dagger into the center of the king’s thigh. Forced all the way to the hilt, the blade was just long enough to press the tip into the bone. Hence the need for its durability.


  The king gaped open-mouthed at his leg.


  “That would be the shock.” Augustine stood and patted his cheek. “Your body will register the pain momentarily.”


  A bellow followed his statement and Augustine made his way to the window, looking into the courtyard while Barbarus screamed himself out. When all he heard behind him were shallow, gasping breaths, Augustine turned, propping his elbows on the windowsill behind him.


  “What. The. Fuck?!” Barbarus barely choked out.


  Ignoring the question, Augustine pulled out the small blade’s matching counterpart and used it to pick underneath his fingernails. “I know what it is that they say about me in the Eastern Kingdoms. They call me the Reaper. I suppose the title is well earned. I’ve killed more than my fair share. More than I care to count died horrible deaths. My fame is largely due to my ability to think up and execute these creative ends.”


  “Are you mad?” Anguish evident in his every word, the king looked at him accusingly.


  Augustine laughed. “No. I assure you I am quite lucid. Just making polite conversation to pass the time. You see, when I thrust that blade into your thigh, your body made preparations to fight or flee. That response dulls your senses for a time.” Barbarus was looking at him horror-struck. “And I want to be sure you feel every little thing.”


  The pungent smell of urine drifted past him and Augustine curled his lip in disgust. It figured that the man was a coward at heart. With long purposeful strides, Augustine closed the distance between them and with a heave on the chair back tipped it onto two legs. One-handed, he dragged the immobile king behind him until they were well clear of the puddle.


  “Make no mistake, Highness. I’ve no problems leaving you in your own filth” – he retrieved his own chair – “but I do not care to join you in it.”


  “Why are you doing this?” Barbarus sniveled. Undoubtedly the movement had rattled his leg.


  Augustine felt no sympathy for the pathetic man. “I was getting to that when you interrupted me.” He gave the hilt of the protruding knife a small wiggle, which caused the king to double over as far as his bindings would allow and howl his anguish to the room. “Hmm. The time is near.”


  Suddenly, he slammed the matching dagger into the king’s other thigh. Barbarus arched and thrashed. It was to no avail; he’d been left very little room. Jiggling a finger in his ear to relieve the discomfort at the king’s volume, Augustine pulled a third dagger. A long thin-bladed thing. Elegant. It wasn’t his.


  The king was leaning back in his chair, his mouth hanging open unattractively as he sobbed and wheezed.


  “Pay attention.” Augustine rapped the blade of the dagger sharply against Barbarus’s front teeth. The metal rang pleasantly at the contact.


  The king yelped and shot upright, lips carefully covering his teeth.


  “As I was saying, because of the things I’ve done, the rumors are that I am without honor. That I lack morals.” Breathing heavily through his nose, the king made no comment. “I do what I must for my kingdom as I would hope you do for yours, but the truth is that I have a very strong moral code. For example, whenever possible, I reserve torture for only the men, and I reserve the worst for the leaders rather than those that were simply following orders. You see, I find no pleasure in torturing those who did not earn it, and most especially those unable to defend themselves. Women. Children. Even when it comes to sharing the spoils after battle, children are specifically off limits to my soldiers. A thing they well know and abide. But you? You do not share my code. Do you?”


  Barbarus shook his head. “That is not true.” He spoke quickly, pulling his lips protectively over his teeth as soon as he’d finished.


  Teeth were shockingly sensitive. It was no wonder the man was so mindful to protect them.


  “Barbarus ‘the Brutal.’ So named not just for your exploits on the battlefield.” Augustine flicked the hilt protruding from the king’s left thigh.


  He moaned a high keening sound.


  Augustine leaned forward, meeting Barbarus’s tear-filled eyes. “Tell me about the princess, Persephone.”


  “Who?”


  Augustine held his gaze. “Persephone of House Galanis.”


  “The Princess of Galilae?” He sounded surprised and confused, but fear lurked in his eyes.


  Augustine nodded.


  “What of her?”


  “She was your betrothed once.” Augustine held up the thin-bladed dagger.


  “That is not known. How do you –”


  “That it is not known does not make it untrue. She was your betrothed once. Yes?”


  “She was.”


  Augustine grabbed Barbarus’s flaccid cock. “You raped her.” Not a question.


  “I did not!” Barbarus was frantic, trying to jerk away. He wasn’t going anywhere.


  “I do not believe you.” Mindful not to break the skin, Augustine traced the line of the king’s femoral artery with the tip of the dagger. Moving it on a slow trek from Barbarus’s knee toward his manhood.


  “I admit to bedding her, but I did not rape her. She wanted it. All of it,” Barbarus insisted.


  “She was nine,” Augustine reminded him coldly.


  “She did! She agreed,” Barbarus insisted. “In exchange for the slave!”


  The dagger halted partway between them. “Seraphime?” He shouldn’t have been surprised. Of course, Persephone had traded herself for Seraphime; she’d left that part out in the telling, though. “What, Highness,” he said derisively, “did you do to her?”


  “Nothing! I did nothing except threaten her.”


  “Was that the first or the second time?” Augustine asked.


  “Wha –”


  “First or second?” Augustine repeated, squeezing Barbarus hard. How Barbarus answered the question might very well determine if he would merely lose his cock or if it would be mangled first.


  The man’s face contorted in pain and his breath continued to wheeze loudly even after Augustine loosened his grip. “Second! Second,” he panted.


  Wrong answer. Augustine placed the very tip of the dagger at the slit on the end of Barbarus’s penis.


  “Stop!” he pleaded desperately, near to hyperventilating. “I will tell you anything you want! Please don’t!”


  Dagger still poised at the opening of Barbarus’s urethra, Augustine looked him in the eye. “When you raped Persephone, did she cry?”


  “YES!” Barbarus sobbed, still staring horrified at his precariously positioned cock.


  “Did she beg you to stop?”


  Recognition dawned in the king’s eyes. “Yes,” he whispered.


  “Did you?”


  Barbarus shook his head. “No.”


  “Nor will I.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone’s stomach turned violently. The smell of the meats and cheeses on their breakfast plate was more than enough to send it into revolt. Resorting to breathing through her mouth, she took a crust of bread and nibbled it experimentally, testing to see if her churning stomach would accept the meager offering. All seemed well for the moment. Still, she ate slowly just in case. Her mother was watching her closely, so Persephone made sure to keep her face and posture as neutral as possible. Persephone was still angry with her and found herself disinterested in hearing further argument from her in support of accepting the marriage pact.


  It had been a week since she’d spoken with the captain. A week since she’d last seen Seraphime. The only thing that kept her from completely losing her mind was that Para had been assigned to help Persephone bathe and she reported daily that Seraphime was well. She’d been assigned to Para’s kitchen duties when the younger girl was pulled away to attend Persephone.


  It had also been a week since Persephone had seen Augustine. His silence troubled her greatly. She surmised that he was no longer in the palace – possibly absent from the kingdom itself – though no matter how she tried, she could not get confirmation of such from Seneca when he escorted her to perform her daily stochasmos alone. In a way, Augustine’s absence was a blessing. Were she still sharing his bed every night, it would be more difficult to hide certain symptoms from him. Or lack of symptoms, as she should have started her moonblood and hadn’t.


  To perform stochasmos without Seraphime felt like trying to perform it with a missing limb. Persephone hated it. Everything seemed wrong, but she’d been allowed to continue and to refuse to do so seemed like cutting off her nose to spite her face. She’d bargained for it because it kept her muscles and fighting skills in shape should she have the opportunity to take action against their captors.


  This morning, the hour dragged past especially slowly given the excessive fatigue and nausea Persephone was experiencing and it was a relief to finally make it into the bathhouse. When she arrived, Persephone saw Para already waiting for her in the hottest tub. Though acting as Persephone’s body slave was not anything Para had been groomed for, she was eager to please and paid close attention to Persephone’s preferences. Persephone also suspected that she spent time speaking with Seraphime about the role. She admired and appreciated the girl’s commitment, even as her own guilt threatened daily to open widen enough to swallow her whole.


  In spite of the abuses Persephone knew she suffered daily, Para always seemed genuinely pleased to see her. “My lady, are you well today?” Para’s smile was warm, but her eyes had the slightly glassy look that indicated she had taken valerian recently.


  Although Para asked the same question in the same way every day, Persephone never knew how to answer. She was far from well in nearly every regard, but what Para wanted and needed was hope, not complaints. Yet, even though she knew it was what Para wanted to hear, Persephone hated telling her that she was well. It wasn’t the lying that bothered her, but the knowledge that so many others fared so poorly. Persephone felt she deserved to hurt with them.


  “I am, Para, thank you for asking.” Persephone always responded with something similar. “How are you?”


  Para shrugged. “Much the same.”


  Persephone looked at the water swirling between them as Para moved and shifted. “I am so sorry, Para. I did not want this for any of you.” A fresh wave of nausea rolled over Persephone and she worried she would empty her stomach into the water.


  “We know that.” Para had stilled and was looking at Persephone with concern. “None of us blame you for this.”


  They should blame her, but Persephone didn’t say that. “Forgive me, Para, it was not my intent to make you feel worse.” The heat was exacerbating her nausea – or maybe it was the shame. She needed to get out of the water and quickly or she was going to lose the fight against her rebellious stomach.


  “You did not,” Para insisted. “I wish there was something I could do for you, though.”


  “Perhaps there is,” Persephone said, an idea striking her.


  “Anything.” By the earnest look in her eyes, Para meant it when she said anything.


  The question was how to get what she wanted without alerting anyone to her intent. Were it Seraphime, Persephone would have no problem getting off a subversive message, but it was Para and she would take Persephone’s words at face value.


  “Raspberries have come into season. I look forward to them every year and it would lift my spirits to add them to our stores.”


  Para considered the request. “I believe Decimus will inquire about our stocks today or tomorrow. I will speak with him of the possibility.”


  “Gratitude, Para. If we do get them, Seraphime knows how I enjoy them.”


  Para nodded eagerly and Persephone felt satisfied that she had kept the request as innocuous as possible.


  As they finished and Para was escorted back to the kitchen, Seneca approached Persephone. She’d assumed his intent was to take her back to her room, but he’d stopped walking and was watching her fixedly. He suspected her of being up to something, but Persephone could see that he did not know enough to piece together what it was.


  “Lucius has informed the captain of your request,” he told her.


  “But not the general?” she baited him.


  He did not take it. “He would speak with you now, Princess.”


  If she was lucky, the captain would not recognize what she really wanted the raspberries for either, though Seraphime would immediately. Persephone knew she would be unable to keep the pregnancy a secret forever; however, for the moment it was imperative that she do so. Were she cold enough to use it, this was the thing that might finally give her some much-needed leverage over the general.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine looked up as the door opened. He nodded respectfully at Agrippa before returning his attention to the task at hand – removing all traces of Barbarus’s blood from his hands. Posture careless, he waited for Agrippa to state his purpose. He did not need to wait long.


  “Happy now?”


  “Happy?” Dark red still creased in the spirals of his knuckles. He observed the patterns with interest before bending each finger to run the cloth over the smoothed surface. “No.” Agrippa was right next to him, looking at the desecrated body of the former king. “But I am satisfied.” A nod of acknowledgment met his words as his friend continued to study his handiwork. “Congratulations, Imperator. Fortunata is yours.”


  “I suppose it is,” Agrippa acknowledged.


  “My business in Galilae is not yet finished. Do whatever you must with the body today. I will take the head with me tomorrow when I take my leave if it pleases you.”


  Agrippa nodded. “Of course.”


  They clasped wrists. “You are a true friend. I owe you a debt.”


  “I will call on you when I have need. Gods. Kingdom. Kin.”


  The Finctus’s Code of Honor. “Gods. Kingdom. Kin.” Augustine parroted the words he’d grown up saying and hearing.


  Chapter 6:

  Silent Confessions


  
    Secrets isolate a person like nothing else.

  


  
    – Proverb

  


   


  After her bath, Seneca escorted Persephone directly to the captain. She knew Seneca was clever; evidently he was much shrewder than she’d given him credit for if he’d deemed her behavior suspicious. Of course, he had reason to be suspicious; she was hiding something of great import from them. But would the captain understand the meaning behind her request as Seneca had not? She would find out soon enough.


  She hadn’t been in his company since he’d revoked her ability to spend time with Seraphime. As far as she could tell, he’d continued to honor all of the other agreements she’d made with Augustine. Persephone desperately wanted to see her sister, but she was violently angry with him for separating them in the first place and with almost equal fervor she wanted to rebel against him out of spite. As they sat in silence assessing one another, she still hadn’t decided if she was going to cooperate or not.


  “When was your last moonblood?”


  It wasn’t the question she had expected him to ask, and the brazen nature of the inquiry brought her full attention back to him. As much as she wanted to see Seraphime, she also couldn’t answer honestly without alerting him to her condition. If she lied, would he spot it as easily as Augustine seemed to be able to? But what could she tell him? He knew she and Augustine had been intimate daily until he’d left and she’d continued to practice stochasmos after he was gone, which would have been impossible without making a mess of herself even with cotton wads stuffed into her subligaria. She considered telling him that she expected to begin this week, but if he didn’t believe her and demanded proof, she would have no way of providing it, which would confirm what she did not want him to know. Fuck. As much as she wanted to see Seraphime, she needed to deflect him. There was nothing she could do to assuage his suspicion entirely, so the best she could do would be to not provide him with confirmation.


  “That is not of concern to you, Captain,” she replied, insolence slipping easily into her tone.


  He said nothing of her disrespect. “Nearly everything about you is of concern to me.”


  Persephone found herself smiling at the double meaning that could be taken from his words. He had learned to play her games well, and quickly. A rare thing.


  “Do you mean to tell me that I alarm you, Captain? Or that everything about me is your business?”


  “I thought you would catch that.” He did not tell her which interpretation was the intended. Probably that meant both. “You did not answer the question.”


  “No.” Persephone smiled wider and relaxed further into her seat.


  “Do you not miss your sister, Princess?”


  “I saw her in our room just this morning,” she said, imitating something she’d told Augustine when he’d still been trying to trick her into admitting her relationship with Seraphime.


  “Persephone.” His tone held a reprimand.


  “Captain,” she retorted with a smirk.


  “Seneca mentioned you’ve a newfound interest in adding raspberries to your diet,” he continued, changing his approach, but not his focus. “Tell me, Princess, when I ask Seraphime about your preferences, will she inform me that you seek the berries themselves or the tea brewed from their leaves?”


  If he was asking, he knew what the tea was used for. Persephone had asked only about raspberries, knowing that when Para inquired about her likings, Seraphime would understand it was in fact the tea that interested her. It would help to settle her stomach.


  “I do not follow your meaning, Captain,” she said, feigning boredom and confusion.


  “I think you do.”


  “Is there something in particular you might like to ask me?”


  He smiled humorlessly. “Would you answer honestly?”


  “I always say exactly what I mean, Captain.”


  “As do I, Princess. So allow me to speak clearly. If you tell me the truth about why you have such a sudden craving for raspberries, I will procure them for you. If you lie, or choose to remain silent, then you will likely be facing some very uncomfortable mornings.”


  It wasn’t just the mornings that were uncomfortable; the urge to vomit stayed with her all day. “Morning is my favorite time of day, Captain.”


  Even though she believed he would provide the tea if she told the truth, this was a secret Persephone was as of yet unwilling to reveal.


  “Just as I thought.”


  “Have we finished, then?” she asked.


  “It would seem we have.” She rose to leave, but his words halted her. “But, Persephone” – with her hand suspended halfway to the door, she turned to look at him – “it does not matter that you will not acknowledge what we both know to be true.” His eyes flicked to her stomach before he recaptured her gaze. “Some secrets have a way of revealing themselves.”


  
    * * * *

  


  “Your mistress has forsaken you.”


  Seraphime did her best to ignore Falco’s cruel voice. He’d not laid a hand on her, but ever since she’d bested him in the courtyard, he’d taken to seeking her out during the day. Since he wasn’t allowed to do what he really wanted to her, he took his ire out by taunting her mercilessly. This day, he had come into the pantry while she and Para had been helping to prepare the food for the night’s meal.


  All of Seraphime’s contact with Persephone had come through Para the past week. She didn’t know what had happened between the general and her sister that had spurred the change, only that they were being denied access to one another and Para had been assigned to assist Persephone when it was called for. Para had just returned to the kitchen after helping Persephone bathe and had started talking of obtaining raspberries for the palace. It sounded like Persephone had asked for them and had given Para some kind of instruction to ask Seraphime something, but Para had been speaking quickly and out of order and while Seraphime was still working to decipher what had happened, she had spotted Falco heading their direction. Wanting Para out of his reach, Seraphime had immediately ordered the younger girl out of the room with instructions to find a task and hide behind it. Para had slipped out of the back door, and while Falco had likely seen her, she hadn’t been his target so he’d not pursued her.


  Instead, Falco had ordered away Otho, the guard that had been assigned to Seraphime early in the siege. To his credit, Otho had objected, but it would seem Falco outranked him and had overruled the protest. His visits had been occurring daily for a week and this was the first time he’d removed her from Otho’s presence, which had immediately lifted the hairs on the back of her neck. The whole situation reeked of danger.


  “If she has forsaken you, it is only a matter of time before you are made fair game, slave. Will you fight just as hard when each of us takes a turn forcing our cocks inside you?”


  Her heart beat faster.


  “I hope you do.” Falco pressed closer.


  Seraphime moved to step around him, but he sidestepped, blocking her path. From this close, she could smell the wine on his breath. This was bad. If he was drunk, he might forget about the fact that she had been deemed untouchable, and by Galilae’s own laws, she’d be completely unable to defend herself without forfeiting her own life. The punishment for a slave who raised a hand against a free person was execution by stoning. Though, given what Falco would undoubtedly do to her, she’d prefer death, even one as drawn out and painful as stoning.


  “Do you know why?” The fact that she had not looked at him nor responded to anything he said did nothing to deter him.


  She took a step backward, which he immediately traced, re-closing the space between them.


  “Because you will be tighter, if you resist.”


  She took another step, which he also followed. If he so much as laid a finger on her, she was going to kill him.


  “Falco!” The captain’s voice cracked between them and Falco immediately stood at attention.


  Seraphime stepped quickly away from him, and for the first time he didn’t follow. She couldn’t decide if she was relieved or disappointed at the intercession. Falco deserved to die, and she would gladly be the one to see him to his end.


  “What are you doing?” The captain’s question was directed at Falco. If he needed to ask, he clearly hadn’t heard the way Falco had just been talking to her. Either that or he didn’t care.


  “Just relieving Otho for a time,” Falco lied.


  Seraphime clenched her teeth, but held her tongue.


  “This is not one of your assignments.”


  “He said he would return shortly.”


  Seraphime took a deep breath and shifted agitatedly. That was not what had happened, but to claim otherwise would be to put a female slave’s word against a male soldier’s. Speaking out wouldn’t just be foolish, it would be completely asinine.


  The captain made a noncommittal sound. Did he doubt Falco? Seraphime didn’t know him well enough to tell.


  “I will see to Seraphime from here. You are dismissed.”


  Falco nodded. “Should you need me –”


  “I will not. We will share words later, though.”


  Falco scowled, but nodded once more before walking away. The captain continued to watch until he was gone from the room before turning back to Seraphime. As he turned, he raised his hand to lift her chin and, still on edge, she startled, flinching slightly at the gentle contact. With his thumb, he turned her face first one way, then the other. Then his eyes did a scan of her body, head to toe. She hated being examined so closely – it never meant anything good for a slave – but his assessment didn’t feel lewd or threatening. He was checking for injuries, she realized.


  “Did he hurt you?”


  His question confirmed her inference. At some point, her mouth had gone dry, so she shook her head before dropping her gaze. It seemed pointless after he’d observed her at the sparring match, but it was still customary and habitual for her when she was in this role.


  “No need to pretend, Seraphime. We both know your image as a good little slave is an illusion.”


  She lifted her eyes and he dropped his hand. She didn’t know what to say to that, so she waited silently.


  “What was he doing here?” the captain asked.


  “He told you what he was doing here.”


  “What he told me was a lie, and a poorly executed one. What was he really doing here?”


  Seraphime still wasn’t sure it was wise to speak ill of one of his soldiers. Even if the captain believed her – which it appeared he probably would – if he took action against Falco because of something she said, Falco would undoubtedly retaliate. It was not necessary to feed further fuel to that fire.


  “I am a slave, sir. He is not required to inform me of his intentions, nor ask my permission. He may do what pleases him.”


  “No, he may not. Not with you.”


  “Just with everyone else?” She could only hope that the captain had meant it when he said she need not pretend, because her accusation had been exceedingly reckless.


  “Speaking of others, where is Para? Should she not be here?” he asked, completely ignoring the impropriety of her last statement.


  “I sent her away when he came in,” Seraphime admitted and waited for the reprimand.


  “Where did you send her?”


  “Anywhere else.”


  Understanding simmered in his gaze. “So you do not know where she went?”


  Seraphime shook her head. It was the truth. “Should I find Para for you, sir?”


  “No. Did she ask for anything before you sent her away?”


  He was fishing for something, but what? Did he know Persephone had asked for raspberries? When Falco had come in, everything had happened very quickly, and Seraphime had not had an opportunity to think about what Para had been saying until the captain had asked about her.


  Seraphime put on her best confused expression. “Ask me for anything? I do not understand, sir. What might she have asked me for?”


  “You tell me.”


  “She said something about getting raspberries for the palace,” Seraphime said, still feigning confusion. If he spoke with Para, she would admit the same, so Seraphime’s story needed to match. “But she did not ask for anything.”


  “How does Persephone prefer her raspberries?”


  It was a strange question, as most people just ate the berries. One thing was certain, Persephone hated raspberries. If she was asking about them, what she was really asking for was the tea to settle her stomach. Persephone was pregnant. That was the message for Seraphime and this is what the captain was fishing for; it had to be. He knew, or at least suspected, and was looking for confirmation. Seraphime was sure Persephone would never openly admit the fact, so she would not out her sister either.


  “Every way she can get them.” Seraphime smiled innocently, adding a slight tilt to her head to enhance the effect.


  He allowed a small laugh. “You are so like your sister. I do not play her games, and I will not play yours either, Seraphime. No raspberries until one of you decides to be honest.”


  That would never happen. Seraphime wondered if he knew peppermint might also be effective, and whether or not she would be able to come up with some.


  Chapter 7:

  Time Discloses All


  
    It could be argued that prostitution and politics are opposite sides of the same coin.

  


  
    – Sulla “the Silver-Tongue” of House Androulakis, Council Member of Galilae

  


   


  As had been well practiced over the past weeks, the conspiring Council members discreetly snuck away as everyone exited the Grand Council Chamber so they could reconvene in the Small Council Chamber. Over the first two weeks, they’d met with Augustine and Cato individually and in secret. As the session drew to a close, and with Augustine out of Galilae, Cato had finally begun meeting with the three of them as a group, though still very much in secret. This was to be their last intrigue before the final Council meeting of the season, two days hence.


  “Your general has been absent for near a fortnight. Are you sure he will be returning in time for our final meeting?” Titus asked.


  “I can understand your concern,” Cato placated diplomatically. “I assure you, he will return in time.”


  The fact was, Augustine had already returned. He’d arrived not long before the Council meeting had let out. After discussing the matter, both he and Cato had agreed it would be best if all Council members looked surprised at his arrival. Whenever possible, they did not like to rely on the skills of others to play a contrived part. Providing opportunity for authenticity was critical to ensuring believability. It would already be risky enough, expecting what they did of the king and the prince, though to be fair, the two had done surprisingly well at not rousing suspicions in spite of the fact that it seemed the boy tried to subtly do so as opportunities presented themselves. Decimus had quickly begun to ensure that opportunities never arose.


  “And what of this gift you claim him to be bringing us?” Luca asked. He asked every time they met since it had first been mentioned, though Cato remained tight-lipped about it.


  “As I have explained, it is best if you all are just as surprised as everyone else by Augustine’s offering. What matters most is the present mood of the Council. How does it fare?”


  Sulla smiled slyly and sipped his wine. “As expected.”


  Known to the other Council members as “silver-tongued,” Sulla did not disappoint. Cato respected him, even if he didn’t entirely trust him. Ensuring his loyalty meant ensuring they remained the highest bidder. Not an easy task. Fortunately, Galilae’s treasury was well stocked. The looming threat of the Reaper didn’t hurt either.


  “With nothing else to occupy our concerns this season, and the threat of the Finctus and Fortunata looming large, fear runs rampant,” Sulla elaborated.


  “You think the timing right, then?” Cato asked.


  Sulla shrugged carelessly. “When is the timing ever right for such a dramatic change? There are those who will reject it, but I do believe there are enough who hold sufficient fear to support it over the alternative. The key is that the king supports it. If Acheron speaks out against it, we will be looking at war.”


  “You will be looking at a massacre,” Cato corrected.


  “Should it come to that, I do hope you will remember those who have supported you since the first,” Luca inserted firmly.


  “Not to worry,” Cato reassured them. “Your job was to pave the way in the Council. Our job was to sway the king. Augustine is nothing if not persuasive. We will see to it that Acheron plays his part.”


  They would be speaking with Acheron and the rest of his family about their parts after tomorrow’s Council meeting. When Cato had spoken with Augustine on his return and they’d updated one another as they finalized plans, Cato had specifically refrained from sharing his suspicion – certainty, he corrected grimly – that Persephone was with child. In spite of what he had just said, if the king resisted, Cato already harbored serious doubts that Augustine would be able to do what was necessary to persuade him. The lie of omission was Cato’s way of easing Augustine’s way. If the worst happened, Cato would ensure he never learned the truth.


  “There is another matter.” Titus met Cato’s gaze imploringly. “That of the princess, Persephone.”


  “What of her?” Cato did not think anyone in the kingdom truly knew of, or understood, her rebellious nature.


  “The Treasure of Galilae,” Luca supplied helpfully.


  “I am aware of how she is called throughout the kingdom. What is the concern?”


  “There is concern about the well-being of the queen as well as both princesses, what with Princess Kolimpri’s extended illness, and the close proximity of her caregivers,” Sulla explained. “That no one has even caught a glimpse of any of them is alarming, to say the least. If a marriage pact were to suddenly be proposed by the Finctus – whom our king has always adamantly spoken against – when there are other circumstances that already feel suspicious, I fear it would rouse misgivings that this whole thing has been contrived. Especially if our mighty king were to suddenly recant his earlier vitriol and lay down his crown. The whole thing reeks of foul play.”


  Cato sat back in his chair, considering everything he’d just heard. It was unsettling, but needed to be considered. Suddenly an idea started to take root. “And what if someone else were to suggest the marriage pact? Someone within the Council?”


  “That might help.” Luca stroked his chin thoughtfully as he spoke. “But we will need to provide enough incentive for them to agree to it. As you know, Persephone is well loved, and many would fight before seeing her married to someone as feared as the Reaper.”


  With a sigh, Cato sank into his chair. He was so ready for this to be over and done with. Scheming and waiting were exhausting. “What would you suggest?”


  “We must ensure that they fear an invasion more than they fear the man,” Sulla offered.


  “Is that not what you’ve been working toward this whole time?” Cato asked coldly. Not for the first time, he wondered at possibility of a double cross.


  “Calm yourself,” Sulla placated. “There is enough unease within the Council that, so long as Acheron speaks in favor of the joining with the Finctus, a supporting majority vote will follow. One of us can suggest the marriage pact, so we have covered that problem, as well. Things will happen quickly, and people will believe what they’ve been fed, but only for a time.”


  “Make your point, and quickly,” Cato ordered when Sulla paused.


  “We need to humanize him. As soon as announcements are made, you need to find a way to endear him to the people,” Sulla finished.


  Sulla was right, of course. To all of Galilae, Augustine was a monster lurking in the shadows and haunting their dreams. But propaganda was a powerful tool, and what better way to paint him in an appealing light than to associate him with something they already loved? It was perfect, and everything they needed was already in place; however, they were suddenly going to require cooperation from Persephone on a level that Cato was not convinced they would ever coerce her to provide. They could continue to hope for the best, but Cato needed to speak with Augustine about the inevitability of preparing for war. In many ways war would have been far simpler.


  
    * * * *

  


  It had been a month since the siege. The closer they drew to the final Council meeting, the higher Persephone’s stress levels had risen. Augustine had remained absent for nearly a full fortnight, and Persephone still had no idea where things stood with him. Based on what the captain had said to her during their first meeting, clearly they still intended to pursue the marriage pact, but that suggested very little for what kind of relationship Augustine intended to have with her after the ceremony. Possibly none at all, which wouldn’t be a problem if there were not so many people depending on her manipulating the situation for the greater good, as her mother had described it. Her mother remained adamant that his affection for her was the only influence they had at present. In Persephone’s mind, it was very clear that no affection existed, and his extended absence was proof.


  If Persephone had fallen out of his favor, then the only leverage they had was the child growing inside her. Even if he didn’t want her, he would want the child; she was sure of it. Persephone did not make a habit of using others as bargaining chips to get what she wanted, and although she did not desire the babe, she still saw it as an innocent in this situation, so it was hard to convince herself to do what might be necessary. With nothing else to occupy her time, she’d thought about it extensively. If he feared she would terminate the pregnancy, he might do what she wanted; but if she made such a threat, she had better be willing and able to follow through on it. He would immediately recognize any hesitation on her part, and he would exploit the weakness.


  No matter how many reasons Persephone could find to justify the act, though, she wasn’t sure if she could do it. Finding the means wasn’t the problem, she could think of a number of methods at her disposal. No, the problem was that she had never killed someone undeserving. An unborn child was certainly not capable of having wronged her, or anyone else. More importantly, it was a part of her. For a mother to kill her own child? It might be the vilest act Persephone could fathom.


  There were only to be two more Council meetings before the end of the season’s term. Then the Fall Festival. If they were keeping to their same plan – at least, the plan as far as Persephone could figure it – the Perdomans needed to finalize Council approval for the marriage pact by the last session if they intended to hold the ceremony during the Festival, which made the most sense.


  Thus far, her father had made no mention of the Perdomans announcing themselves to the Council publicly, though she suspected they were probably conspiring with some of its members. Not all men were honorable. Prodotin was proof that loyalty could be bought. Also, that she was aware of, she and her mother were the only two that knew of the intended marriage pact. She doubted that either her father or her brother would be able to minimize their blustering about such a thing. Every night on their return, her father and brother spoke almost exclusively of Barbarus and concerns about him uniting with the Finctus. This had remained the predominant concern within the Council. Her mother usually involved herself in the discussions. Sometimes Persephone joined in as well, but mostly she listened. Two meetings left and none of them were any closer to a solution regarding how to regain their freedom, and subsequently Galilae’s, than when they had been taken captive.


  Persephone feigned wellness as much as possible. Surely her mother suspected, but she did not want to tip off her father or brother as to her condition. She felt relatively certain that she kept it successfully disguised from the soldiers that guarded them. The captain was her biggest concern. He hadn’t spoken with her again, but he’d made it clear he knew. Likely, he would tell Augustine before she had a chance, so she had to make a decision about how she was going to use the information. It was the one decision she couldn’t bring herself to make.


  Despite the fatigue that plagued her, Persephone played enthusiastically with Kolimpri. To do otherwise would arouse suspicion. Not to mention it was probably the one thing that truly brought her any joy in her currently bleak circumstances. Playing one of their favorite games, Persephone lay on her back with her legs forming ninety degree angles at her hips and her knees. While holding on to Persephone’s hands to help keep her balance, Koli draped herself on her stomach across Persephone’s shins. Persephone bounced her feet, eliciting delighted squeals from Koli.


  “Fly! Fly, Little Bird!” Persephone said laughingly while the rest of their family watched the two of them playing. It was impossible not to share in Kolimpri’s glee.


  Between her excessive exhaustion and the noise of Koli’s mirth bubbling around her, Persephone didn’t hear the key in the door.


  “Oh nooooo!” Kolimpri started pulling herself forward, intentionally sliding off of Persephone’s knees. “Catch me!”


  Persephone managed to get her hands underneath Koli’s little body in time to keep her from landing in a total heap on her stomach. As it was, she only landed in a partial heap, laughing hysterically all the while.


  “Careful, Little Bird. You squished me,” Persephone chastised with no heat.


  Koli was sitting straddled on Persephone’s middle, and Persephone held her by the waist to keep her from bouncing in her jubilance. The clearing of a throat sent all of Persephone’s senses on alert. It had been nearly two weeks since a soldier had entered their chambers after returning her father and brother in the evening. That could only mean one thing. A sharp turn of her head confirmed her suspicions when she saw Seneca standing near the door waiting for her.


  Gently, she shifted Koli onto the floor. With a hurried goodbye, Persephone stood and followed Seneca to the king’s chambers. The walk was nerve-wracking, and in a rare moment, she allowed herself the luxury of fidgeting, smoothing her skirts distractedly along the way. She had no idea what she would be walking into, so she had no way of knowing how to prepare herself.


  With a lover’s familiarity, her emotionless façade wrapped itself around her; by the time they reached the door, she had abandoned toying with her skirts and had fixed her expression to appear coolly detached. On the inside? Well, a hornet’s nest would have seemed less chaotic. She walked through the door feeling like she was walking into her own execution. Nothing would have prepared her for the greeting she received.


  The door had not even clicked all the way closed when Augustine grabbed her face firmly in both of his hands and kissed her fiercely. Lacking all of the control he typically maintained, he kissed her with a possessiveness and urgency that she could neither understand nor reciprocate. All she could do was hold on and try not to be swept away in his overpowering current.


  Without removing his lips from hers, he walked her backwards until her legs hit the bureau behind her. It wasn’t painful, but the force was sufficient that she jolted and threw a hand down to steady herself. It was irrelevant. Augustine was already lifting her onto the top of it. Immediately, he set to pushing her skirts up and pulling her hips firmly against his. Any doubt she might have held on to that he’d lost interest evaporated at the obvious evidence of his desire pulsing against her.


  Breaking their kiss, he did something so completely out of character that she could do nothing but watch him in stunned fascination. He spat on his fingers and slicked them against her before slamming into her. He’d never entered her without making sure her arousal was sufficient to ease his passage, so she wasn’t entirely sure if this had been an act of desperation or degradation. Pain and pleasure comingled. Mouth covering hers, Augustine swallowed the gasp that would have announced both. Wasting no time, he immediately established a pounding rhythm.


  Abandoning her hips, his hands roved upward, snaring her zoster. With a violent jerk, he snapped the leather, a display of strength that both aroused and frightened her. After discarding the now useless accessory, he shoved her chiton off her shoulder and, finding her breast, he pinched and rolled her nipple. Her entire body had felt oversensitized the past few days, and not pleasantly so. Her breasts in particular felt slightly swollen and achy. When Augustine trailed kisses along her neck, it offered her the opportunity to wince unnoticed.


  “Have I vexed you?” The slight breathlessness of the question wasn’t forced, but the levity of her tone was.


  She had a hard time imagining he would be so coarse with her if he knew she carried his child, and if he didn’t already know, she didn’t want to alert him to the fact that something was off. But she needed the stimulation to change. Her statement had the desired effect.


  He stilled immediately. “Do I seem vexed?” His level of self-control was impressive; almost instantly the tension rolled off of his body in a disciplined wave.


  “Less so now.” As his movements softened, she allowed herself to melt into him. When his mouth returned once again to hers, the sensual control she was so used to was back. “Miss me?” she said lightly. The words, spoken into his lips, were slightly muffled.


  He pulled back just far enough for her to see his mouth quirk in the corner. She thought for a moment that he would tease her back. Instead he offered a single, sincere nod. It would have been better if he had jested. She didn’t know how to feel about the candid vulnerability in that one gesture.


  Legs still wrapped around his waist, he scooped her up and walked them both over to the bed. The fabric of her chiton, clinging to her in haphazard disarray, trailed behind. Once at their destination, he divested her of what was left of the material. Rather than immediately covering her body with his own, he rolled onto his back. And for another first, he stayed that way the entire time as they moved together, each to their own release.


  
    * * * *

  


  With both of them still catching their breath, Persephone rolled off of him. When she would have stood to dress, Augustine put a hand on her arm. “Stay a while.”


  Nodding, she nestled herself into the crook of his arm. It didn’t escape his notice that she remained on her back next to him rather than turning into him, though. She never tolerated such intimacy for long, and Augustine toyed with her hair, enjoying the moment while it lasted as they lay in amicable silence.


  He knew she would speak before she did, because she tilted her chin to look at him, undoubtedly so she could observe his reactions.


  “Where did you go?” The curiosity in her tone made the question sound casual, but everything Persephone did was deliberate, so she had a particular course in mind.


  “You assume I left,” he responded vaguely. It was the same type of evasion Persephone frequently used. Not quite a lie, but a honing in on a part of the question or statement that was unsaid or irrelevant. Obviously she assumed he had left – and she was correct – or she wouldn’t have asked the question.


  “The alternative is to assume you unhappy with me.”


  “No.” He kissed the top of her head. “Not unhappy with you.”


  “Nor will you tell me, though.” As she already knew what his answer would be, she did not frame it as a question.


  “No, I will not,” he confirmed.


  “Only two Council meetings remain.”


  “Yes,” he agreed. “This standoff between us draws to a close.”


  “What happens next?”


  “You will know soon enough, but the outcome will depend largely on your father.”


  She made a discontented sound in her throat and sat up. “Then we will certainly find ourselves fucked.”


  He hoped she was mistaken. Given what he knew of her father, though, he doubted it.


  
    * * * *

  


  Cato stood sentry with the numerous other soldiers present in the room as the royal family was escorted in. Augustine had called them all forth as soon as the day’s Council meeting had finished. This was the first time the family had been called together as a group since they had been given their initial instructions following the siege. Even Persephone – who undoubtedly knew more than the others – was looking wary. Tomorrow marked the last Council meeting. The time when Augustine and Cato would reveal themselves to the rest of Galilae. Soon they would see if the king would act for the goodwill of his people, or out of foolish pride.


  When Persephone would have sat with her family, Augustine beckoned her to his side of the table. A silent command that she separate herself from them, symbolic of what was to come. She nodded and relinquished Kolimpri’s hand to their mother’s. The queen pulled the child onto her lap as Persephone made her way to Augustine. She settled herself on his lap as indicated, but when she would have remained perched on the end of his knee, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her flush against him. Wisely, Augustine had planned to keep her close, in case she should decide to become noncompliant. It also served the dual purpose of angering the king, a thing Cato knew his friend to take great pleasure in. Both the king and his son glared angrily at Persephone and Augustine, so it would seem the ploy was effective.


  Unexpectedly, Augustine grabbed Persephone’s chin, turning her to him and kissing her thoroughly. Acheron’s face turned a violent shade of red at the obvious slight. It wasn’t until the king cleared his throat that Augustine released a very surprised Persephone.


  “We are all aware of your nocturnal activities. Must you flaunt them in the light of day as well?” The king managed to adopt a droll tone, but Cato still heard the underlying edge.


  Evidently Augustine heard it too. “Tell me, Highness, does it vex you more to know that I spend my evenings with my cock inside your daughter” – if it was possible, Acheron’s face flushed further and his lips pressed into a thin white line – “or that she enjoys it?”


  The man was incorrigible. Cato barely managed to suppress a sigh at Augustine’s antagonistic behavior. He understood it, but it wasn’t the best way to encourage Acheron’s compliance with the coming plans.


  Persephone was glaring coldly at Augustine. “It vexes me to speak of it so crudely.”


  Cato silently commended her for standing up to him. Frustrating as she could be, she did not lack for courage.


  Augustine met her angry scowl with an unapologetic smirk before he pecked her on the lips. “To business, then.”


  Her reprimand had done nothing to dim Augustine’s joviality, but at least he respected her enough not to press the matter further.


  He returned his attention to the rest of the royal family. “Surely you are all wondering why I have called you here. Moreso, how this stalemate between us is to end.”


  Uncertain silence met his words. Antaios shifted uncomfortably. Koli watched Persephone curiously from her mother’s lap. The queen’s unreadable countenance matched that of her eldest daughter.


  Finally the king found his voice. “Tomorrow marks the last Council meeting, followed immediately by our weeklong Fall Festival. You cannot keep my family secreted away forever, so, yes, I suppose you could surmise I am wondering how this will end.”


  Finally, Acheron’s words were tempered by a bit of logic, yet they were delivered with pompous certainty. Cato had a hard time finding anything redeemable in the man.


  “It is really quite simple. Tomorrow at the Council meeting, you will announce my captain and me as messengers of the Finctus. You will insist we be heard because we arrived peacefully and come bearing a gift. A gift you will most certainly want delivered.”


  Acheron’s confidence faltered, to be replaced with his confusion. “What gift?”


  “Patience, Highness, I would not ruin the surprise. All you need know is that I have it.”


  “After you have presented this gift, what message for Galilae? Or is that to be a surprise as well?”


  “That, I will share with you now. It does not behoove me to have you go fucking everything up tomorrow.”


  Despite his words, both Cato and Augustine were in agreement that the king might still fuck everything up.


  “The Finctus continues to move east. We recognize that a peaceful joining with Galilae is in the best interest of all. You will be offered an opportunity no other has received. You will agree to willingly enter into the Finctus, and in return, the Sator will grant you the revered title of Imperator.”


  “You would strip me of my kingdom,” the king interrupted, “and you think I would agree to this willingly. Your reputation as an unparalleled military strategist seems to have been inflated.”


  More for his own reassurance than because he thought he would need it, Cato put his hand on the hilt of his sword. Augustine was prepared and had things well in hand, but this could devolve very quickly.


  “Your title will change, yes,” Augustine continued calmly; however, the way his volume and tone dropped were clear signs of his displeasure.


  Signs the king undoubtedly overlooked. Cato had noticed in their dealings with him, as well as observing Persephone’s, that the man was painfully oblivious to subtle shifts in how words were delivered.


  “Should you agree, yes, your knee will bend, but consider this, Acheron of House Galanis, you will maintain your life. You will continue to govern Galilae. You lose nothing except a title.”


  “And what would I gain?”


  “The combined might of the Finctus. If we are for you, who could stand against you?”


  “Nothing is without a price,” the king snorted. “Tell me, what else is this to cost me?”


  “Nothing it would not please you to part with,” Augustine told him coldly.


  Cato remembered the first night that they had taken the palace, Acheron had made mention that Persephone should have married long ago. Undoubtedly, Augustine had remembered as well. Since discovering to whom she was to have been married and the blatant abuse she had suffered at his hands under Acheron’s roof, the king’s implication that she should have married Barbarus anyway seemed all the more callous.


  “Naturally, we would need some insurance. My full army would take up residence in Galilae. A simple thing, really. With your navy and my army, Galilae will be impenetrable. As Imperator, you would need a Consul, so it makes the most sense that you would name me.” If Augustine’s tone was any indication, he was enjoying himself immensely.


  “Only in your deluded mind does that make sense,” the king scoffed.


  “Come, now. Is that any way to speak to your future son?”


  The king recoiled, instantly paling as comprehension dawned.


  “As you well know, nothing joins two nations as a marriage,” Augustine continued. “The end of the Fall Festival is a perfect time for a wedding.”


  “And if I refuse?”


  This was the part they had been concerned about, that the king would be unwilling to accept the deal proffered. They were well prepared for the eventuality, but all their plans could come to naught, if he remained unconvinced.


  Augustine sighed. “I had hoped you would not ask.”


  
    * * * *

  


  At his sigh, Persephone’s entire body had gone rigid. She knew, or at least suspected what was coming, but Augustine had anticipated that. So when she attempted to spring from him, it was already too late. The struggle was over before it had even started.


  His arms had already banded around her, pinning her own to her sides as he pulled the long-bladed dagger from the sheath at his hip. Making soothing sounds in her ear, he quickly brought the point to her throat, fitting it snugly against her delicate skin. The point notched perfectly underneath her jawbone. With no choice but to still or impale herself on its edge, she froze instantly.


  Careful, so as not to inadvertently stick her, he pulled them both upright so he could meet the king’s appalled gaze. Sentries had moved threateningly close to the rest of the family, ready to strike them down at a moment’s notice, though Augustine alone had actually drawn steel.


  Kolimpri had begun crying and the queen made shushing noises, attempting to calm her.


  Acheron’s eyes fixed on the blade at his daughter’s throat before lifting to meet Augustine’s. “You would not.” Bold words, but the tremor in them betrayed his doubt.


  “You think not?” Augustine asked him.


  “You are a monster, of that I have no doubt. But all have seen how you look upon her. I do not believe you capable of murdering the woman you make love to every night.”


  Augustine tipped his head snidely. “Mark my words, Highness, your daughter and I do not make love,” he mocked. “We fuck.” Turning his head, he looked at Persephone’s face. Despite her precarious position, her blank mask was firmly in place, betraying nothing she might be feeling. “You know me best of all, Princess. Spend your nights sharing my bed. What think you?”


  Neither her head nor her body moved, but her eyes flicked to the side to meet his gaze. “I think you capable of stabbing me in the back while I slept if you had enough to gain by it.” Her coldly delivered words parroted the phrase he’d given her.


  Overwhelming sadness consumed him at their truth. “Just so.”


  He looked at her beautiful face for what he hoped would not be the last time before returning his attention to her father. “You’ve heard it from her own mouth. I am more than capable of doing what must be done. But since you insist on following this path to its foregone conclusion, I shall give you all you need to make an informed decision. Should you refuse, the first thing I will do is kill your daughters.” Killing them quickly was the one mercy he could be sure to offer them if it came to that. “Then your son. Last, your beloved wife, but not before she’s been passed through the ranks of my soldiers.” He hated to do it. He liked and respected Adonia, but by Persephone’s own lips, she held great meaning to the king. Her abuse would be the most impactful.


  Acheron’s hands fisted so tightly his knuckles turned white, his fingernails likely leaving crescent-shaped punctures in his palms.


  “At the last, I will overtake your Council while your people gather under the Grand Balcony to hear your final decree before the Fall Festival. In front of them all, I will slit you from groin to sternum before pushing you over the rail with a noose around your neck. Have you ever seen a man’s entrails all laid out? I should think they will connect you to the ground with room to spare. Even from such a great height.” The king sat looking decidedly green. “I will take your kingdom with or without your consent. How would you like them to remember you, Highness?”


  Mouth opening and closing dumbly, Acheron finally found his voice. “I need to think.”


  “You have to the count of five.” Augustine pushed the dagger more firmly into Persephone’s skin. She strained to lengthen her neck in order to keep it unmarred. “One.” He pushed a bit harder. “Two.” She had nowhere else to go. “Three.” Her sharp intake of breath coincided with the small pop he felt when the point pierced her flesh. “Four.” A red ribbon snaked down the column of her throat to pool against the bust of her chiton. “Fi –”


  “STOP!” Hand outstretched across the table, the king beseeched. “I consent.”


  Augustine immediately lowered the blade, passing it to Cato, who stood waiting and seamlessly traded a cloth for it.


  “A wise choice, Highness.”


  Pressing the cloth firmly to the wound, Augustine held the palm of his hand to Persephone’s throat. A warning. One she wisely heeded, though he never relaxed the arm banding her to him. With her, it was best if she never had the opportunity to disobey.


  “Now, for the rest of you” – he looked particularly at the king and his son – “we want this to appear convincing, do we not?”


  Chapter 8:

  The Beginning of the End


  
    Fights can both begin and end with handshakes, so how is one to know if it is the start, or the finish?

  


  
    – Acheron of House Galanis, King of Galilae

  


   


  After describing in detail what was expected of the patriarchs in her family, Augustine had hauled Persephone to her feet. He’d relinquished the task of stemming the flow of blood at her throat to her. Mindlessly, she held the cloth in place as she followed him. Likely, it had stopped bleeding by this point, but it gave her something to do, so she had continued.


  Augustine would have killed her, of that, she had no doubt. He still might. Truly, she was more surprised that her father had agreed to go along with the arrangement. And in time to save her, no less. Even if barely so. It would seem he was capable of making decisions for the benefit of others and not merely himself after all.


  Hand on her arm, Augustine forcibly escorted her to the king’s chambers. Not that she would have dared move against him at this point. Not publicly anyway. Privately, her next steps were about to prove brilliant or foolhardy.


  As soon as the door closed behind them, Augustine turned her, moving her tamper so he could examine her latest injury at his hand. At least a viper appeared as a snake. There was no mistaking it for something other than what it was. The man in front of her was a wolf cleverly disguised in sheep’s clothing. Capable of unparalleled gentleness when it suited his purposes, but the gnashing of his teeth and snap of his jaws were far more reflective of his true nature.


  Surprising him, she grabbed his wrist and squeezed a pressure point, as he had once done to her. “Do. Not. Touch. Me.”


  Stepping back from him, she released his arm and put herself out of his reach.


  “Persephone –” He took a step toward her, but stopped when she held up a hand.


  “You will not lay hands on me again. In any capacity. Do you understand?”


  “Persephone,” he started again, but she was in no mood to hear any words that would fall from his lips.


  “Now, more than ever, you need my complete and utter cooperation. As the Treasure of Galilae, I can help to turn all toward your favor. Or, would you prefer to see how they would respond if they believed you brought harm or unhappiness to their treasured princess?”


  “Speak plain, Persephone.” He watched her warily.


  “If you wish me to play the part of doting wife and mother, you will see that my demands are met.”


  “How are you to play the part of doting mother if you are not –” This time, he cut himself off. His eyes flicked to her stomach and then back to her face as understanding registered. He tempered his reaction too quickly for her to ascertain how he felt about the news. “I do not believe you.”


  She felt her mouth curve wickedly. “Oh, I think you do. But by all means, check with your trusted captain. He knows, even if he has no means of proving it.”


  The hard set of his jaw and shoulders confirmed that in spite of his words, he did believe her.


  “You do wish to ensure your child enters this world happy and healthy, and remains so, do you not?”


  “You would use our child against me.” The pitch of his voice and the tic in his jaw betrayed his anger.


  “I would use your child against you,” she corrected him unapologetically.


  “Our child,” he reiterated.


  She shrugged indifferently. “Call it whose you’d like. I would merely offer you the same courtesy you showed me. I would leverage what you value against you.”


  His hands were fisted at his sides, but he made no move toward her.


  “You cannot spirit me away without rousing the people’s suspicions. Nor can you hurt those close to me by means of coercion, because I will retaliate in kind, General.” Before, she’d doubted that she could end the life growing inside her; presently, there was no question that she could – and would – if he gave her reason to.


  By his expression, he knew it as well as she did. “What do you want, Princess?”


  “Publicly, I will put on whatever face you instruct of me. I will vocalize my support of you. Even profess my undying love if you wish it.”


  “What do you want, Persephone?” he repeated, his voice dropping a notch further.


  “I will share your bed no more. You will continue to see to it that my family, Seraphime included, remain protected and untouched. And I do not care if you parade every whore between here and the Finctus through these walls, but the abuses of those serving in this palace stops immediately.”


  Looking murderous, Augustine closed the distance between them. Persephone’s instincts screamed for her to retreat, but she did not allow herself to do so. She refused to believe he would hurt her in light of her new value. The well-being of his child was inextricably tied to her own, at least for the coming months. After that she would need to come up with a new solution. A child in the womb could not survive without its mother, but once birthed? Seraphime was proof that there were alternative solutions.


  Even through the fabric separating them, her skin heated when he splayed his hand against her abdomen. “See to it that our child is well cared for, Persephone. Your charade begins tomorrow.”


  Without further instruction or a backward glance, he turned and left the room, leaving her reeling in the middle of it. Had she truly just outmaneuvered him? It felt surreal. She should have felt triumphant, but her victory just felt hollow. Clasping both hands over her womb, she considered the implications of what had just transpired. For the moment, at least, she had won. But at what cost?


  
    * * * *

  


  As soon as Augustine had left Persephone the previous night, he’d gone to chat with his captain, starting the conversation by punching him in the mouth. Cato had known she was pregnant and hadn’t told him? Would have let him kill her knowing his own child grew inside her? Augustine had seriously considered murdering his friend.


  “Could you have done it if you’d known?” Cato had demanded, completely unsurprised by Augustine’s reaction and knowing without being told what had caused it.


  “Fuck you, Cato! I should kill you.” Augustine had paced angrily while Cato had watched him calmly.


  “Do so if you must, but we discussed this at length and we both agreed it would be the most effective means of coercing the king. Could you have done it if you’d known?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Gods. Kingdom. Kin, Augustine. I did not tell you, so that you would be able to do your duty.”


  Cato’s words had continued to echo in Augustine’s mind through the night and into the next morning. Even as he’d prepared for the final Council meeting, it was all he could think of. He had said them himself countless times over the years – Gods. Kingdom. Kin. – had always believed them without question. But when it came down to it, when it actually came to taking action, to choosing his priorities, reordering them seemed natural.


  When he and Cato had been escorted into the Grand Council Chamber, they hadn’t spoken. Augustine understood why his friend had done what he had, but that didn’t stop him from holding on to his own anger and resentment. Augustine loved Cato as a brother; their friendship would survive, but perhaps they would need to take it to the sparring yard. Probably he should have thought of that before, as Cato now wore a sizable split in his lip. Soldiers were expected to wear injuries, but as the two of them were intended to present as peaceful messengers, it was not ideal for this situation. If Augustine had been thinking, he would have hit Cato where the mark would be hidden under his armor.


  Augustine kept his face passive, but remained preoccupied through their introductions, finding none of his usual satisfaction in the shocked horror his name always conjured. Fortunately, Cato and Decimus compensated for Augustine’s distraction, playing their own parts well. When the time came for Augustine to present his gift to the Council, he forced himself to focus. He smiled inwardly at the gasps that shook the room when he placed the head on the dais. Unseeing eyes watched the growing pandemonium, the mouth gaping appropriately in reply.


  “Is that?” one of the Council members began to ask.


  “Barbarus ‘the Brutal’ of House Fortunatus, former King of Fortunata.” Augustine answered the question reflexively. He had no idea who in the crowd had questioned the head’s identity. Nor did he care. There was only one reaction in the room that held any real interest to him. “His jewels can be found nestled in his throat for any who venture to look.”


  Acheron of House Galanis, soon to be former King of Galilae, wore his dismay openly. If only Augustine could see Acheron to the same fate. Displaying the two fallen kings together would please him immensely.


  “Apologies for my lack of tact. Please forgive me for shocking you, gentlemen.” He felt utterly no remorse at all. “I am a soldier at heart and I prefer to cut right to the point. Your conflict with Fortunata is known in the Finctus. The gods favor Galilae. We are not ones to question their judgment or decrees. Fortunata has been struck down in a show of support, so you would know the gods and the Finctus are with you.”


  He could have heard a pin drop. Courage wrought in battles and the victories that followed might be glorified in sonnets and poems, but patience was the true virtue of a soldier. Augustine could outwait any in the room. Their lack of discipline merely meant he would not need to wait long.


  “And what are we expected to give in return for this support that has been so graciously offered?”


  Augustine didn’t know the man that spoke. It was not one of the Council members he’d had dealings with thus far. Fixing a humble smile on his face – it did not matter that he didn’t possess a single humble bone in his body, this was about appearances – Augustine addressed the man’s concern. “Nothing is expected in return. As I said, we wished only to demonstrate our support. No demands are to be placed. I would, however, sow the seeds of mutual benefit between us.”


  “Of what mutual benefit do you speak,” Luca asked. His tone was convincingly curious despite the fact that he knew all.


  “A peaceful joining of our great nations.”


  Suspicious mutterings permeated the crowd.


  “Peaceful?”


  “I rather think not.”


  “No such thing with the Finctus.”


  “More like a takeover if you ask me.”


  “The Finctus has never joined peacefully with anyone. Why should we believe you and what does that even mean? Peaceful joining,” the same man who had asked what was expected in return of the Finctus’s support scoffed his new question in Augustine’s direction.


  “Both excellent questions,” Augustine started affably. They weren’t excellent questions, but he was supposed to be diplomatic. “As to why you should believe me, you all know who I am. If I had wanted conflict, I would have come here forcibly. And to your second question: a peaceful joining looks much the way it sounds. Galilae is a great and thriving nation. We wish to thrive with you, not destroy you. Like all districts of the Finctus, you would be allowed to govern yourselves independently, so long as you do so under the overarching law of the Finctus and you pay homage to the Sator.”


  “Bend knee is what he means,” the same man muttered loudly. Augustine would gladly kill him if doing so would not be a detriment to his current cause. Maybe later.


  Augustine pretended not to hear and continued his explanation. “The difference between Galilae and the other districts of the Finctus, including Fortunata” – he indicated the head with a tilt of his own – “is that an Imperator shall not be appointed to you. So long as loyalty is maintained, all here may maintain their seats. And their heads.” He made a special point to lock eyes with the antagonist at the last. The man swallowed visibly.


  Tittering rose up amongst the crowd yet again. As expected, there were those in the group who considered the proposition in earnest, while some maintained an air of uncertainty, and the rest vehemently opposed. The combination of voices all attempting to speak over one another looked and sounded very much like a hive of angry bees.


  “Why?” It was Acheron who finally spoke. For the first time since meeting him, Augustine could not read the look on his face and he carried himself with a quiet confidence yet unseen.


  Curiously, Augustine regarded him as the king and not the blustering fool he’d come to expect. The why was actually very simple. Augustine planned to make his permanent home on Galilae, and he’d not wanted to combat potential uprisings and revolt for the rest of his life. A non-hostile takeover – or amicable joining as they had coined it – lowered the risk of those things. He could hardly announce that, though, so instead he smoothly delivered the bit of propaganda he’d prepared while still in the Finctus. “I cannot tell you for certain why. Why Galilae? Why now? I know only that the gods have decreed it. Our oracles have been very clear on this. I am but a man. Who am I to defy their will?”


  
    * * * *

  


  Antaios would never have believed it had he not seen it himself. He knew Sempronius only as a menacing brute. This political wielder of flowery words was a stranger to him.


  “You make an interesting offer, and I thank you for striking down our enemy. An enemy of my enemy is a friend of mine.” The diplomatic words sounded so convincing leaving his father’s mouth and yet Antaios knew that both of them wanted nothing more than to see the man in front of them struck down. “As is our custom, would you be so kind as to excuse us while we discuss your proposition?”


  Sempronius inclined his head respectfully. He looked so humble. So sincere. Antaios knew it for the lie it was. Not a moment after the door closed behind Sempronius and Numitor, the room erupted, everyone trying to speak over one another.


  “SILENCE!” the king bellowed, his order immediately obeyed. “We shall start simply. All those in favor of accepting the Finctus’s offer, cast your vote.” More hands in the room went up than Antaios would have expected. Nearly a third. The Perdomans had been very busy this month past. “All those opposed.”


  An even smaller number of hands went up. A very bad omen indeed. Their hope that the Council would remain stalwart in the face of Sempronius was rapidly dying.


  “Those undecided.” About half the hands in the room went up.


  His father may have agreed to this stupid truce, but Antaios hadn’t. He was not about to allow a room full of fearful old men to give away his birthright.


  “A speaker from each side, step forward and make your case.”


  Sulla, whom Antaios liked to think of as having a serpent’s tongue rather than a silver one, stepped forward to argue in favor of accepting the Finctus’s terms. He was a viper indeed, but he held sway over the Council. Likely the reason Sempronius had seen fit to put him in his pocket.


  Before Sulla could open his mouth to speak, Antaios halted him with a hand. As heir, it was his right to speak first. “I will speak against this treason.”


  His father watched him with wide eyes, and Antaios tried to silently reassure him that all would be well. “Speak, my son.” The words seemed to leave his father’s mouth reluctantly.


  A fact that pained Antaios and renewed his determination to sway these men to reason.


  “The general, Augustine Sempronius, wields ornate words.” As Antaios paced around the pulpit, he could see Hadrianus, watching him closely, his hand resting subtly – yet not casually – on the hilt of his sword. Despite his trepidation, Antaios continued, “And I can understand why we would wish to believe them. He is a man to be feared. It is for this reason, above any other, that we must not yield. Do not forget who Sempronius really is. The Reaper. The Finctus’s famed harbinger of death and destruction. To overlook this is foolhardy. This man brought us the mutilated head of a conquered king and called it a gesture of peace. Do not misconstrue this as an act of supplication. This is a threat. One that’s not even been thinly veiled. We’ve the power to repel the Finctus, but we must take a stand. If we do not, who in the Free Kingdoms will?”


  “Well-spoken words, my son. You would make a great king one day.” His father seemed to be faltering in his decision to back Sempronius, though it could just as easily have been regret that Antaios heard in his tone. He couldn’t tell for certain. “Sulla, what say you?”


  Sulla once again stepped forward. “You are correct, my prince. Bringing the head of a fallen king does seem aggressive for a message of peace. But let us not forget of whom we speak: Barbarus ‘the Brutal.’ Aptly named. Not only for his dealings with his enemies, but his own people as well. And let us not forget his many child brides.” Sulla looked around the room pointedly. “Were it not for the actions of our wise king, breaking the marriage pact that this Council agreed to, who knows what may have become of our beloved Princess Persephone?”


  Fuck. There it was. The thought of one such as Barbarus laying a hand on the beloved Treasure of Galilae and Sulla had turned the tide in his favor. Just like that. All it took was the mention of her name and men dropped to reverent knee. Galilae was to be his kingdom, and yet it always came back to Persephone. Though it wasn’t entirely her fault, Antaios resented her for it.


  A glance at his father to see how he was taking Sulla’s speech showed the king looking ashamed rather than proud of his achievement, as he should have been. His father’s eyes flicked to Barbarus, lingering a hair too long before returning his attention to Sulla. None other than Antaios seemed to notice his father’s strange and incongruent behavior. He couldn’t begin to imagine what had spurred it.


  Sulla continued, unaffected by the king’s distraction. “As to the man they call the Reaper – yes, his reputation precedes him, and for good reason. I, for one, am grateful that he did not come here under a show of force. And I do not believe I am the only one.” The Council shifted uncomfortably under Sulla’s accusatory stare.


  Antaios could feel his future slipping between his fingers. Even if the rest of the Council did not, Antaios knew this for the act of aggression that it was. Despite his best efforts, it would seem the rest of them had not caught on. That, or their fear kept them in denial. But to acknowledge aloud that Sempronius had already taken control was also the one thing too dangerous to say. He would be struck down before the words finished passing his lips.


  “The Finctus creeps east. The Free Kingdoms are dwindling. The fall of Fortunata – our neighbor, and second only to Galilae in strength – proves that even the Great Kingdoms are not impervious to the might of the Finctus. Now, whether we believe in his motives for being here or not is irrelevant. What matters is the threat we feel moving in on all sides and whether or not we believe we can win. I myself am not so convinced. In the short term? Certainly. But for how long? And what would be the cost? It seems a foolish choice for our pride.”


  Sulla spoke of pride, but what of greed? Antaios wondered what Sempronius had bribed him with to obtain his support.


  “Our king,” Sulla continued, “has led us wisely and courageously in all things, and does he not have the most to lose? To risk?”


  Fuck. Sulla ‘the Serpent Tongue’ had struck again. If the king spoke in support of it, there were enough already in favor or undecided that it would tip the scales. Antaios clenched his fists, and nearly burst from his seat to stop what was happening only feet in front of him. Decimus had shifted his position so that he was standing right next to him.


  “Do not even consider it, boy.” Hadrianus’s whispered threat reached Antaios’s ears, but no one else’s, too riveted they were by Sulla’s speech.


  “What say you, Highness?” Sulla finished. “It is your crown, your kingdom. What would you do?”


  His father, the king, sat looking as though he had aged years in those few short minutes and Antaios knew he was decided. Or maybe reaffirmed was more accurate as the man had already agreed to the deal.


  “Excellent points made on both sides. I would, of course, and as always, do what is best for Galilae.”


  Antaios’s heart quickened at his father’s words.


  “I would not bring bloodshed, death, and destruction upon my people when there is an alternative. The Finctus wants to join peacefully and leave those of us in charge to continue the running of things? I can see no reason why war would be more beneficial than what has been proposed. We must act in the best interest of our people. You, the Council, speak for them. I will honor your decision. Let us vote. Those in favor of accepting Sempronius’s proposal and joining the Finctus.”


  Antaios held his breath in his chest and prayed that the Council would see sense. That they would hear his father’s desperate plea for what it was and vote against this madness. Slowly, hands started toward the ceiling. One by one as each went up Antaios felt a corresponding pang in his chest. It wasn’t an overwhelming majority, but it was enough. The scales had been tipped. More than half the Council favored the treaty. Antaios felt like he was in a dream, bolted to his seat, silently screaming, but no one could hear him.


  “The people have spoken. I will put my pride aside and do what I must for Galilae. But how to secure it? Peace must be our utmost priority. What are we to offer them?”


  “Are they not getting enough? They receive all of Galilae! What more must we give?!” Cyrus, the one man, other than Antaios himself, who had been overtly outspoken against Sempronius demanded.


  Antaios was eminently grateful for him. Though they had failed today, Antaios knew he had an ally moving forward. There had to be a way around this.


  “Peace comes at a heavy price, Cyrus,” his father said grimly. “Always. They ask for our loyalty, and yet if we wish to survive this in the long term, it is far more important that we secure their loyalty to us.”


  “What of a marriage?” Titus asked.


  Interested mutterings filled the room. Antaios was surprised. Titus was not one of the men he would have branded traitor. Proof that one never really knew the hearts of others.


  “Sempronius is the greatest threat the Finctus has to offer. We cannot give him our Treasure!” Themistocles shouted as he gained his feet.


  Themistocles had been attempting to secure a marriage between his own son, Thales, and Persephone for years, never to any avail. Antaios wasn’t sure why their father allowed her to dictate to him who she would or would not marry, but for whatever reason he had, and Persephone had always opposed the union. She had fought against all proposed unions prior to this; she hadn’t objected to marrying Sempronius. Not once. Though a part of Antaios recognized that, like the rest of them, she didn’t have a choice in the matter, it was easier to be angry at her than sympathetic. After all, she’d been fucking Sempronius long before the marriage pact had ever been proposed. For all Antaios knew, it had been her idea.


  “If he decides he wants her, and we refuse, a man like him will take her anyway,” Luca said over the din Themistocles’s outburst had stirred. Angry mutterings acknowledging the truth of the statement followed. “Would it not be better to ensure she is treated gently and in the process bind him to us?”


  “Handing her over does not ensure her gentle treatment,” Cyrus grumbled. “Nor does it guarantee he will not betray us after the marriage is complete.”


  “Marriage pacts are used all the time to ensure peace between families and kingdoms,” Luca replied. “Are they foolproof? No, we all know this to be true, yet they are still utilized. Furthermore, is it not more likely that a gift will be cherished? How will he not come to adore her as the rest of us already do?”


  Heads were nodded and arms were crossed. The mood of the room was of abject bitterness, but no one said anything. By their silence, they were sealing the fate of Galilae.


  
    * * * *

  


  Augustine sauntered back into the room with Cato at his side. Impending victory always stirred his blood. The change in battlegrounds did not lend exception. His triumph was bittersweet, though. In winning her compliance, he had lost Persephone. Deceptive and manipulative as she was, he still wanted her. A thing he never would have guessed, and that irritated him to no end.


  “I thank you for your patience, General. We are decided.” Not if the tone of his voice was any indication, he wasn’t, but Augustine waited for the King of Galilae to speak his piece. “You have made us a generous offer. One we would be foolish to refuse. We wonder, though, how can we be assured of the Finctus’s continued loyalty to us after you’ve been delivered that which you desire?”


  Resisting the smirk that threatened to color his face, Augustine made himself look amiable and open to suggestion. “What would you recommend, Highness?”


  “I have a daughter, as you must surely know. The Treasure of Galilae. She is of age but, as of yet, unmarried. I wonder if you would consider joining our houses together?” The king looked as though the words brought him as much pleasure as a knife to the belly.


  “You suggest a marriage pact?” He feigned surprise while laughing internally at Acheron’s obvious consternation.


  “An assurance as old as time,” Acheron offered.


  “Indeed.” Augustine stood silent, as though in deep thought. “Am I to meet her before the decision is made?”


  To help assuage suspicion among the Council, it was agreed that Persephone would be introduced to him publicly. It also provided Augustine the opportunity to verify that she would dutifully play her part, per their most recent agreement. One that still left him feeling murderous.


  The Council shifted uncomfortably at Augustine’s hesitance. A good sign. They were leery of what would happen if he were to refuse. As they should be.


  “I assure you, she is beyond fair to look upon. But if it would sway your decision, she could be summoned.” The king inclined his head toward Decimus, who sent one of the lesser guards to fetch her. “Naturally, with your elevated status, you would also be offered a seat on the Council should you enjoy it.”


  “Gratitude.” Augustine smiled politely, betraying none of the mirth he felt at Acheron’s expense. “You make a tempting offer. A man could find himself swayed.”


  A brief knock preceded Persephone, who entered the room with her shoulders high and her eyes submissively downcast. She would never be confused with a slave, but she wore none of the defiance he’d observed so frequently this past month. So this was what she showed her kingdom when they looked upon her. She was a vision of loveliness and tranquil femininity. No sign of what lurked just beneath the surface was in evidence. It was as though she were two different people. Perhaps she was.


  When she reached the bottom of the stairs, leading her directly to the dais where her father presently stood, she dipped into a respectful curtsy. “How may I be of service, my king?”


  As she waited for his reply, Augustine watched her eyes subtly flick to the place where Barbarus’s head rested. Cato had discreetly covered it while they had waited for her under the pretense of protecting her delicate sensibilities. The thought nearly had Augustine snorting with derision. Likely, she was more comfortable with death and the macabre aftermath than some of the men in the room. The minute narrowing of her eyes suggested that although she could guess what was under the cloth, she did not know who. She’d still not been told of Barbarus’s demise. Augustine wasn’t entirely sure why he wished to continue hiding it from her, only that he did.


  Her father’s voice cut through his scattered thoughts. “Persephone, I would like you to meet General Augustine Sempronius and his Captain, Cato Numitor.”


  She followed her father’s sweeping arm, and at the sight of them, dipped into a more formal curtsy.


  “Soldiers of the Finctus.”


  At her father’s latest proclamation, her eyes snapped up and her jaw dropped ever so slightly. Advertising surprise and unease. If he didn’t know better, even he would have believed he had never met the woman in front of him. That she was nothing more than what she appeared. If this was what she showed her people – what they believed to be true about her – then they really did not know anything at all about who she really was. Though their most recent interaction would suggest that Augustine did not either.


  “Do not fret, my darling. They come peacefully.”


  Augustine actually had visions of running Acheron through to listen to him falsely placate her fears. It was irrelevant to him that her fears were feigned, the man was a coward. He’d done nothing to lift a finger when she’d actually needed him. Any protection the king had ever been willing to offer her was as superficial as the platitudes he uttered presently.


  Continuing to look slightly leery, Persephone recovered her composure quickly. She assumed a polite smile as she turned back to the supposed strangers and dropped once more into a curtsy. “Then on behalf of Galilae, welcome.”


  “You honor us. Gratitude.” Augustine brought the back of her hand to his lips for a chaste kiss.


  She tipped her head demurely to shyly hide her face. The only thing missing from the well-practiced gesture was the telltale flush of her cheeks. It was then that Augustine realized he couldn’t remember ever having seen her blush in embarrassment. Her responses were so well controlled, she rarely flushed even when angry.


  Upon his release, she clasped her hands in front of her.


  “Thank you, Persephone. You may go.”


  At her father’s dismissal, she swept from the room without a word or a backward glance. In a manner completely uncontrived, Augustine continued to watch even after she was gone. He had to believe that, with time, things between them could be different. The clearing of a throat had him returning his attention to the men in front of him, many of whom watched his reaction with smug assurance.


  “Agreed,” he said with no hesitation.


  After only a short time, the Council worked out the details of the marriage pact. Everything went exactly as it should have. Exactly as he’d planned it to go. From a political standpoint, at least. He was about to marry a woman who not only despised him, but was more than capable of killing him while he slept. A raw deal in that regard, and yet he would never want her as anything other than who she was. But then, many had argued that he was not of sound mind.


  Augustine shook hands while accepting any number of claps on the back as Council members slowly filtered out of the room. When Antaios would have crept past him without a word, Augustine stopped him. Upon their retrieval he’d been informed of how Antaios had spoken against the arrangement. It contributed to the believability of their ruse, even if it had been foolish on the boy’s part.


  “I must say, you surprise me. I hear you finally grew a cock and balls,” Augustine told him amicably.


  Antaios quailed under his steady gaze.


  “Best not to make a habit of it, or I shall verily enjoy taking them away.” Said so quietly none but the boy would hear him. He watched the color drain from the prince’s face before he scurried along with his guard, leaving Augustine smiling in his wake.


  Finally, Acheron approached him. Barbarus’s head remained where it had been since Augustine had placed it there. Though several arm lengths away, and still covered, it was impossible not to notice.


  “Well done, Highness.”


  Acheron shifted uncomfortably.


  “Now, embrace me as your son.” Wrists clasped, Augustine pulled their chests together. “I know the part you played,” he whispered in Acheron’s ear.


  “What –” Acheron started far too loudly.


  “I. Know.” Without relinquishing the fallen king’s wrist, he stepped back to incline his head in Barbarus’s direction. Acheron’s eyes followed. “Smile.” Augustine cut him off before the man cringed openly. “This is a happy day.”


  Whites of his eyes still showing, Acheron fixed his face, even as Augustine increased the pressure on his wrist. “If you were not yet more valuable to me alive than dead, you would already share his fate.” Feeling Acheron’s bones rubbing together, Augustine finally released his arm. “Just thought you should know.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Persephone stood on the balcony, overlooking the many faces below with a hollow smile pasted across her face. Her father stood to her right, just slightly forward of her, and the general stood directly to her left.


  “Today is a joyous day.” Her father’s words carried over the courtyard. She wondered if any of their citizens could hear the false levity in his tone. “It is always a great thing to see two kingdoms come together peacefully. The gods favor us as they have not favored any of our sister kingdoms, that the Finctus seeks an amicable joining between us.”


  Useful propaganda, but Persephone knew the truth. The gods had not been in their favor for some time. They’d abandoned her many years ago, and they’d abandoned Galilae when they had allowed the Perdomans to creep in under cover of night.


  “What better way to celebrate and unify two peoples than a marriage?”


  If nothing else, people did love a celebration, Persephone thought cynically.


  “My daughter, our Treasure, has remained unwed as there have been none worthy of her. Today this changes. We have been brought a gift proving the gods’ favor and their plans for Galilae’s future. Our longtime conflict has been brought to an end: Barbarus ‘the Brutal’ of House Fortunatus, King of Fortunata, has been felled.”


  The declaration was met with uproarious cheers and applause. Persephone felt the air leave her. She’d not been told that Fortunata had fallen. That Barbarus was dead.


  “The man who would have taken our Treasure, my precious daughter, Persephone, and destroyed her, has been punished by the gods for his misdeeds. In a show of solidarity, the Finctus has crushed the enemy that has plagued us for decades.”


  Unaware that she had not resumed breathing until Augustine placed a hand subtly on her arm to steady her, Persephone rocked slightly.


  “Keep smiling, Princess, lest your people believe you displeased by the news.”


  In spite of how softly Augustine had spoken, Persephone heard him clearly. Automatically, she forced her smile back into place. Had Augustine done this? Had he been in Fortunata during the fortnight he’d disappeared? And the question that remained foremost in her mind, had this been their plan the whole time? Undecided if she wished it had been planned or impromptu; she did not listen to anything else her father said. None of it mattered. The life she knew – the life any of them knew – was over.


  
     

    

    

    

    Look for the next book in the Fallen Series, Destroyed, Fall 2016.

  


  Glossary


  Acheron (ash-er-on) – Patriarch of House Galanis and King of Galilae.


   


  Adonia (ah-doh-nee-uh) – wife of Acheron and Queen of Galilae. Adonia came to be Acheron’s wife through a marriage pact between Galilae and Xenakai.


   


  Antaios (an-tie-oh-s) – firstborn son of Acheron and Adonia. Heir to the throne of Galilae.


   


  Apodesmos (app-oh-des-moss) – “breast band.” A band of wool or linen that is wrapped across the breasts and tied or pinned at the back. An apodesmos is the upper half of a pieto, the typical garment worn by female slaves in Galilae.


   


  Balteus (bahl-tay-us) – a belt worn around the waist or over the shoulder, typically used to carry a sword. Persephone’s balteus is made of black leather with gold filigree decorating the throat and chape.


   


  Braccae (brah-kay) – woolen trousers. Typically only worn by soldiers. Men not acting in a military capacity typically wear knee-length chitons or leather briefs with a cloak, depending on the kingdom and climate.


   


  Caliga (kah-lee-gah) – military boots, usually made out of leather.


   


  Cato (kay-toe) – Captain of the Perdoman troops that ambushed the Galilaean palace.


   


  Chiton (key-tone) – a rectangle of woolen or linen fabric worn draped from and fastened at the shoulder. Women’s chitons are belted under the bust and should be worn ankle length. They can be wrapped any number of ways to achieve different styles and looks. Men’s chitons are intended to be worn knee length and are belted at the waist. Different colors and patterns on chitons indicate different ranks within the kingdoms.


   


  Consul (con-sole) – second in command under an Imperator.


   


  Finctus (fink-toose) – literally translated “created.” The Finctus is the name of the entire realm represented by the United Kingdoms of the West, all of which were formerly Free Kingdoms.


   


  Fortunata (for-tune-at-ah) – one of the Great Kingdoms. Fortunata is ruled by House Fortunatus and as the second wealthiest and oldest of the Free Kingdoms, Fortunata and Galilae have had a contentious history.


   


  Fortunatus (for-tune-at-us) – one of the Great Houses. Surname of the ruling family of Fortunata.


   


  Free Kingdoms of the East – also known just as the Free Kingdoms. Located east of the Finctus and largely bordering the Warm Salt Sea, the Free Kingdoms are ruled independently of one another. Sometimes wars occur between the factions, but for the most part they engage freely in trade with one another. There is currently tension and fear that the Finctus will soon attempt to spread its reign further east, posing a threat to the Free Kingdoms there.


   


  Galilae (gal-eh-lay) – one of the Great Kingdoms, Galilae is ruled by House Galanis. Located on an island in the Warm Salt Sea. Galilae is presently the most powerful of the Free Kingdoms. Highly prosperous, Galilae boasts a virtually unbeatable navy.


   


  Galanis (guh-lan-iss) – one of the Great Houses. Surname of the ruling family of Galilae.


   


  Great Houses, the – refers to the surname of the ruling family of each of the Great Kingdoms: House Galanis, House Perdome, House Fortunatus, and House Xenakis.


   


  Great Kingdoms, the – before the rise of the Finctus, each of the Great Kingdoms has been ruled successively by the same ruling family for near a millennia. The Great Kingdoms consisted of Galilae, Perdomo, Fortunata, and Xenaxia.


   


  Ground Sparring – a method of fighting used specifically by those with military training. Techniques would look to us like a combination of wrestling and jiu jitsu.


   


  Imperator (im-peer-uh-tore) – “ruler.” A title granted to the rulers of the different kingdoms under the Finctus. Imperators are chosen specifically by the Sator and granted the honor for their loyalty to the Sator and the Finctus.


   


  Inemorere pro me (ee-nay-more-ay-ray pro may) – literally translated “Die for me.” Perdomans refer to an orgasm slangily as “a little death.” So if, during an intimate moment, a Perdoman told his/her lover, “Inemorere pro me,” it would be the equivalent of saying, “Come for me.”


   


  Key – both the Finctus and the Free Kingdoms use the term to refer to a literal key, as in a “lock and key,” but also as a slang term used to refer to the clitoris.


   


  Kolimpri (Kohl-imp-ree) – youngest daughter of Acheron and Adonia.


   


  Nex Division, the – the name given to Augustine’s army. The word ‘nex’ literally translates as “death,” but connotes violent death, murder, slaughter, etc.


   


  Paraskeve (Pair-ay-skay-vah) – the name of one of House Galanis slaves. Frequently called Para for short.


   


  Perdoman (pair-doe-man) – someone from Perdomo. The term is frequently used as a misnomer in the Free Kingdoms to refer to anyone from the Finctus.


   


  Perdome (pair-doe-may) – surname of the Finctus’s ruling family. Originally the ruling family of the Kingdom of Perdomo, now the capital city of the Finctus.


   


  Perdomo (pair-doe-moe) – once a kingdom, Perdomo is the capital city of the Finctus. Perdomo sits more or less in the center of the Finctus, but is located far west of Galilae and Xenakai.


   


  Persephone (per-seff-oh-nee) – oldest child of Acheron and Adonia. If she had been born male, she would be heir to Galilae.


   


  Pieto (pee-eh-toe) – garments worn by female slaves in the Free Kingdoms. Pietos consist of a skirt, usually about knee length, which is worn with a belt of either leather or rope – depending on her owner’s socioeconomic status – and an apodesmos.


   


  Prodotin (proe-doe-tin) – the name of the Galilaean Arms Commander.


   


  Pteruges (tuh-rue-gehs) – traditional military armor in both the Finctus and the Free Kingdoms. A skirt of leather strips that is worn to protect the upper legs.


   


  Reckoning, the – the name used to refer to the initial rise of the Finctus, when Nero began conquering and uniting the Free Kingdoms.


   


  Sator (saw-tore) – “creator.” After Nero conquered and united the Free Kingdoms in the West, he titled himself the Sator. In the 150 years following his original conquest, his reigning sons have maintained the title.


   


  Seraphime (sar-ah-feem) – Persephone’s body slave.


   


  Silphium (sil-fee-um) – a plant-derived drug known in both the Finctus and the Free Kingdoms as an abortifacient.


   


  Stochasmos (stow-has-moss) – a martial arts practice from the Far East. Stochasmos would look to us like a cross between yoga and tai chi.


   


  Tricas (trick-us) – the name of a Perdoman soldier.


   


  Valerian (va-lair-ee-an) – a flowering herb used for various medicinal purposes. Most notably, the extract is used as a sedative.


   


  Veius (vay-oose) – once a wealthy Free Kingdom on the west side of the Great Salt Sea, Veius was invaded and fell to the army led by the Finctus general known by the nickname the Reaper.


   


  Vrontios (vuh-ron-tee-ohs) – “the Thunderer,” King of the Gods.


   


  Xenakai (zen-uh-kye) – one of the youngest of the Free Kingdoms, Xenakai was founded and is ruled by House Xenakis following the fall of Xenaxia.


   


  Xenakis (zen-uh-kis) – surname of the ruling family of Xenakai, and formerly Xenaxia. One of the Great Houses.


   


  Xenaxia (zen-ax-ee-ah) – prior to the Reckoning, Xenaxia was one of the Great Kingdoms. Ruled by House Xenakis, Xenaxia was the first and, thus far, the only of the Great Kingdoms to have fallen to the Finctus.


   


  Zoster (zoh-ster) – a belt designed to be worn with a chiton. Men wear the zoster fastened around the waist while women fasten theirs under the bust.


  About the Author


  Can I just say the convention of writing a blurb about myself in the third person feels awkward and horribly inauthentic? So in true “I do what I want” fashion, I’m just going to tell you a little about myself. I’m breaking the mold here; just wait, this is going to become a thing.


  I live in Denver, Colorado, with my husband and two fur babies. Sarcasm might be my superpower, and I hate wearing pants. I often think in movie quotes and have been known to break out in song. I love costumes and makeup, gin and green chili; these are a few of my favorite things… (You just sang that, didn’t you?)


  All kidding aside, my first love, and true passion, has always been words.


   


  
    Liked Fallen? Validate me! I love to hear from readers. Choose your social media poison.

  


   


  
    Stay current by subscribing to my newsletter:

  


  
    https://madmimi.com/signups/151443/join

  


  
    Check out my blog:

  


  
    https://roselynncannes.wordpress.com/

  


  
    Friend me on Facebook:

  


  
    https://www.facebook.com/roselynncannes

  


  
    While you’re there, join my street team:

  


  
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/1491804777782433/

  


  
    Follow me on:

  


  
    https://twitter.com/roselynncannes

  


  
    https://instagram.com/roselynncannes/

  


  
    https://www.pinterest.com/roselynncannes/
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