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      527 BC

      Sparta, Greece

      

      A choking, clay dust hovered knee-high as the procession of seventeen-year-old boys walked silent and naked to the temple where their blood would bring glory to Artemis. The goddess of the hunt was fierce and expected the sons of Sparta to be no less feared the world over.

      Last in line, Alexios lifted his gaze from his bare feet, straightening his spine. A small company of soldiers in full battle armor fanned out behind him. Four more years of warrior-training school and he’d wear his own bronze, wield sword and spear, and peer out the intimidating eye-slits in his own crested helmet.

      The searing mid-afternoon sun cast wavering mirages near the altar where all twelve of the ephebes would be beaten so violently some might never rise from the dirt.

      Today he’d receive his shield…or bring shame to his father’s house.

      “Look, it’s the bastard! I hope he falls the fastest!” came a shout from the crowd assembled along the path that led to Artemis’s temple. A clod of dirt hit Alexios in the back of the head, but he didn’t flinch. In his peripheral vision, a soldier—one of his father’s personal guard—peeled off from the procession to deal with the heckler.

      Alexios gritted his teeth. Let me fight my battles alone.

      It had to be that way. Even his father—one of Sparta’s two kings—knew that.

      Davos had come to him before dawn, alone, dressed in a simple, belted chiton. Shaved beard, long hair, no smile. Nothing new. But his dark eyes held emotions Alexios had only ever seen his father bestow on Kassandra.

      “Walk with me to find your mother,” he’d said.

      They found her at the slaves’ well, gathering water to tend to her son’s wounds after the ritual. When she saw father and son standing together, she froze, eyes widening, lips parting before she schooled her features, reclaiming the calm she was known for among laboring women.

      I would take this pain from you if I could, Mother.

      Kassandra was beloved by the king, yet a slave by birth. Even the mighty Davos couldn’t change their laws.

      Davos caressed Kassandra’s cheek, his thumb brushing over her lower lip. Kassandra closed her eyes, holding herself aloof. “May our son bring honor to Artemis and the Eurypontid House.”

      The king took her into his arms, whispered for long moments into her ear, then released her with a kiss on her temple. As always, Kassandra kept her hands to herself. To preserve her heart from something she could never have? Or to not anger the king’s wife who seemed to have eyes everywhere?

      Alexios never asked, and his mother never spoke of it.

      Davos looked at Kassandra as though desperate for a soft word. When she remained mute, he turned back to Alexios, his face losing most of its warmth. “Honor is priceless and glad be he who has it. You will do me as proud today as you did during the Phouxir.”

      Alexios doubted the Phouxir—a rite of passage all thirteen-year-old boys of the warrior school endured—would compare to the agony of today’s ordeal. Proving you could survive without civilization for forty days during the Phouxir meant you were no longer a child, and well on your way to earning the right to undergo the contest of endurance.

      The Diamastigosis. A scourging until blood flowed in abundance. By accepting the most extreme pain, he could demonstrate he was indeed worthy to wear the Spartan scarlet.

      Even though he was a bastard.

      We train like no others so we do not have to live in fear.

      Alexios closed his ears to the humming throng around him, focusing on the priestess who stood at the altar holding a wooden statue of the goddess. As the line of boys drew nearer, Alexios saw the hollowness in the eyes of the priestess. He’d heard rumors that she and others in the temple were being abused by a member of the elite. It was scandalous, but more than that…disturbing.

      If those who held the ear of the gods couldn’t protect themselves, what hope had others?

      One by one, the boys gripped the bronze bar affixed to the altar, took the lash, and bled for Sparta. The sun continued its arc across the blue, Laconian sky as the crowd grew strangely silent and the crows cawed, hopping on their long, black tufted legs toward the blood that spread its stain across the cobbled tiles of the outer temple courtyard.

      Five boys cried out. Three fell.

      The boy who’d taken the most punishment, yet remained standing, had endured 39 lashes.

      And then it was Alexios’s turn.

      Every sense sharpened as his legs propelled him toward the altar—his toes gripping for purchase in the blood-slick clay, the buzzing flies, his stomach twisting with hunger and nerves, his mouth dry with dehydration from the required fast, his skin, hot from the unrelenting sun.

      He wasn’t sweating anymore. A bad sign.

      He glanced up toward Mount Taygetos, covered with its dense forest of pine and fir trees. Ares, god of war, I am no good with words, but I implore your strength.

      His fingers curled around the bronze bar. He breathed in, but before he could exhale, the first lash came down like a lightning strike. His spine jack-knifed, forcing all the air from his lungs in a rush as his knuckles whitened on the bar. He bore down on a wave of shock, goose bumps breaking out all over his body.

      He shook his head once, sucking back all sound that wanted to pour from his mouth. No.

      Sounds were unacceptable.

      Been here before. Survived.

      He heard the whistle of the whip as it tore through the air. His chin lifted, his back bowing slightly from the force of the lash. And again.

      He drew air through his nostrils evenly, through a count of ten, and stared up at a single gossamer cloud that hovered above his favorite spot to enter the Eurotas River. Four more lashes bore down as he visualized swimming through the river’s soothing waters.

      “Harder!” yelled the priestess. The crowd shifted restlessly, but remained oddly silent.

      The seventh lash broke his skin. The tenth sent droplets of his blood to spatter the faces of those standing in the front row, some of them watching with gleaming eyes like vultures. He groaned long and deep in his mind, imagining the low sound. Like an animal caught in a trap, ready to bite its leg off.

      Be silent and survive.

      He slid his left foot closer to his right, tilted his hips under, and pulled his shoulders back. Lifted his chin and locked eyes the one who hated him the most.

      Queen Theodora. His father’s wife, who’d borne the king three daughters.

      And no sons.

      Theodora’s tongue came out to lick at the blood spatter—his blood—on her lips as her hungry gaze dropped to his nakedness. He locked his knees, pulling his lips into a sneer, absorbing the next ten blows like iron yields in the forge. Stoking the rage. Feeding on the pain.

      Twenty.

      Be silent and thrive.

      Show her. He’d be stronger than any child she’d ever bear.

      He’d show the fucking aristocracy their superiority was a farce.

      Show. Them. All. Blows punctuated every word.

      Blood began to flow down his buttocks and legs. His eyes passed over his mother with her stoic face and anguished eyes. They had the power to undo him.

      Don’t look at her. Show. Them.

      Thirty. Flies began to bite, tiny pinpricks that distracted him from his focus. The agony wound its tentacles around every nerve ending. Cold rippled through his frame, though every bone and sinew felt aflame. His teeth began to chatter, vision to blur.

      His knees wobbled once. Twice.

      No!

      Honor is priceless and glad be he who has it.

      Please.

      He opened his lips a crack to exhale some of the pressure, imagining his pain and fear of failure taking to the wind, floating up, blowing away high above the trees. When he could follow its course no longer, he blinked, shaking, lowered his gaze…

      And saw her.

      A filthy child with soul-stripping eyes.

      He was caught in the web of them as her body straightened on impact with his gaze. He angled his hips and shoulders her direction. Her stained slave’s hood slipped from her head to reveal curly hair as dark as a night without stars. A pert nose perched between two clay-smudged cheeks. She was young. Ten? Fourteen? Hard to say.

      He didn’t care.

      She was no vulture, here to drink in his suffering.

      Her vivid blue eyes poured out solace. Strength.

      Belief.

      He dove into her gaze. Felt her warmth surround him until the shivering eased. The pounding in his head dimmed. The blows came, but he kept watch on her. I am here, her wise, old eyes implored. Let me share your suffering.

      So he did.

      When she gasped, the torment in his body rose like a great wave. It began to pull him under. Then she mouthed, No! Her eyes like Athena on the battlefront, her small hands curling into fists.

      And he could breathe again.

      In.

      Out.

      Time and place faded. The sky merged with her eyes, and he knew.

      I will show them all.

      Show them today. Show them tomorrow and the days afterwards.

      He would always be grateful to this nameless slave child.

      “Sixty lashes for Alexios, bastard son of King Davos,” the priestess shouted, bending down to drag her fingers through the blood at the foot of the altar and smearing the statue with it. “Enough then! The goddess is satisfied.”

      As a soldier pried Alexios’s locked fingers from the bronze bar, the crowd swallowed up the young girl. Alexios opened cracked lips to call out to her, but only a puff of air scraped up his throat.

      She’s gone.

      And suddenly, so was his strength.

      Soldiers caught him as he fell.
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      Sophia’s leg muscles went to wax the moment the priestess finally—Gods, finally!—ended Alexios’s torment. She sank to her butt on the hot tiles of the temple, tucking her legs under her so they wouldn’t get trampled by the shuffling crowd. Hot tears blended with the sticky clay she’d slathered on her cheeks to disguise herself. Lightheaded, she tried to draw in a shaky breath, but her chest felt bound by a giant serpent.

      How he’d suffered. Even by Spartan standards.

      All around her, helot slaves and their Spartan superiors were speaking of him as they continued to mill around, as though reluctant to get on with their day.

      And how could they? Alexios had been legendary.

      She would never forget this day.

      She shifted around to her knees and tested the strength of her legs as she angled for a better view of her warrior.

      Yes. He was now hers.

      He’d made it that way when he’d stripped away all her layers and looked inside her. If she’d had walls, he’d stormed them. Effortlessly. His invasion an appalling takeover that made her guts hum with energy.

      Everyone always looked right through her, seeing and immediately dismissing the gangly, clumsy child of Sparta’s other king.

      Not Alexios. He had touched her down deep where no one else had ever been.

      She felt the truth of it like rain on her face. Her skin prickled pleasantly, restlessly. Now deprived of his gaze, she felt a yawning gap inside where before there had been none.

      She scrambled to her feet, watching soldiers bring him ladles of water and his mother hurry to his side. A hand on Sophia’s shoulder spun her around.

      “Sophie! Damn your eyes! I’ve been looking all over for you. Hurry along before mother and father discover you’ve managed to sneak out of the palace unattended again.”

      Her older brother, Niketas, continued scolding as he took her arm and pulled her through the crowd toward his groom and two horses.

      As she melted deeper into the throng, her attention tossed about like flotsam on a heavy-flowing spring river. Snatches of conversation…

      “The bastard won…”

      “…not right…”

      “…must have made a deal with Hades…”

      “…more Spartan than the braying donkeys in the Assembly!”

      How could they even debate what they’d witnessed? Alexios had bled for all of them for Artemis’s favor, and he’d done so magnificently.

      She glanced back to where he was being attended and pulled against her brother’s hold. What if they didn’t know to use poultice of clover, honey, and poppy on his wounds? “Niketas, can we go back and look upon him once more? Please? Then I shall return with all haste to the palace. Mother and Father won’t even know I’ve been away.”

      Niketas hesitated just long enough for her to jerk out of his grasp and run toward the open area behind the altar. She stumbled once, bumping into a high-ranking Spartan Councilman’s wife. The woman shoved her, cursing and spitting on the tiles beside her.

      Doesn’t matter, Sophie.

      They didn’t matter. Their constant criticisms, their continual scorn.

      She shoved the hurt down deep, burying it beneath the fire of her dreams. Turning it to ash with her hope. Hope that someday they would stop judging. Be more loving.

      More kind and compassionate.

      Big dreams for a culture in love with war.

      Someday Alexios will stand beside me and change our world.

      She’d almost reached the place where Kassandra and King Davos’s personal guard were giving aid to Alexios when a towering warrior in full military regalia seemed to come from nowhere. The warrior was clothed entirely in black—even his breastplate and greaves, which were normally leather and bronze.

      How utterly strange.

      The King’s soldiers parted, their stony faces slackening in silent awe as they retreated to let the massive warrior advance.

      Sophia held her breath, afraid to move, afraid for Alexios. Please don’t hurt him. The dry wind stopped blowing through the trees, the crows taking flight to circle high above the soldier.

      Who is this man? A god, surely. Maybe Ares, god of war?

      He had black hair, sharp cheekbones with slashing eyebrows over dark, shining eyes. He was broad of chest and shoulder, every muscle of his body sculpted. Violence and power flowed in his wake.

      Run. Hide from this warrior who couldn’t possibly be a man. Something about him made her…made her…scared and brave and sure.

      He could change my life.

      No. What a ninny!

      He wouldn’t even notice a grubby little bug like her.

      And of course, there was the bleeding boy on the ground to worry about.

      Seven hells, if this soldier hurt Alexios—even a little—he’d find out how hard this bug could bite.

      Warrior-god leaned down to lay his hand gently on Kassandra’s shoulder. Alexios’s mother stood from where she’d crouched beside her son, showing neither fear nor surprise like the others. She clutched the warrior’s breastplate, curling her fingers against his flesh, tilting her head back to quietly plead with him.

      What was she saying?

      Sophia tried to edge closer to hear their conversation, but found she couldn’t move her arms or legs. Heart pounding, she looked left and right. Hundreds of people in the area, and no one was moving. Everyone—slave, Spartan, priestess—seemed turned to stone, unblinking, their faces frozen in shock at seeing the unearthly warrior.

      Wake up!

      A trickle of sweat ran down Sophia’s temple. She looked back at Kassandra and the warrior, trying to move her body. Trying to understand what was happening.

      Kassandra was a slave, mistress to Alexios’s father, Sparta’s other king. Yet this frightening warrior ran his hands slowly up and down her arms like a lover, then turned and reached down to lift Alexios—big, strapping Alexios—effortlessly into his arms.

      Sophia inhaled shakily. Why am I allowed to see this?

      The warrior-god’s eyes lasered into hers. Her heart froze, then commenced pounding at such an alarming rate her vision grayed and her stomach lurched.

      I’m dead. I’m dead, I’m dead, I’m dead.

      Warrior-god would smite her for her un-Spartan fearfulness and for witnessing this…this…celestial happenstance.

      Her wide-eyed stare dropped to Alexios whose skin had gone unnaturally pale, his body now lax in the warrior-god’s arms.

      “Nooooo!” The scream ripped from her throat. In her head, she was clawing at the air, but her arms remained motionless at her side.

      “Bring him back! He can’t survive all that he’s endured just to be swept into the Elysian Fields! Please. I’ll give you anything, just bring him back!” she sobbed to the warrior-god.

      Anything? The deep voice rumbled inside her head. Gooseflesh broke out on her arms and down her legs. Only gods can speak in your head like this.

      And the gods liked deals.

      They never did anything for man without a price.

      She swallowed. “Tell me your name and what sacrifice you require.”

      The god’s deep blue gaze was like the river under moonlight. Dark, sparkling, mysterious.

      You are a child, came the voice in her head once more.

      “Boundaries of time mean nothing to the soul.”

      Murky gray clouds scrambled over the ragged peaks of Mount Taygetos, cloaking the skies. Sophia’s throat ached with the need to cry. She would fail Alexios if she couldn’t bargain with this god. “Please. I was with him during—”

      I know, Sophia, daughter of Tychos. And I foresee that you ever shall be. For now, though…somnus.
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        * * *

      

      Birds.

      Sophia blinked in the hazy, pre-dawn gloom of her room, trying to orient herself. Dozens of birds added their vexingly merry song to the incessant pounding at her bedroom door.

      “Sophie, I have food. Open up!”

      She groaned and covered her head with her pillow. “Go away, Niketas! It’s not even dawn yet!” But of course, he couldn’t hear her muffled irritation and barged right in—the rotting, cheerful scoundrel.

      Her bed mattress sagged where her brother plopped down, set a tray on the table beside her bed, and promptly yanked the pillow from her face, ripping out strands of her long dark hair in the process. “Ow! I hate you and your morning pep,” she muttered.

      Niketas raised his eyebrows. “You little brat. How thankless after I got you home unseen by anyone.”

      Sophia’s gut wrenched as she shot up and scrambled to the edge of the bed, getting stuck in the linens. She kicked and wailed as she tried to free herself.

      How had she forgotten?

      How had she even gotten here?

      One minute she was talking to the warrior-god—in my head!—thinking she was going to die, and the next minute…

      “What of Alexios? Tell me now!”

      Her chest rose and fell with deep gasping breaths like she’d run all the way to the Laconian Gulf. Which was absurd because she couldn’t even make it to the drill fields without walking part of the way.

      Niketas frowned and put the back of his hand to her forehead. “Are you ill?”

      Seven hells, yes. A god knows I’m alive.

      Probably wouldn’t be for long, though. Unless she’d imagined the whole thing.

      Huh.

      She batted her brother’s hand away. “I’m not ill! He lives?”

      Niketas screwed up his face. “Alexios? Yes. He’s recovering like all the other ephebes who endured the contest. I suppose you’re sweet on him now like all the other maidens. That’s adorable, Sophie.”

      She glared and made a rude noise, rubbing her chest, trying to ease the wild beating of her heart. “Don’t be ridiculous. Boys are stupid.”

      He lives.

      Everything was right in the world again. Of course, she’d imagined the whole thing with the warrior-god. If it had been true, Niketas would’ve barged in here, crazed about that, not going off about all the ways she was going to pay him back for saving her butt.

      Must’ve been temporary heat madness.

      She glanced at the tray sitting on the bedside table. It was laden with all her favorite foods to break her fast. She looked sheepishly at her brother. “Thank you, Niketas. I am properly contrite. What else can I do for you today since you saved me from mother’s wrath and papa’s drowning concern?”

      He smiled, and as her brother continued to list all the ways she’d need to atone, her gaze fell on a small round object sitting on her windowsill.

      It wasn’t there yesterday.

      Four prayers to Athena.

      Four interminable prayers to Athena was how long she had to wait until Niketas finally left the room.

      She jumped out of bed and ran to the window, blood pumping through her body. The cool morning breeze lifted the edge of her sleep shift to slithered around her thighs, but it had no effect on the object on the windowsill.

      A tiny circle of entwined, thorny vines.

      If it wasn’t so sharp, she could wear it as a ring about her middle finger. Or place it as a crown upon one of the gossiping birds in the olive trees outside in the courtyard.

      It was finely crafted. Dangerous and lovely.

      She reached to touch it and pricked her finger. She yelped, a zing of energy shooting up her spine, making her scalp tingle and the back of her neck burn like a brand. She raised her finger to suck at the welling blood, hearing the words she’d spoken to the warrior-god coming back to her in his deep tones.

      Boundaries of time mean nothing to the soul.

      Her heart lurched into her throat. He was real? When she looked back down upon the windowsill, drops of her bright red blood contrasted startlingly on the white stucco.

      But the circle of thorns was gone.
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      6 years later - 521 BC

      

      Alexios watched her coming down the mountain in that peculiar moment when day gives way to dusk. He should have looked away—the gulf between them was too great—but with her, he never could.

      Before her, he’d never believed in the existence of souls. But six years ago, when he was at his breaking point, something had passed between them on a realm that couldn’t be seen or touched. And since then—since he’d learned she was King’s Tychos’s daughter instead of a slave girl—each time their gazes met across the marketplace or from her protected perch next to the king’s guard, he felt…

      Unmasked.

      She was like his shadow, mysterious, yet familiar. He would feel a presence, and when he’d turn around, there she was. Close enough to see her crystal blue eyes, but not near enough to caress those soft cheeks that darkened a dusky pink when he caught her staring.

      Alexios rubbed his chest and rolled his shoulders, trying to dispel the restless energy that always bloomed whenever she was near.

      Now her lush, dark hair was pulled up and away from her face, her piercing blue eyes squinting in concentration as she carefully picked her steps in the gloaming because…

      The baby.

      She’d wrapped the wailing newborn in a fox fur and was squeezing it tightly to her chest. The infant had been left to die of exposure for some real or imagined imperfection by Sparta’s most elite, controlling asses.

      Sophia. Bold, emotional, and dangerously naïve.

      “I don’t understand her.” Felix, Alexios’s second in command in their platoon, curled his lip disdainfully, eyeing the princess as the two soldiers made their way from the drill fields to the communal baths after several blistering training hours in the unseasonably hot spring weather.

      “Why does she care what happens to those squalling wretches? She should be enjoying her station at the top of the food chain, or better yet, practicing her balance so she doesn’t humiliate her bridegroom. Did you hear she’s been promised to Lysandros? As lovely as she is, she’s shockingly ungraceful. He’ll probably keep her on her back as often as possible so he isn’t shamed by her lack of coordination.”

      Alexios froze on the dusty trail, a blast of heat surging into his chest. Felix only managed a single bark of laughter before Alexios reached out to wrap his fingers around Felix’s muscular neck.

      “Many words is poverty,” he gritted out, struggling to master his rage, his own shock at his reaction. Felix’s words dishonored the princess, but she was not his to defend. Therefore, his response was undisciplined and weak.

      He despised weakness. In himself most of all.

      He shoved Felix to the ground and continued toward the baths. He had more important concerns than Sophia’s intrigues. Because his father had claimed him as his heir, he’d angered the entire Spartan ruling Assembly while simultaneously creating distrust within the slave population with whom he’d been raised.

      To try to fix the controversy, the king had sent him to the state-run military school for boys. He’d been seven years old. In the seventeen years since then, Alexios had straddled two cultures, but belonged to neither.

      Only one person seemed as isolated amid the sea of people who surrounded her.

      Sophia. Daughter of Sparta’s second, co-ruling king, from the other royal dynastic line.

      Alexios’s gaze sought her tall, shapely form, but she must have already descended into the olive trees at the base of Mount Taygetos, so he could no longer chart her unsteady progress.

      Damn her compelling eyes and his impossible fascination with her.

      A dark shadow melted into the tall bushes that lined the north side of the path. Alexios frowned, blinking to refocus his eyes. He inwardly groaned when his mother appeared on the path in front of him, her teeth bright in the growing moonlight.

      “Has she made it down yet?” Kassandra asked, all the exhilaration of her baby-saving passion suffusing her voice.

      She was talking about Sophia, of course.

      Alexios brought his stare back toward the shrubbery for several moments, alert to any shifting of the foliage. Nothing. Probably his eyes playing tricks on him—a sign of his fatigue. Time for a soak, a large meal, and sleep.

      Kassandra reached up and snapped her fingers in his face, bringing his gaze to her amused one. “Well, hello there, warrior. Have you seen the princess?”

      “I am bloody and weary, mother. Do not involve me in your crusade to save Spartan throwaways.”

      Kassandra jabbed a finger into the wall of his chest. “Shame on you. I raised you better than that. Spartan throwaways! Do you know how many babies have been adopted into slave families? Those families are now complete—those babies are as loved and cherished as I love and cherish you. Well, almost as much.” Alexios’s lips softened into a slight curve. “And furthermore,” she continued, “if you don’t repeal this horrific infanticide practice when you become the next king, I will disown you.”

      Alexios placed his hands on her shoulders. “Stand down, lady. Your word shall become law.” It was an easy promise to make because he’d never believed he would actually replace King Davos.

      The king’s wife was a brilliant schemer, determined to upend patriarchal tradition and see one of her three daughters inherit the throne. The Queen would succeed, or die trying. And she was much too ill-natured to pass easily into the Elysian Fields.

      Either way, Alexios didn’t give a damn. If he actually became one of the co-ruling kings, he would never have the respect of either the full-blooded Spartans or the helot slave class. Besides that, he wouldn’t have earned the position like he had as leader of his platoon.

      Honor—and his mother—were the only things that mattered.

      He’d never shared any of that with Kassandra, so she was appeased at his easy agreement. She smiled up at him, turning around when Lydia, another helot slave involved in their baby rescue missions, called out, running toward them on the path.

      When Lydia reached them, she leaned down, placing her hands on her knees, gasping for breath. “Where are…Sophia and…the baby? I’ve found a family…for the child.”

      Kassandra clapped her hands with a joyful laugh. “Well done, my friend.” She turned back to her son. “Alexi, would you please go find the princess to make sure she’s all right?” She pointed to the general vicinity where he’d last seen Sophia enter the thick grove of olive trees. “The Elders have been leaving babies in that area for a fortnight now. There shouldn’t be many beasts this close to the city, but it’s getting dark, and Sophia’s eyesight is poor.”

      Alexios’s hands began to sweat. “I saw her a moment ago. She should be emerging from the olive grove shortly.” He moved to pass by his mother and Lydia, his pulse beginning to strum in his throat at the thought of being caught in conversation with Sophia.

      Kassandra grabbed his arm, her voice low. “Alexi, you are a good man. You can be a new future for an inclusive Sparta. Though the road will be hard, don’t fight what your heart knows is right.”

      He raised his eyebrows as he looked down at his mother, the bright moonlight bathing her tanned skin a warm white. “Sparta was not built by the heart, but by the sword,” he replied.

      “And continuing that tradition is what will be her downfall. Sparta needs both. Because King Davos has accepted you as his heir, you are the only one who can bring unity. You, and the princess. She has the heart of a revolutionary. A good, loving heart, Alexi. You are just too stubborn to see it.”

      “I will listen to no more nonsense. Nor am I needed to find the princess. She will be emerging from the trees soon.” He walked away from Kassandra, his face hot, his heart hammering. Stone the crows. This was madness. What could his mother be thinking?

      Felix reached his side and walked silently beside him. Alexios offered up a prayer to any god who had a soft spot for bastards that Felix had heard none of his mother’s ridiculous speech.

      The heart of a revolutionary, she’d said. A good, loving heart.

      Maybe so, mother. But Sophia’s goodness wasn’t meant for him. He would pollute her with his pessimism and the slow-burning anger that never gave him rest. Then he would hate himself more than he already did.

      Alexios had almost reached the first house on the outskirts of the city when he looked back. Sophia stood in a circle with Lydia and his mother who were leaning down to peer at the bundle in the princess’s arms.

      A dark figure garbed in battle panoply appeared out of nowhere, stepping up behind his mother and placing large hands on her shoulders. Power radiated from the warrior, raising the hairs on the back of Alexios’s neck.

      Alexios unsheathed his short sword, leg muscles bunching to lunge toward the three women when Kassandra turned toward the soldier, wrapped her arms around his waist, and laid her head against the leather plates of his chest armor.

      Alexios’s open-mouthed bellow died on his lips, his knees locking, his mind blanking out in complete disbelief. Everything quieted. The late evening birdsong, the croaks of the river frogs that echoed off the mountain walls, the hum of insects.

      Everything just…quieted.

      The warrior was the tallest man Alexios had ever seen, judging by how small Kassandra looked in his arms. Alexios’s grip tightened on the hilt of his sword as he stalked toward the women once more, but as suddenly as the warrior appeared, he was gone.

      Alexios froze on the moonlit path, blinking again. The evening critters resumed their chatter and Kassandra was fawning over the tiny bundle in Sophia’s arms like the massive warrior hadn’t even been here.

      Alexios looked at Felix, who simply stared questioningly at him with a face crusted with blood and dust. Alexios rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. By the gods. He was hallucinating.

      Too much sun? He’d never been addled like this from long training hours, but what else could it be? Obviously no one else had seen the man. No one even seemed alarmed that Alexios had drawn his sword and had been approaching the women like he was on a warpath.

      Or, had he imagined that, too?

      He lowered his arms to his sides and looked down at his baldric to find his sword resting there, sheathed.

      He exhaled slowly. Then did it again.

      Of all the things he could have dreamed up, why would he imagine a lover for his mother? Was Zeus playing with phantoms to amuse himself at Alexios’s expense? It was the sort of thing the Supreme God of the Olympians might do…all with the intent to make Alexios mistake a loved one for an enemy.

      Alexios swallowed back a deep sense of dread.

      At that moment, Sophia glanced up from the women’s huddle around the baby to send him the purest, most radiant smile he’d ever seen.

      It was as unsettling as the vision of his mother in the arms of a mysterious and dangerous warrior.

      It push-pulled at him so strongly he could do naught but stand and stare.

      But then Prince Niketas, Sophia’s brother, emerged from the shrubbery and stepped up to his sister. Snatches of the prince’s audible exasperation with Sophia’s crusading nature merged with the crickets’ song on the evening breeze. Still, the tall, lean prince ruffled his sister’s hair and pulled her into the crook of his shoulder.

      She is not, and never shall be, your concern.

      Alexios turned without acknowledging the princess’s smile and walked away.
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      One year later

      

      “Princess! Sophia!”

      Sophia’s hand stilled on a cannabis stem, a shiver shooting along her spine as she lurched to her feet amid the wildflowers and herbs she was collecting for wound poultice.

      Medicine that would save her father if the gods had any mercy.

      Her father’s groom quickly dismounted from his horse. A slight breeze stirred the hairs that had come loose from her braid as she gauged Herodion’s expression. He’d always been kind, generous, patient. A calm in any storm she’d faced during her nineteen years. He’d often hidden her in the stables when she’d wanted to escape the long hours of physical conditioning even girls were obliged to complete, all to satisfy the Spartan belief that strong females would one day beget strong warriors.

      Even more than the exercise, she’d wanted to evade the humiliation of her blundering ways.

      Today, strain etched every weathered line on Herodion’s bearded face.

      Her pulse thundered at her neck and against her breast, yet her arms dropped limply to her sides, the herbs falling from her fingers as though heavy, clay tablets. “M-my father?”

      Herodion nodded stiffly. “I’m sorry, princess. His seizures from the snake bite are getting worse. You’d better come home.”

      Sophia ran to her mare and mounted, her throat tight as hope crumpled like the delicate red anemones trampled beneath the horse’s hooves as they thundered off.

      Bear up. Her mother’s constant edict.

      It would be a disgrace to let fear overwhelm her. Only the helot slaves and the perioiki trade class were allowed emotional expressiveness. The Spartan code demanded restraint of its full-blooded citizens, and particularly its aristocracy.

      Restraint in all things, except on the battlefield.

      Sophia spurred her sure-footed mare toward the city. Asclepius, I implore your aid to guide our healers! How could one of Sparta’s kings die from a snake bite? Kings were supposed to die on the battlefield. Or old in their beds surrounded by their grandchildren, their legacy.

      What would his legacy be if he died now?

      Her older brother Niketas wasn’t ready to be one of Sparta’s kings.

      Papa, no. Please don’t go. She still had so much to ask him. So much to share. No one loved her or believed in her like he did. Theirs was an uncomplicated love. Such a rare thing.

      And time was running out to set her dream in motion. Damn. Damn, damn, damn! Why hadn’t she the courage to bring it up with Papa before? Without him, how would she build the support needed to free Sparta?

      She blinked through a blur of tears as the horses’ hooves clattered on the flagstone streets. Herodion shouted an advance warning to the shoppers as he and Sophia cantered through the agora toward the Agiad palace.

      The market was a busy, colorful place with the gem-hued peplons of the full-blooded Spartan women and blooms of the fuchsia-colored bougainvillea spilling like rebellious children over the earnest lines of the agora’s Doric columns.

      Unlike the finely embroidered peplos she wore today, Sophia loved to disguise herself in simple slave clothing that Herodion supplied her and lose herself in the agora’s heartbeat. Watching the business transactions and letting the gossip ebb and flow about her, she could become another shopper. No one watching her every bumble. No expectations.

      She could simply be.

      Besides racing the chariot with her brother or gathering flowers and herbs on the mountainside, it was the only place she felt unfettered.

      Now, the buzz of commerce and gossip died away as the vendors and shoppers turned their assessing gazes on their Agiad princess. They knew one of their kings was gravely ill. They wondered, and they watched, and most of all, they judged.

      In their eyes, she wasn’t as calm, graceful, or athletic as she should be. Instead she was too tall, too clumsy, too expressive, too emotional, and spent too much of her time observing instead of being productive.

      And now here she was, eyes welling with tears, once again confirming their criticism. Weak. Pathetic. Unworthy. All taunts she’d heard at various times through the years. Behind her back, in whispers and sneers.

      Don’t look at them. She would utterly come apart this time.

      Herodion jumped down first as they reached the royal stables, grabbed her mare’s reins, and squeezed her shoulder before she turned to hurry down the wide walkway flanked by tall, grooved columns.

      Don’t trip, Sophie. And please, please, please, please save my father, Zeus.

      King Tychos had returned home from a dozen war campaigns. He was strong and faithful to the gods. Surely they wouldn’t strike down such a fine warrior.

      Her feet scooted across the paved stoa upon which she’d carved two sets of initials after watching Alexios—beautiful, dark warrior—silently endure his ritual beating seven years ago. Her twelve-year-old eyes had been riveted on him as he bore the flogging with not one whisper, not one grimace. But his eyes…

      Fathomless. Intelligent.

      Ferocious.

      They haunted her still.

      Bastard of Sparta’s other royal house, he was grudgingly respected for his audacity in battle. Envied and feared. Despised for being half helot, half Spartiate.

      No one saw his layers. What was underneath his aloof, brutal exterior.

      She did. She’d watched him for years. He was as much an outsider as she was.

      He would be hers. And together they would re-map Sparta’s destiny.

      The massive door to her parents’ chambers stood ajar, concerned members of the governing Assembly milling about in the courtyard. The knot in her throat expanded as she stepped inside the blessedly cool room, her father’s groans nearly undoing what was left of her composure.

      Bear up, Sophie. She swiped at her eyes. She could not dishonor her father with tears if these were to be his final moments.

      “Sophia, come darling.” Queen Eleni’s serene voice betrayed only a hint that something was amiss. It was enough to spur Sophia out of the shadows, outwardly poised as she was expected to be.

      Don’t squint and don’t shuffle your big feet.

      She knew by heart the location of every uneven tile in this entire palace so she would be fine. “I am here, mother.”

      The physician stepped aside as Sophia advanced to the bedside. King Tychos’s dark hair clung to his temples, damp with the sweat of his fever and numerous seizures the snake bite had triggered. She took her father’s large hand between her own, and he opened eyes of deep Mediterranean blue, which he’d passed on to both her and Niketas.

      “Sophia, my joy.” He coughed, a deep wheezing surging up from his now-sunken chest.

      Her knuckles whitened as she held his fingers, as though by sheer strength she could make the venom in his blood go away. “Father, please hang on. I will make new sacrifices to Artemis, Apollo, and Asclepius. Sparta needs you.” I need you.

      He, Niketas, and Herodion were the only ones for whom she didn’t have to wear a mask.

      King Tychos’ gaze settled on her brother who stood beside her. “Sparta will…flourish under Niketas’s…careful leadership.” Something passed between the two men which Sophia didn’t understand or find comforting.

      She dropped to her knees beside the king. “Pater, look at me.” Tychos coughed again, then brought his gaze to hers. Gone were the shadows she’d seen when he’d looked upon her brother.

      She drew a deep breath, but it wasn’t enough to make her voice as steady as she’d hoped. Her stomach churned unpleasantly. “I would—” She exhaled heavily again. “I ask your blessing to marry Alexios instead of Lysandros.” It came out in a rush.

      Gasps sounded from all corners of the room.

      “Sophia!” her mother rasped.

      Niketas grabbed her arm to hoist her to her feet, his face mottled with anger. “By sword and salt, Sophie. How can you be so selfish, asking something for yourself when father is a breath away from embracing the Elysian Fields?”

      Her hands flew to her hot cheeks. “I’m sorry—”

      “You’re always sorry, yet you do nothing to amend your ways.” Niketas’s disappointment ricocheted through the chamber. “It seems mother has been right all this time. Father and I have done you no favors by humoring your emotional ways.”

      “Don’t let fear make you angry, Niketas. I’m not trying to hurt anyone. I’m only trying to live my truth. That’s what you’ve always told me to do. And the truth is, I believe all people should be free.” She turned back to her father to gauge his reaction.

      King Tychos’s blue eyes shone bright through a veneer of pain. "There are too many powerful forces that will work against you, Sophie. I don't want your life to be so hard." His body convulsed through another coughing fit. “Bring forth a new generation of Agiad Spartans…Change your sons’ and daughters’ hearts from the time they are small, and then maybe in time things will change.”

      “But father, Sparta will die out before then! We cannot send our soldiers on endless campaigns and abandon our babies on hillsides for the slightest imperfection and still expect our population to thrive. According to the city accountant, our census has been in decline for the last five years.”

      “Sophia, you shame your father with your undisciplined outburst," came her mother’s slightly unmodulated voice.

      She looked at the queen and shook her head. “How can you be so calm right now? It’s unnatural! He’s fading before our eyes.” She grabbed her father's cold hand as though she could tether him to this plane. His labored breathing and grimaces tore at her heart. How could his hands be so pale and frigid when he was burning up? “Pater, please…” Don't die and take your love and my dream with you. “If we don’t move forward with new ideas, the state will run out of money and land to settle on our military graduating classes. Then our men who devote their lives to protecting Sparta will no longer have a means to support themselves. If they can't pay their fees, they lose their citizenship. Our whole institution is going to implode. We must find new ways to keep Sparta vibrant.”

      Alexios represented the new vision she had for Sparta. He was the only one who could understand—truly understand—both freedom and slavery.

      Niketas made a rude noise. “You think freeing the slaves will make our land situation better? You are still a child in so many ways, Sophie!” He cursed and left the room.

      Her heart thumped faster as the queen rose to walk toward her. Tychos writhed on the bed, sat up, laughed wildly, then fell back down against the blankets as though dead. Sophia gasped. “What’s happening?”

      The surgeon and his attendant crowded around her father on the opposite side of the bed, pulling aside his wrap to apply their dwindling supply of poultice on his red-streaked, festering thigh wound. “More seizures and hallucinations. They come and go as the infection worsens.”

      Sophia willed new tears not to fall, especially when Niketas returned with three frowning Elders.

      She should stand in their presence, but she remained on her knees, her hands wrapped tightly around one of her father's. Giorgios, one of the Elders she’d always respected—and grandfather of the man everyone wanted her to marry—moved toward her. “Sophia, you will regret filling your father's final moments with angst.”

      He was probably right. The pain of it twisted like a living thing inside her. But who would be the voice of the oppressed? No one else seemed to care. “You are all afraid of change, of losing your positions of power. But enslaving the helots doesn't strengthen Sparta, it weakens her. Imagine how strong we would be if all men and women were free. If everyone had a stake in the health of Sparta. Think of all the trades that would flourish!”

      Her ancestors had invaded southern Greece and enslaved the people of the more fertile Messenian region. Since then the proud, rebellious Messenian helots had chafed under the yoke of Spartan state-ownership.

      Elder Zenon’s lip curled on a sneer. “You are a naïve fool. The helots would slit the throat of every full-blooded Spartiate given that kind of freedom. They are protected under our laws, and for a conquered race, they are treated far better than many freemen the world over, much less slaves. Their complaints are beneath our dignity to even consider.”

      Sophia gasped. “How can you say that? They are terrorized yearly during the Krypteia. Alexios’s mother was murdered last fall during that savage event. People are not meant to live in fear, but to live free.”

      Niketas reached for her arm once again, but one look from their mother made his arm drop to his side. He glared at Sophia, and she knew, even though he loved her, part of him would always hate her for this. For pressing their father this way. For trying to complicate a dream of his own—the only one he’d ever had.

      He wanted to be king. Had wanted it since they were children.

      He would swing her up onto his stallion, and they’d ride to the bluff overlooking the dusty drill fields east of the Eurotas River. There they’d eat the sweets he'd pinched from the palace kitchen and watch the older boys of the warrior school train until they were beaten and bloody. All to become Sparta's next glorious hoplites who would one day fight under her brother's command.

      Sophia’s gaze fixed on Niketas. She wanted him to free the slaves. To change the power structure. To change the entire fabric of their society.

      Could he still love her when her dream meant obstacles to—maybe even the destruction of—his own?

      She tried to compose her voice. “Niketas, we can do this together. As king, you would be best positioned to effect change. All I ask is that you put yourself in any helot's shoes. Your voice and actions will speak louder than anyone else’s when you give up—”

      “How dare you do this now?” Her brother’s voice vibrated with a tangle of emotions that pricked her raw.

      Unable to hold his furious gaze any longer, she turned her attention back to her gray-faced father. His lips were moving rapidly as though in silent argument with an unknown foe.

      She was being selfish. Would probably hate herself for doing this, for pressing her case while Papa lay there, fighting for his life.

      “I thought I’d have more time.” Her voice was a breath of sound no one heard.

      More time to change her father’s heart, to influence his actions.

      Didn't people always think they had more time?

      It was perhaps one of humanity's greatest follies.

      Stay the course. Lydia's voice came back to her as they’d stood over the gruesome remains of an abandoned baby in the foothills of Mount Taygetos. Scavengers had gotten there before they had. Lydia, a helot, had the luxury of weeping openly over the brutalized baby. Sophia had borne down on her sadness, somehow pushing it back with the force of her Spartan upbringing. Until she slammed into her bedroom and smothered her cries with her pillow.

      She’d been born into the wrong culture, to the eternal dismay of her mother. Especially because her father had always been tolerant of her passionate, crusading nature.

      Sparta’s ideology was flawed in many ways. A small voice in her head told her to turn a blind eye. To enjoy the benefits of her position as a Spartan princess. To take the path of least resistance and retain the love and devotion of her brother. He'd always been so good to her. As had her father.

      She put her face next to the king's ear, her throat achy and tight. “I can't imagine a world without you in it.”

      “I...am loath to...leave you all. But what would you...have me do at this...august hour, paidi mou?” he whispered back, his eyes suddenly clear, but wells of pain and unhappiness.

      Just as Elder Giorgios had predicted, regret squeezed her heart.

      “I would do anything to take your pain, pater. But I humbly ask for your blessing to marry Alexios.”

      Gasps and curses behind her raised the tiny hairs on her arms. She risked a glance at the incensed faces of the Elders and her family, catching the brief look of surprised joy that flashed across the face of the surgeon's helot attendant. 

      And the disappointment on Giorgios’s. His grandson, Lysandros, was a fine athlete and Olympic charioteer. 

      But he wasn't a warrior.

      He wasn’t Alexios. 

      The king’s bastard embodied everything she needed in a partner for change. Even if he didn’t know it yet.

      “By the gods, have you lost your fucking mind?”

      “Niketas, cool your ardor. Swearing is not only pointless, but undignified.” Tension drew the skin tight across Queen Eleni’s cheekbones.

      “Are you really this deranged, girl?” Elder Zenon spat. “You said yourself that Alexios’s mother got herself killed last year during the Kryptia for doing who knows what after curfew. Why would you shame your family by flaunting our laws and aligning with one such as Alexios?” 

      Sophia launched to her feet, her hands clenching into fists, her entire body quivering. Never, never, never had she wanted to hit someone so badly. “Alexios’s mother was on her way home after assisting a woman with a difficult birth in a neighboring village. She was a midwife, you clueless jackal!”

      “Sophia, have a care!” her mother warned.

      Niketas pinned Sophia with an intense look that widened the gulf between them. “What has gotten into you?” He shook his head, his eyes wide. “It’s bad enough that you want to unravel the underpinnings of our entire culture, but now you want to whore yourself out to the one whom the helots look to as their savior?”

      Sophia lurched toward her brother, her palm and fingers connecting with a sharp crack against the stubbled skin of his cheek. She stared at the red mark she’d left, her heart free-falling down a giant chasm.

      It was quiet as a crypt in her father’s chamber as she lifted her gaze to search her brother’s eyes. Gone was the warmth that she’d always depended on—turned to—when any of her wild escapades had gone awry. She felt shipwrecked on an island of her own destruction.

      He grabbed her upper arms and shook her so hard her teeth rattled. Once. Twice. Then he shoved her back against the bed where she collapsed in a pathetic heap next to her now seemingly unconscious father.

      The Elders whispered amongst themselves, casting alarmed looks at her. Queen Eleni’s chest rose and fell rapidly, but still—still—she sat there with her hands in her lap, her gaze fixed on the wall. Sophia knew more about her mother’s composure than she did about the women’s hopes or dreams.

      She’d never let that be true for any children of her own.

      “Niketas, please understand—” She rolled to sit up, reaching out her hand.

      “Gods damn you and your ridiculous ideas, Sophie!” He roared. “Why should the Spartiates give the helots their freedom when there’s absolutely nothing in it for them?”

      She scooted to the end of the bed and rubbed her eyes, trying to suppress the need to sob openly. “A world where all people are free is a better world with less fear.”

      Niketas laughed coldly. “Any Spartan worth his salt feels no fear.”

      There was a commotion as the surgeon approached her father’s side with more poultice. She hung her head. Everything happening in this room was hopeless. She’d helped Lydia care for a helot man with the same condition. It hadn’t gone well. In fact, it had been horrible.

      Father was going to die. 

      Giorgios raised both hands. “Hush your quarreling, the king tries to speak!”

      Sophia lurched to her feet and grabbed her brother’s hand, pulling him toward the man who’d always seemed larger than life. She’d imagined King Tychos dying with honor on the battlefield. Looking at him now, so gray and unanimated, she wanted to weep loudly and to hell with Spartan reserve.

      Niketas jerked his hand from her grasp. Once more she knelt beside the king whose lips were moving, though his eyes remained closed. The Elders shooed the surgeon away and stepped up to the bed next to the queen. 

      “Papa?”

      The King opened his eyes. He looked unbound to this earth. Sophia’s heart skipped a beat. Gradually, his eyes refocused, his gaze settling first on his son. “Niketas, my pride. Green fruit ripens slowly. Have patience...and wisdom will follow.”

      Niketas bent to kiss their father’s hand before rising to stand rigidly at attention, an uncommon pallor to his swarthy face.

      Sophia’s throat ached. The king’s gaze sought hers. "My sweet, subversive Sophie...do not go barefoot upon the thorns.”

      This was sounding like final blessings. Sophia’s hands trembled as she rose to her feet. Her mother had settled next to the king, now brushing her long, elegant fingers across his brow.

      “Papa, I am not unprepared. I know the way will be hard, but a water drop hollows a stone. I will prevail through perseverance.” She felt the weight of the Elders’ disapproval for such an unbecoming outburst, but did it really matter? She’d never fit the mold of how a Spartan princess was supposed to act. No, she didn’t fit and never would.

      Neither would Alexios.

      She’d studied his behavior for seven years. The way he interacted with those beneath his command, those who scorned him, those who idolized him.

      He was a harsh, but honorable man. When his father sent him through the agoge warrior-training school, it had the dual effect of not only angering the aristocrats, but also alienating him from many helots who believed he was betraying them by walking in the footsteps of their enslavers.

      “Do not anger the gods by asserting your will over that of our wise forebears, princess. For your father’s sake," Giorgios implored. 

      To hell with the gods. They hadn't protected her father from the rogue snake that had sunk its fangs in him while he’d sought their counsel at the Delphic oracle. But for once, she held her tongue. Her mind was made up. Arguing with the Elders wasn’t going to change it.

      Her father looked at Giorgios. “Your Lysandros, will he be...much aggrieved at Sophie’s refusal?”

      Oh, that this was playing out so publicly! Sophia’s face was scorched earth as she stared down at the shining marble floor tiles.

      “Lysandros and Sophia would make a strong match for Sparta’s future, " Giorgios replied carefully after a moment. “However, my grandson is not so overcome by youthful exuberance to let his passions get the better of him. He will find another. It’s his father who might take issue with the broken promise.”

      Unfair! “Why must I be subject to a betrothal when all other Spartan women are free to choose their mates?” Sophia cried.

      “Indeed?” Queen Eleni looked steadily at the Elders, her son, and finally, her husband. A new lump rose to Sophia’s throat to feel her mother’s support. For once.

      But then Eleni turned her gaze on her daughter. “This does not mean I support a marriage to King Davos’s bastard. Because I don’t. I have heard from all quarters that Alexios is a warrior without equal, but also one without soul, without heart.”

      Sophia’s shoulders bunched. “People only see what’s on the outside, but he’s so much more than people believe.”

      Her mother’s eyes were sad. “According to many in the Assembly, Alexios lives for war and bloodshed. He could never love you or make you happy, daughter.”

      Would that the world would swallow me up now.

      Sophia closed her eyes for a moment to rediscover her center. Her mother’s bleak assessment, however much it hurt, wasn’t the point. It wasn’t the crux of her dream.

      She swallowed to ease the dryness in her throat and thought about all the Spartan babies she and Lydia had already saved by matching them with helot couples who weren’t able to have children of their own.

      It will be enough. “I don’t need a man’s love to liberate the slaves or to abolish infanticide. I need someone who can help me reach across the class lines. Alexios is the one man, the only man, who can do that.”

      “You are a disgrace to the Agiad house,” boomed Zenon.

      King Tychos reared up in bed, eyes afire, the gooey poultice sliding down his leg as he scrambled to his knees. The Elders lurched back while the surgeon moved in to restrain his patient.

      The king swung out with his once-mighty arms, one blow catching the surgeon so solidly he fell back into Niketas’s arms. Tychos pointed furiously at the corner of the room where only shadows from the lamps flickered and danced upon the walls.

      “Summer, autumn, war. The greatest of all wars is coming.” His gaze raked over each person in the room without seeing them. “It’sss coming,” he whispered gutturally.

      A shiver quaked through Sophia. The queen ran her hand down her husband’s back. It was the first time Sophia had ever seen her mother’s eyes well up. “Beloved, come, lie down with me—”

      The king crouched on all fours and snarled at her. “It’s coming! Sparta will fall!”

      Goose bumps broke out across Sophia’s arms as the wrenching sob she’d been holding in finally poured from her lips. Her father spun toward her, spittle running down his chin and bright, red blood running down his damaged leg, soiling the white linens of his bed. “Only you can save her.”

      “W-who, pater?” She choked on her heartache, wanting to be gone, hating to see her father this way, but rooted in shock and disbelief at his unraveling. She turned her face to the ceiling with its vibrant frescoes honoring Ares and Apollo. “Damn you for turning your backs on him like this!”

      “Sophie!” Niketas shouted, making her tremble despite the fury chasing through her blood like unwatered wine.

      “You’ve eaten the bull, do not leave the tail,” King Tychos yelled. “Save Sparta! Save her, Sophie!” Her father screamed in agony then, collapsing in an unnatural tangle of limbs as though all his bones had liquified at once.

      Niketas and the surgeon lurched forward. Through her blur of tears, Sophia backed further away from the bed and stumbled against the low-slung leather couch next to the hearth. She scrambled to her feet, and turned to flee the room.

      As her sandals flew over the tiles toward the tall archway leading to the atrium, her father’s wild voice rang out once more. “Marry the bastard prince, Sophie! Save my Sparta! Save Spar—”

      The directive halted and was replaced by her mother’s cry of torment that could only mean…

      Thanatos had come for the king.

      The sun struck her face as she reached the outer stoa and ran as fast as she could under the roofed colonnade.

      The Agiad king was dead.

      Oh.

      Papa.

      The tip of Sophia’s sandal caught a crack in the tiles and, for a moment, she was weightless. She came down on her knees and elbows with a searing pain, put her arms over her head, and wept into the cool, clay tiles for all of Sparta to see.
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      The princess was following him again.

      Alexios held his heavy shield close to his body and moved swiftly through the cypress and olive groves toward the river Eurotas. The night lay thick and dewy upon his skin, which was crusty with layers of blood and dirt from hours on the drill field.

      The thirty-three men of his platoon had been grateful he’d worked them after sunset, happy to let the younger age-cohorts of the agoge get their hours in during May’s heat of the day. He’d told them he didn’t give a damn about their comfort. He was doing it because it suited him only. He ran a hand across his hip where one of his men responded to the selfish comment with a wicked slash of his short sword.

      Alexios grimaced on contact with the wound, then smiled in the dark. Anger always made men fearless fighters.

      He could have retired to the baths along with the other soldiers, but tonight, he craved the depth and solitude of the river. Seclusion so he could plan how he was going to destroy every last member of the goddamned aristocracy who had his mother’s blood on their hands.

      If the maiden followed him any further along this winding trail, however, he wouldn’t find the seclusion he was hoping for. 

      For the last seven months, relentless guilt and a bone-deep anguish were the only things that had kept him from launching into a full-on killing spree. Seven months of aimlessness. Fighting. Training. Letting his rage off the leash on the drill fields. Torturing himself with blame.

      He’d known it was the night of the yearly Krypteia. Why hadn’t he escorted his mother home after her midwife duties? Better yet, why, why, why hadn’t he forced her to stay home where she would have been safe from the predators just waiting to make an example of a slave with social influence?

      His mother’s death had sent shockwaves of despair through the entire helot population.

      It was exactly the reaction the Spartiates were after.

      He’d wasted seven months.

      No longer.

      He glanced back and frowned. The Agiad princess was still doggedly picking her way along the path, hood drawn over her hair.

      Since her father’s death six weeks ago, Spartans and helots alike hadn’t ceased their tongue-wagging about her grief. The Spartans were outspoken in their disapproval of her painfully visible sadness. Most helots ignored her in public, but gossiped about her in the marketplace during the day and in their homes at night.

      He wanted to forget the events surrounding the king’s death, but talk of the princess was everywhere. And now, for almost two fortnights, she had been everywhere he was, trailing him persistently. They had a connection, yes, but what could she possibly want with him? She’d observed him for years, but it had always been from afar, and he’d done his best to ignore her.

      It was increasingly difficult to put her from his thoughts.

      When he was seventeen, he’d fixated on her during his contest of endurance because she’d been a child, dressed in helot clothing. Her dirt-smudged face and wide, compassionate eyes had been a safe place to channel his mental escape. His polestar to temporarily rise above the pain.

      During those excruciating moments, he let her in.

      While she stood in the front row with the jeering onlookers so hungry for the spectacle, her expression was nothing like theirs. Her eyes offered kindness, strength, and challenge.

      He’d fed on that. And survived.

      A moon later, he’d seen her on her father’s chariot and realized the girl to whom he’d bared his essence was the king’s daughter. For the last seven years, he’d wondered when that connection would come back to bite him.

      Perhaps that time was now.

      Alexios ducked under a massive cobweb stretched between two trees, then paused. The princess would pass through this very spot. He pulled down the webbing, then continued toward the river, shaking his head at his foolishness.

      The tall, gangly girl had transformed into a beautiful woman, more captivating than ever, with her compelling facial expressions and all that dark, shiny hair that seemed to capture the complex essence of night.

      Experience with a few other Spartan females had taught him outside the doll, inside the plague, but he hadn’t observed any trickery or dishonor in the princess. She confounded his every notion about the aristocracy. Her refusal to indulge in the luxuries of her station. Her insistence on doing things for herself to make the slaves’ workloads lighter. Her covert trips to meet with the helot Lydia to rescue Spartiate babies left to die on the foothills.

      He was even drawn to her undeniable clumsiness.

      But she could never be for him.

      She was part of the fabric of society he wanted to tear asunder.

      People were easy to mislead when they expected you to behave a certain way. To most, he was the cold, brutish bastard of a frivolous king who’d seduced a helot slave. Alexios was content to let them nurse their superiority. One day, it would be their undoing.

      Princess Sophia behaved just the opposite. Alexios sensed it was more than her grief over her father’s death that made her chafe against expectations. She gave the opposite of what the aristocracy demanded, and she looked beyond the superficial. It made him want to repel her as much as draw her close.

      Had she discovered...?

      No. There was simply no way blame could be traced back to him.

      Still, there had been times when the pain on her face had been so profound he wished he’d never made that one careless remark to his attendant.

      The soft sigh of the river drew nearer, understory notes to the trill of insects and the intermittent shifting in the brush as nocturnal animals slunk away from his intrusion.

      Alexios gathered the woodsy spice of cypress into his lungs before stepping into the moonlit clearing at the broadest bend in the river. Anxious to submerge himself in the soothing waters, he paused once more to look over his shoulder. To watch and listen. He couldn’t pinpoint her location in the cradle of the trees, but he could sense her.

      His skin tingled in awareness and heat flared in his cock.

      He cared not at all for the sensation.

      Was she waiting for him to call her out? Surely she wouldn't think he cared what she was up to.

      He turned back to the water, scowling, as he lay down his short sword, then unpinned his chiton. He’d removed his sandals and was beginning to unfasten his greaves when a startled cry and a loud squeal rent the air. A thrashing tore through the brush, getting louder as it neared the clearing.

      He snatched up his sword, his senses honing in on the gap in the trees where he’d emerged onto the sand. Sophia burst into the clearing, a wild boar in pursuit, both of them barreling his way.

      As the princess ran, her hood fell back to expose the sweep of her nose and lips pulled tight with fear. He lurched forward to grab her arm, swinging her aside. He met the boar’s charge with a two-handed downward stab of his xiphos. The blade pierced the hide, but with the hog’s velocity, it glanced off the animal’s tough skull.

      Alexios spun away from the thrusting tusks and parried for another killing shot. Sweat covered his body, the hog’s grunts ringing in his ears as it pawed the ground. The beast had to weigh as much as four warriors. If he had his battle spear, he could distract it with pokes and then move in for the close-quarter kill that his two-foot sword required. Alas, no spear.

      Alexios circled the animal, angling to jump on its hairy, humped back.

      In his peripheral vision, a streak of movement. Sophia. “Climb upon the boulder!” he yelled at her.

      “I cannot!”

      He dug his foot deep into the cooling sand of the riverbank, kicked a mass of sand at the boar's face, then lunged to the left, pivoted, and propelled himself across the boar’s hindquarters. “Take a running jump at it!”

      “I am no good at agility! You shall have to kill it!” she shrieked back.

      Astride the beast, he drove his xiphos into the boar’s muscular neck where warm blood welled over its leathery hide. Its squeal nearly made his ears explode, but he held on, a hand’s length of his sword buried in the swine.

      Alexios slid sidewise on the animal’s back, his bronze greaves scraping across sand as the boar tried to outrun its death. The animal seemed possessed by death god Thanatos, bucking and screeching in rage. Alexios gritted his teeth and tried to pull himself back over the great beast’s back so he could sit upright again. He’d almost managed it when something cracked against the boar’s head.

      The beast dropped to its knees with a deep-throated groan.

      Alexios’ muscles unclamped, and he slid to the ground. His chest burned as he regained his breath. Sophia stood over the boar with outstretched arms, a large rock squeezed between her hands. The look on her face was as fierce as Athena on the hunt.

      He rolled to his feet and stood beside the princess. She didn’t raise her eyes to his, but continued to stare at the hog, her arms beginning to shake.

      “He is quite vanquished,” Alexios murmured as he pried her frigid fingers from the large slab of limestone and set the rock upon the ground. 

      Her eyes widened as they finally registered the bare, broad chest in front of her.  “Are you certain? My aim is never true.” She glanced at the beast as though it might come back from the dead, then back at him.

      Or rather, at his boar-hair-scraped manhood.

      “Oh my,” she said, breathless.

      Fuck. Even as banged up as his cock was, it was rising to the occasion. The soothing waters of the River Eurotas were becoming more critical by the minute.

      Alexios turned away from her to retrieve his bloody xiphos, then headed to the spot where he’d removed his chiton and sandals. As he bent to remove his greaves, he heard her mumble an entire speech under her breath.

      Nerves, or a peculiar trait he’d so far failed to notice?

      In any event, she was at his side in the next moment.

      She clasped her hands tightly in front of her. “Please excuse my dearth of manners. I am Sophia. I am indebted to you for coming to my rescue, Alexios.”

      His name on her tongue hit him like a full glass of wine. Gazing upon her sweet, solemn face would certainly spell disaster, so he kept his attention on unfastening his greaves. “I know who you are.”

      He’d never thought to share a moment like this with her. Bearing down on a common adversary in the heat of survival wove an uncommon bond whether you liked it or not.

      He liked it not.

      “You are no more in my debt than I am in yours.” And thank the immortals for that. “‘Twas your stone that ultimately felled him.”

      She followed him to the lip of the river where the water lapped at her sandals. As he waded into the gentle current, he felt her gaze on him like the press of summer’s sultry winds. His chest expanded, but surely it was the water’s influence. Many females had looked upon his nakedness over the years as that was how all Spartan males competed in sports. Why should this feel any different? 

      Doesn’t matter.

      “I know you know who I am. But we’ve never been formally introduced. The rock may have dropped him, but only because he was nearly conquered already. I don’t know how you managed to stay on the beast with him bucking and running amuck like that. That was remarkable.”

      His face flushed. Her praise wasn’t laced with flirtation, but some heavier, seemingly conflicting emotions—resignation, sadness, patience?—that made warning bells clamor in his head.

      What was she about? He glanced back at her, unable to help himself. She stood on the sand, as fine of shape as any goddess the greatest sculptors had ever carved. As always, her essence seemed as in tune to him as his was to hers, yet this time, there was something different about her gaze. Like she waged an inner war, and he was the source of her struggle.

      He frowned. If she only knew.

      Stop this. Gods, she would make him crazed. “As you have hopefully learned, it is unwise for a maiden to be out here alone. Especially after dark.”

      Her chest expanded with a deep breath. “I fear nothing by your side.”

      His chest expanded on a rush of pleasure, but he savagely choked it. Vanity blossoms, but bears no fruit.

      It was time to put this encounter to bed.

      Bed. Lush legs. Dark hair fisted in his hands. Blue eyes cloudy with desire…

      Athena, gird me against my weakness.

      It had been too long since he’d sated himself in a woman’s charms. Too long since he’d practiced any pretty manners.

      Not that he should care.

      He cursed and ducked underwater to swim downstream to the opposite side of the river. He knew every bend, boulder, and tree stump along this swath of water. It had been his refuge all those excruciating agoge years.

      As he got older, he had less and less free time as they were required to spend more hours training. He’d graduated from agoge at twenty-one, and now, at twenty-four, commanded his own platoon.

      Alexios resurfaced to find Sophia standing upon the far shore watching for him, bathed in moonlight. When she waved, that solemn look still upon her face, he fought the urge to continue swimming downstream until he reached the river’s end in the Laconian Gulf.

      Ridiculous.

      It was a small matter to go back and retrieve his clothes.

      When he emerged from the water, her gaze remained on his as the water streamed down his skin.

      “What are you still doing here, you foolish girl?” he barked, even though he’d just told her it wasn’t safe to wander the woods alone at night.

      Her lips parted. “I…um…I’d have a word with you, if you don’t mind. You know, after you…” She waved vaguely at his nakedness and cleared her throat.

      The urge to smile rode him as hard as the lust in his blood. So he glowered instead. “You could have spoken to me a dozen times in the last few weeks, but you choose now? What did you think I’d be doing at the river other than getting naked?”

      Her answering scowl seemed to relieve her discomfort at his refusal to dress. “I’m sorry. I need to speak with you about a private matter. I didn’t want anyone else to see us talking. It’s vital.”

      He couldn’t begin to imagine what it might be. “So important that you are putting your reputation at risk?”

      “I believe you a man of honor. You present a callous façade, but your behaviors offer clues for those who chose to see more than what they expect.”

      He raised an eyebrow. What to say to that? He’d guessed she was an intellectual, but he’d rather she turned her character mining upon someone else.

      Except not Lysander, her betrothed. The man wasn’t half the soldier she deserved.

      He swore as much at her intrusion as at the direction of his thoughts. He had no business concerning himself with whom she married. He returned to his clothes, quickly dressing.

      Her sandals swished through the sand, his skin warming at her approach. When he turned to face her, she was standing so close he could reach out and draw her into the heat of his chest. Oil of almond and citrus teased his senses. His fingers flexed.

      “Well? Have your say, Princess, and be gone.” Whilst I still have my wits about me. “You can take my sword in case you run into any trouble. I will retrieve it on the morrow.”

      She threaded her fingers together in front of her. “I will wait for you to escort me home. In the meantime, I would have you listen to me.”

      He sighed and shook his head, placing his hands on his hips. “Look, I don’t know what I can do for you, but get on with it. It looks like I won’t find peace until you’ve had your say.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her chest again, but this time a compelling little smile played about her lips. “I believe you want a different Sparta—one where the helots are free.” On the last word, her fingers flew apart in a gesture that looked like she wanted to hug the heavens. “I want the same, Alexios,” she continued in a rush. “I know it will be difficult, but I believe we can do it. Together.”

      He stood there and blinked. Once. Twice. Three times.

      What?

      Had he heard correctly? Of everything she could have said, this was quite possibly the most absurd. He narrowed his eyes, pulling his eyebrows low. “You are addled. I am a soldier who thinks of nothing but fighting, warm meals, and willing women.”

      She shook her head emphatically as she took a step toward him. “No. No no no. Your lies may work on others, but you will not deceive me. I have known you since your flagellation. I was only twelve, yet you looked at me like an equal. You let me inside, warrior. Do not try to deny it.”

      His whole body stilled. So, she’d never forgotten that shared look either.

      He shoved the flare of pleasure away as he bent to gather his shield. “I am no longer the boy you saw in the flogging pit.”

      Her hands entreated him. “You are him and more. I know you care for the helots. Your mother—”

      Heat surged up his neck into his face. “Not one word!” Dark rage and an impotent frustration replaced any softness he’d begun to feel. “Not one word of her shall pass your aristocratic lips!”

      She shook her head. “I won’t be silenced, Alexios. Nor can I allow you to ignore the treachery of Sparta’s ways. Treacheries I want to abolish like the Krypteia, which took your dear mother. But I can’t do it without your help as King.”

      Horrific images of his mother tumbled through his mind. A Spartiate had killed her during the state-sanctioned terrorizing of helot villages, many slaves tortured and killed, all to create fear and prevent rebellion.

      Mantes had found Alexios and brought him to where Kassandra’s bloody body had lain upon the road outside her village, a spear protruding from her belly. It hadn’t been a quick death, yet he hadn’t arrived in time to save her.

      To even say goodbye.

      “I want nothing to do with your hopeless revolution.” It wouldn’t bring his mother back. Sophia was full of nonsense if she thought he’d be part of her plan. He had a plan of his own. One that would destroy the aristocracy that tortured his mother and branded him a bastard.

      One that didn’t include him sticking around to see the fall out.

      Only when they were all destroyed would he find peace.

      “How can you say that?” Sophia cried. “The Sparta we know today is not sustainable. A Sparta where no babies are killed and all people are free is a city state that will live forever! Can’t you see it?”

      He did, if only for a moment. Until the pretty picture washed away in a flood of his mother’s blood.

      Sophia’s fingers curled around the edge of his shield. He leaned his face down to hers, using the expression that always made his platoon hurry to do his bidding. “Do you really think I care?”

      “You’re still here talking to me.”

      Right. The little chit would not get the best of him. Or get a rise out of him, which was happening on multiple levels. He moved around her, headed back toward the trail that had brought him here.

      “Help me…in Kassandra’s memory. She dedicated her life to helping mothers and saving babies… Alexios, please don’t walk away, not you, too. I…”

      Her words choked off so abruptly his heart started to pound.

      Don’t look back. You should never look back.

      He stopped, cursed violently, looked to the heavens, then finally turned around. He saw her draw a great breath and suddenly felt as though he was about to be pushed off the steepest cliff of Mount Taygetos. He grew lightheaded to see her lower lip tremble.

      “Sophia, do not—”

      “I would have you as my husband.”

      He was at her side in an instant, the skin of her upper arms soft and smooth against the calluses of his hands. “Have you completely lost your senses? We are from opposite dynasties, and I am the reviled bastard whom no one trusts, in case you had forgotten. No one would have it.”

      The moon glistened upon her teeth when her lips parted. “So you’ve already thought of this.”

      Damn her eyes. Her skin, her hair, and her bewitching mouth as well.

      He released her, backed up, and shook his head to clear it. To negate her. “Take your revolution to Lysandros.”

      He should have never pulled the man from the engorged river during the floods.

      “I don’t want Lysandros. Only you can help me foster trust, change hearts, and heal divisions because you straddle both worlds. I can’t do this without you.”

      Alexios’ pulse raced. How could she speak the very words his mother had spoken to him? She, too, had believed in an inclusive Sparta with him as the force for change. She had almost convinced him.

      Standing over her grave one cold night, he’d learned better.

      He didn’t know yet how he was going to demolish the aristocracy, but he would come up with something. And if he died in the process, so be it. Vengeance would be his.

      “An impossible and naïve dream. But I wish you luck, princess.”

      She stopped him with a hand on his chest. “You don’t have to like me, just work with me. This is bigger than us.”

      Her passion was intoxicating, dangerous, and…

      Futile.

      How could he even be considering her outrageous idea? Someday, she would find out the truth.

      Someday, she would hate him.

      He squeezed her fingers briefly before lifting them from his chest. “I shall see you home now.” He’d reached the edge of the sand by the trees when she called out.

      “You force me to play all my cards then.”

      The hairs rose on the back of his neck. He stopped and turned around, the moonlight so bright everything was in focus. The dead boar looked enormous next to her slim form. He clenched his teeth, imagining what might have happened to her had she been out here alone.

      She stared at him for a long while, her jaw set in that inner-struggle manner once more. He straightened, lowered his shield. A fluttering and a tightening in his gut. Strange sensations he did not welcome.

      Why didn’t she say anything?

      And why was he waiting for her to even speak? His pulse was driving him harder than when he’d raised his spear against the Corinthians. Go. Turn and walk away before it’s too late.

      But her face, so full of pain, held him captive.

      “You shall take me to wed and help me see this through, Alexios, or I swear by all the gods that I’ll name your attendant—the helot Mantes—responsible for putting the viper in the basket that killed my father.”

      A cold, dry wind blew through Alexios, though the night lay humid upon his skin.

      She’d uncovered the truth and was willing to lay down with the devil to advance a goal of her own.
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      Sophia locked her knees to stand her ground as Alexios ate up the space between them. “You play a dangerous game when you make assumptions you cannot prove.”

      His low voice made the air seize in her throat. Truly, the man was fierce.

      She looked up to meet the snapping fire in his eyes, girding herself with purpose.

      He doesn’t have to like you.

      Or even love her.

      By the sword, she couldn’t love him either! The attendant who lived under his roof was responsible for her father’s death.

      Sophia swallowed back a wave of grief. Her purpose was bigger than her heartbreak. Her purpose involved untold numbers of present and future Spartans.

      Her mourning…only her.

      The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.

      Mantes and his mother Lydia had run to her even before news of her father’s bite had reached the Assembly. Mantes had begged for mercy, confessing that King Tychos had never been the target.

      Sophia believed him, but couldn’t get him to reveal who’d been the intended target, nor at whose behest he’d carried out such a nefarious scheme. Certainly, he’d been a pawn in some aristocrat’s intrigue. One day the plot would be unmasked, and then she would deal with the offender.

      As much as she grieved for her father, she would never betray Mantes and Lydia to the Royal Guard. But she couldn’t tell Alexios that she’d already spoken to Mantes or else her coercion scheme would stall right here on the banks of the river.

      It would be a utilitarian marriage only. She would gladly sacrifice a love match for a better Sparta. Tough choices needed to be made, no matter how much emotion tried to interfere.

      Papa had been a rational man. And hadn’t he’d told her to marry this man? Surely, he’d been imparted celestial wisdom as he’d wrung the final dregs from his life. So it couldn’t be a betrayal to marry the man who housed the one responsible for father’s death.

      Could it?

      She rubbed her eyes, her shoulders slumping. “It’s not an assumption. Herodion saw Mantes purchase a viper from a Persian merchant the day before my father’s trip to the temple. Mantes was absent from his work duties after that, only to return shortly before my father’s unfortunate accident. I know it’s all true because I made inquiries after Herodion’s report on all this last week.” She sighed. “I have yet to understand Mantes’s motive, but he brought the viper that killed my father, Alexios. If you agree to my terms, your attendant and his family shall remain safe.”

      His body crowded her, making her air scarce. “The terms of your blackmail entail marriage…for a lifetime?”

      Blackmail. Yes, that’s exactly what this was. Why honey coat it? She’d have to soil her hands to see this thing through. Get used to it, Sophie.

      She licked her lips and tried to suppress a shiver. He had a fresh cut on his neck where his pulse beat hypnotically. She wanted to reach out and touch his swarthy skin right there. It would be deceptively soft, wouldn’t it? And warm. Even now, standing so close, the radiant heat of his beautiful, scarred, battle-honed body seemed to wrap around her.

      “Marriage for a l-lifetime. Y-yes,” she whispered, her throat aching with the need to cry. How I miss you, pater!

      Alexios’s hooded, glittering eyes tracked down to her shoulder where her himation had slipped. She eased the cloak up again—her fingers inching up her arm as though they slogged through quicksand—yet it did nothing to calm the wild fluttering in her chest.

      Grief and attraction, a sick mix of feelings. It rooted her feet to the ground.

      The backs of his fingers came up to brush against her cheek—the simple gesture more precious than all the jeweled tiaras piled up in her room. How barren I must be. Her eyes drifted shut as she turned into his caress, reopening when he abruptly sucked air in between his teeth and stepped away from her.

      “What makes you think I care what happens to a helot boy?” he asked roughly.

      She blinked for a moment to regain her wits, suddenly chilled with the withdrawal of his body heat. “You gave him a chance when no one else would.”

      Born with a palsied right arm twenty-two winters ago, Mantes had been deemed unfit by the Spartan Council of Elders. Left to die of exposure, he was the first baby Lydia saved, and the only one she’d ever kept for herself.

      Alexios had taken Mantes into service three years ago despite his disability. Anyone who thought the Spartan king’s bastard was a brute had only to remember the patience he’d shown the helot boy from the beginning. Now Mantes’s confidence was such that his impairment was hardly noticeable.

      Alexios stopped pacing to glare at her. “You overestimate my esteem.”

      She shook her head slowly. “I think not.”

      “Why would you even consider keeping such a treasonist secret? What about vengeance? Don’t you desire it? Everyone knows how much you loved the king.”

      There was a very simple answer to his question—turning Mantes in would destroy Lydia, and Sophia loved Lydia more than she desired vengeance. But Alexios had to believe she was ready to hand Mantes over to the Royal Guard. She needed him.

      “Retribution will not bring back my father,” she finally replied. “Sparta’s future—equality—is more important than my need for revenge.”

      She exhaled slowly, her pulse rate and sadness easing the more she focused on her goal. Lies, bluffs, and all this false posturing were like knives in her belly. It felt so much better to live the truth. To look ahead to a better future.

      She rubbed her chest, feeling lighter than she had in weeks.

      More like herself.

      Good would win in the end. She would stubbornly cling to the belief if it killed her.

      Alexios glanced down at his shield. Sophia caught the slight lift and fall of his broad shoulders as he inhaled, then exhaled. He brought his gaze back to hers, but even by the bright light of the full moon, she could read nothing in those amber depths.

      “Sounds logical. How very Spartan of you. But, no.”

      “No? No, what?”

      “I don’t agree to your terms.”

      “But—”

      “Enough! It’s the middle of the night, princess. It’s a wonder King Niketas hasn’t turned the entire countryside upside down looking for you. Now, if you are not disposed to walk with me, I will be obliged to send a charioteer for you.”

      He surged into the olive grove, his shield knocking branches aside like a battering ram.

      She hurried to catch up. She would be hard-pressed to find another opportunity to get him alone like this again. “I am very good at sneaking out, so I doubt I’m even missed. We need not fear my brother finding out unless you insist on razing through the trees in this fashion.”

      She had a plan to get Niketas to come around to the marriage.

      He’d need to forgive her first, however.

      She tried to walk beside Alexios, but it was difficult because his legs were so much longer than hers, and his steps, more confident. “Now, stop changing the subject. Marrying me is not displeasing to you. I can sense it in you.”

      He looked to the skies above the tree boughs with the same helpless exasperation she’d seen on her brother’s face for as long as she could remember. She grabbed Alexios’s free hand, drawing it between both of her own as she tried to split her focus between her much-rehearsed words and the tree-shadowed, forest floor.

      If only he’d taken the well-traveled path! To trip now would be disastrous.

      “Would you have me marry Lysander?”

      He spared her a brief glare without slowing his pace. “Your father pledged you to him.”

      He didn’t answer the question. That fluttery feeling returned. “I can hear what you’re not saying. You have thought of me…as I have thought of y—”

      Her foot snagged on a root, and she pitched forward with a cry.

      Alexios cursed just before her forward momentum stopped, and she was jerked back the other way. She landed with a jar against a solid wall of muscle. His shield came around her, wrapping her so tightly against him his heart beat against her cheek, his manhood pressing like honed bronze against her belly.

      And Just. Like. That. fire licked across her skin, her breasts growing heavy with a deep stirring in her sex.

      She’d never felt as vibrant. As safe.

      As alive!

      Even from afar, he’d had this effect on her, but now, touching him, being in his strong arms, was...

      Elysium!

      She closed her eyes, snuck her hands about his waist, and squeezed. Gods, he smelled so good. Like strength and security, hardy olive trees and leather, midnight secrets and soulful sighs.

      She nuzzled his chest and bit her lip to stifle the passion that swelled within. Mother had always scolded her for being emotional, but mayhap she could achieve her dream and be happy?

      Alexios groaned deep in his throat before disentangling her arms and setting her away from him. “Do not conjure affection where there is none. Warriors are incapable of such weakness, Sophia.”

      Of course, he would consider joy a weakness. Her mother had said as much. Still, hope–the silly, ridiculous flare of hope–stayed lit within.

      She laid a hand on her belly where his phallus had pressed into her so insistently, the memory so vivid she knew sleep would not find her for hours and hours.

      “I like it when you say my name,” she said softly. “And I love your voice. It makes me want to sit at your side and listen to you all through the night.”

      “Well, apparently your plan has worked as it will soon be dawn. Do all Spartan maidens have such love of idle chatter?”

      She forced her lips to tilt, though the rebuke stung and a bit of her hope flagged. “Oh, I think not. My mother despairs over it, but every time I try to change, I feel miserable.”

      “Zeus save us. Let us go. Now, Sophia.”

      She sighed. Her shoulders slumped in temporary defeat. “As you wish.”

      On their walk, she took pity on him and held her tongue for two whole prayers to Athena. Oh, how she needed the help of the goddess of wisdom, war, and diplomacy to achieve her purpose.

      There were no torches flickering in Sparta when they approached their famed city without walls. The soldiers were expected to be as comfortable in darkness as they were in daylight.

      Alexios guided them along the moon-shadowed Assembly buildings as they drew closer to the palace, grasping her hand at times to shift her course. But as quickly as he took her in hand, he released her. She was growing desperate to convince him—the next Krypteia is only five moons away and we have so much to accomplish before then!–but really, really…

      What had she expected?

      That this soldier, famed for his ruthlessness in combat, would bend to her will and see the value of her revolutionary proposition within one turn of the hourglass?

      Perhaps I am as much a daydreamer as they say. “Will you call on me tomorrow?” She cringed inwardly even as she asked the question.

      “No. I’ve used up all my words for the next fortnight.”

      She grasped his bicep to arrest his forward movement, his skin warm steel against her palm. “Please, Alexios. Lysander is a decent man and a fine soldier, but he is not for me. I want you.”

      He scowled as he faced her. “You are a fool then because he is the better choice for you.” He turned away again and continued walking toward the palace.

      Anger built inside her chest at his easy dismissal. “You’re wrong! For what I want accomplished, I need a lion at my side, not a kitten.” She stilled—physically and metaphysically—feeling the truth of her plight in her soul.

      Feeling so much.

      She was tired of feeling guilty about feeling.

      Why did people always have to hide the emotions that rolled through them? It took so much energy to bury it down, pretend like it wasn’t there. She was sick of it!

      “You are that lion I need. And warrior, I so much liked what I felt when I was in your arms.”

      Alexios stopped abruptly, swung around, and stalked toward her, his movements full of grace and menace, coming so close she had to tilt her head back to look at him.

      His beautiful eyes were dark, pupils swallowing up his stormy copper and gold irises, his nostrils flaring like he was barely containing something wild within. Her pulse throbbed. Her voice scraped out, huskier than she’d ever heard it. “Don’t you dare hold back on me.”

      With a low growl that made her go weak in the knees, he grabbed her hand and pulled her along so effortlessly that her feet seemed to fly over the paved tiles. As they rounded the final corner before the palace grounds came into view, he pushed her roughly up against the well-shadowed Council building. His large thigh slipped between her legs, pushing the short skirt of her peplos aside to rub against her in the most exquisite way.

      Her neck arched as she tilted her head back. His lips were a liquid brand on her jaw, the hollow of her neck, her mouth. His teeth bit down on her lower lip, and her fingers wound in his silky hair that waved so appealingly at the nape of his neck.

      His shield clattered as it dropped upon the stones. Then his hands, those magnificent hands—large, strong, callused—were upon her, cupping her breasts and ‘twas like standing atop the Delphic Oracle with Zeus’s thunderbolts jolting through her.

      Her fingers reached under the edge of his above-the-knee chiton, finding his phallus hot, hard, and slippery. He pressed his mouth into her hair behind her ear and groaned long and low.

      Eros and Aphrodite themselves could not emit a more erotic sound.

      Her muscles went lax in wonderful surrender. She hadn’t engaged in much back alley fondling over the years, but what experience she had couldn’t come close to what she felt now. This warrior was hers, and no one was going to get in her way. “Take me to wife, Alexios.”

      His fingertips eased down her spine, fingernails curling into the weave of her peplon above her buttocks. “You are testing the limits of my control, princess.”

      “Good. I’ve never been a fan of moderation,” she managed breathlessly.

      His other hand pulled her hair, his breath hot—

      Suddenly, he straightened, spun around to hoist his shield, and, with the span of his back, pressed her into the building to block her from whatever threat he’d detected.

      A dark shape approached from the direction of the agora. “Identify yourself and your purpose, Spartan,” came a sentry’s unfamiliar voice.

      “Alexios, enomotarch in the Heraklid Company. On my way home after a late-night swim, I became…detained.”

      The watchman laughed bawdily. “Lucky you. Now you, lady behind the shield, how do you fare?”

      Alexios’ muscles were strung so tight. Sophia ran her palms up the sides of his thighs and around, down the yolk of his pelvis to cup his scrotum, safely hidden from the sentry’s gaze by the shield.

      Alexios pressed his rump harder against her in response. He couldn’t think that was a reprimand? She made sure her smile was in her voice when she answered the watchman. “I am right where I want to be, soldier.”

      “Very well. But take your…interlude off the streets, or I shall take you both to the stocks where you’ll wait out the night,” the sentry replied.

      After he’d moved on, Alexios grabbed both of her hands in his right and pinned them to his chest. “You are very familiar with a man’s body.”

      Her heart pounded at the unspoken accusation. “I have never touched another the way my hands seek to know you. I can’t stop myself, and I won’t apologize for loving the shape and look of you.”

      He shook his head, his eyes as soft as she’d ever seen them. “I don’t understand you.”

      She swallowed convulsively. It was the most vulnerable statement he’d ever made.

      Tread carefully, Sophie. “Most people don’t. Sometimes I don’t even understand myself. What I do know is that something about you grips me and won’t let me go. It hasn’t changed in seven years. That more than anything shows me that I can’t do this for Sparta without you.”

      He stared at her for a long moment. She didn’t dare breathe. It all hinged on him. Privately, they might make a horrible match. Maybe he would use her—her body, her naïveté, her desire to leave a stronger legacy for Sparta—but she would gladly sacrifice a love match for the chance—the only viable one she had—to make her dream come true for her beloved city-state.

      This is it. He would either accept or reject her.

      He blinked, once, twice, and that softness in his eyes was gone. No!

      “You are wildly dramatic,” he said tonelessly. As he stepped away, he seemed to withdraw into himself. “How do you propose to get inside without the guards raising a fuss?”

      Her chest rose and fell with her struggle to contain a flush of emotion. “That’s all you have to say when I’ve just poured my heart out to you?”

      “Yes.”

      She made a rude sound her mother would probably faint upon hearing. “Well, be advised then, I am nothing if not persistent.”

      “You have rainbows in your eyes, girl.” He inspected their surroundings as they drew nearer to the palace grounds. “How will you get into the palace undetected?”

      He would not dismiss her that easily! “There’s a difference between optimism and idealism, you know.”

      “How. Will. You. Get. Inside?”

      “Oh, may the sun not be warm for thee, you irritating man! The stables will be my gateway.”

      He kept walking, but by the sparkle in his eyes, she got the sense he was withholding a smile. “Elaborate,” he said, mildly.

      Cursed warrior! “Herodion showed me a passage that leads from the second story loft to the roof around the peristyle. From there I can get to my bedroom unseen. Now, you really must—”

      “Princess, I beg you stop. You’re wounding my ears.”

      Oooo, he was just…ooooo!

      Neither of them spoke the rest of the way to the stables as she stewed over his rejection. What could he be thinking? Had she influenced him in any way? Was he even considering her proposal? She’d risked everything tonight.

      This isn’t over. It was too important.

      She opened the stable door and poured as much sincerity into her gaze as she could when she looked at him standing in the shadows. “You are everything I need in a husband.”

      “Then you have set your expectations too low.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      His teeth flashed in the gloomy interior of the stables, but there was darkness in his voice. “You are grossly misled and naïve. I have cut men down because I can. I have taken life, lied, and cheated. I have used people in the two worlds I straddle. Few trust me, fewer still like me. I would do nothing but hinder your campaign.”

      A horse three stalls down nickered as though in agreement. Even the damned animals oppose me. Fine. “Show me a soldier who’s made it through the agoge who hasn’t done all that and more. It’s what the system forces you to do to survive. It’s where your heart lies that makes you the better man, and I happen to believe you also want a Sparta where no man or woman is called slave.”

      He laughed harshly. “You are as foolish as they say. Yet I am more the fool for letting this absurd conversation carry on as long as it has.”

      That really stung.

      Stay the course, Sophie. She should be used to criticism by now. Much worse would come her way before her vision became reality. “Be forewarned, I will seek you out again.”

      “I do not doubt it. Only know that I chart my own path, princess.” He smacked her rump as she ascended the ladder. “And I refuse to tie myself to a crusader who plans to fight an impossible battle.”

      Her eyes blurred with sudden tears. At the top of the ladder, she looked down.

      He was still there.

      He waited until she made it across the walkway to the second story stoa. Two more steps and she knew he could no longer see her from his vantage point. But she could see him. She watched him fade into the shadows beyond the stables.

      He’d waited until she was safe before he took his leave. It made her eyes tear up even more. Why did he say one thing, but his actions said something else entirely?

      He was so much better than he believed.

      “I will find a way to convince you, warrior,” she whispered.
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      Sweat rolled down Alexios’s back and slicked his temples. His muscles ached and his lungs burned, heart pumping at a breath-stealing rate as he sprinted the final few hundred yards back home. He’d pushed himself harder—gone miles farther and over more broken terrain—than he had in a long, long time.

      And he still couldn’t drive the princess from his mind.

      Her beautiful face. Her bold, impossible dreams.

      Her made-for-love body.

      He wanted to lose himself in the soft iron of her soul.

      Impossible. He gritted his teeth and ran harder, opening himself to the phantoms that stalked his nightmares, spirits of the hundreds of men he’d cut down. Unleashing the wraiths to fight the dangerous temptation of her. Replacing her sweet voice with echoing screams from the battlefield, her soothing almond and citrus scent vanishing amid the metallic tang of blood. Visions of her shining hair and honeyed lips too tender to survive the horror in his enemies’ eyes.

      She is life, and I am death.

      His feet were bloody, his eyesight blurred, by the time he stepped onto his property. Mantes, his helot attendant, met him with thinned lips, a brown-eyed glare, and a cup of watered wine.

      “You are courting your own death with these punishing exercises. I wish you would just kill someone and get it out of your system.”

      Alexios accepted the cup with a grunt and walked into the cool, dark interior of his kleros. He downed the wine, set the cup on the table, and laid his hands upon the stone mantle of his fireplace, stretching his tired back and shoulder muscles.

      Mantes hovered near the table. He only hovered when something was wrong.

      Like the day Sophia’s father was bitten by the snake.

      Alexios sighed and closed his eyes, stretching farther, relishing the pain. “Out with it, brother. I am too tired to pry it out of you.”

      Mantes refilled Alexios’s cup. “Calliope brought information from Queen Theodora’s inner chambers this morning.”

      There was always news about his father’s wife. She was as calculating as she was beautiful. As mean as she was elegant. She despised him. Alexios didn’t blame her—he was a thorn in her sandal. She’d failed to give the king a son, but thought one of their daughters should be the new Eurypontid heir instead of the bastard son.

      Unfortunately for everyone, King Davos disagreed with his queen.

      “I care not for gossip from that malicious goat.”

      “You care not for gossip from any quarter.” Mantes muttered it like it was a bad thing.

      Alexios squelched a smile, sparing a glance at his high-strung, wiry attendant before drinking the second cup of wine. A bath was in order, but first, he needed food. Drill tonight was going to be brutal. “I’m sure your friends would be a much more accommodating audience for royal gossip.”

      “Calli said the queen had a colossal tantrum this morning,” Mantes continued like he hadn’t even heard Alexios. “Broken furniture, food on the ceiling, wine on the carpets, and slaves running for their lives.”

      Alexios shook his head. “I don’t care.”

      “It was about Princess Sophia.”

      Alexios froze, then closed the distance between them. He towered over the young man, a sliver of guilt running through him when Mantes shrunk back. “Stop that. You know I’d never hurt you. Now tell me everything Calliope said.”

      Mantes nodded rapidly, his good hand massaging his palsied arm. “Yes, I know, I know. You’re just so fucking big. And I hate when you get that look on your face like you’re going to eat me. Can’t you just—”

      “Mantes,” Alexios growled.

      He put his good hand up, placatingly. “Okay, okay. Calli said she was brushing the queen’s hair when the brush caught on a tangle. The queen screamed at her, and when she snatched the brush, she apparently saw a few gray hairs.” Mantes leaned forward, eyes wide. “The queen lost her mind, yelling and cursing at the top her lungs. She went after Calli and everyone else in the room. If she could lift it, it was her weapon—the brush, her combs, her breakfast tray, chairs, wine, the water pitcher, anything she could get her hands on. Calli said the queen’s eyes were absolutely crazed. Like she was Cerberus or something.”

      Likening Theodora to the three-headed hound who keep the Dead from escaping the Underworld was an apt comparison. Still, Alexios put a hand on Mantes’s slim, but deceptively strong shoulder and tried to keep his voice even.

      “What. About. The princess?”

      “So impatient! I was getting to that part,” Mantes huffed. “The queen ranted about the ‘stinking pignut of a merchant’ who’d sold her the brush. Apparently, he told her he’d sold one just like it to the princess last year, and perhaps it would bless the queen with hair as long and beautiful as Sophia’s.”

      The merchant must have a death wish. That could not have gone over well.

      He dropped his hand from Mantes’s shoulder “What then?”

      “The queen bought all the brushes, and then burned every last one except the one Calli was using when she snagged on the gray hairs.” Mantes shook his head. “Calli said the queen called Princess Sophia ugly, clumsy, and stupid. Said she’d put the princess in the ground herself before she’d ever let her destroy Sparta by marrying the two family dynasties.”

      Put the princess in the ground. Alexios’s fingernails ground into his palms, his hands forming fists.

      Sophia’s ridiculous plan to marry him was now common knowledge it seemed.

      That would not only leave her open to ridicule, it would put a target on her back from any number of aristocrats content with their position at the top of the social hierarchy.

      Gods, Sophie. “Continue,” Alexios ground out.

      “The queen screamed that if anyone was marrying you, it would be one of her daughters, and you wouldn’t refuse because if you did, she’d end the problem of the rival princess once and for all.” Mantes blanched. “Her exact words, according to Calli.”

      Alexios counted his steps to stand in front of the cold, empty hearth. Counted to keep a clear head. To forestall an outburst of violence. To stem the rage mushrooming inside. Rage and something unfamiliar.

      Fear?

      How dare Sophia wreck his calm, ordered world with her optimism, her hope, her goodness? He didn’t want this. Didn’t want to want her. Not when he had his own plans.

      Plans that could make her an unintended casualty of his burning vengeance.

      His hands shook, his mouth twisting with a tangle of unwelcome emotions. No.

      Restraint, silence, discipline. That was the Spartan way, hammered into all males from the first day they entered warrior school as young boys.

      I shall not be governed by passion. Passion opened the door for error.

      By the time he counted his steps to the door, he’d slashed and burned through every weak sentiment Sophia inspired. He would warn her about Theodora, but he’d do it the way he planned for battle.

      No emotion. No mistakes. Just cold, clear purpose.

      Mantes huffed, hurrying to match Alexios’s long stride. “Where are we going?”

      Alexios kept his eyes straight ahead, ignoring the same-old distrustful glances of both the helots and Spartiates as he strode down the street toward the Agiad stables. “Not your concern.”

      “But I’m the one who told you about this. That means I’m part of it. Informants should stay updated on all new developments.”

      “Go home, Mantes.” Alexios’s gaze tracked a patch of dense gray clouds lazily swallowing the open blue over the mountains. Rain was on the way.

      Mantes ran ahead and turned around, jogging backwards. His narrow face was flush with exertion already.

      “You’re not practicing your stamina drills.”

      Mantes scoffed and looked everywhere but at Alexios. “Of course I am. I’m just nervous and—”

      “Out of shape.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      Alexios raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

      Mantes threw up his good arm, out of breath, his temples beading with sweat. “Well, I may be a little out of shape, but that’s not the point right now. If you cut me out of whatever you’re about to do, I might not tell you the next time Calliope has news.”

      Alexios’s stride didn’t falter, but he counted to ten and back down again before he opened his mouth. Things had become so twisted up. Mantes felt guilty about Sophia’s father’s death, and he was obviously trying to atone.

      My fault. He’d spoken ill of Elder Zenon in front of his loyal attendant, and Mantes had sought vengeance for Alexios, planting a viper for Zenon at the temple where he planned to pray. But Sophia’s father had gone to the temple in the elder’s place.

      Alexios should have confessed everything when Sophia had threatened to turn Mantes over to the Royal Guard.

      That surely would have cooled her ardor to marry him.

      King Tychos’s death was his fault. But Mantes had a lot to learn about self-control.

      “Your childish threats dishonor us both. Go home before the queen weighs in, not only about my marital situation, but also who attends me.”

      Mantes sucked in a wheezing breath and turned around to walk beside him again. “But you’ve always told me I’m not your slave. Never treated me like one either. She has no say in who works for you.”

      Five more minutes, and he’d be at the stables. Theodora had eyes and ears everywhere in the city. Even in the surrounding villages. Alexios had no doubt the bitch would do everything in her power to control every aspect of his life.

      Everything in her power to hurt Sophia, and all without a trace of it blowing back on her.

      “Willing to gamble?”

      Mantes scowled. “Fine. But I want more than a three-word summary when you get back.”

      “We shall see.”

      Mantes whapped his palsied arm against Alexios’s bicep. “That’s what I mean! You are so irritating. You act like you’re going to run out of words if you say too much at once, but it doesn’t work like that, you know…”

      His attendant’s complaints faded as his steps slowed and Alexios charged ahead.

      In minutes, he was at the Agiad stables. Thankfully alone.

      The guard at the gate waved him in, and Alexios entered the clean, quiet space. He walked down the rows of immaculate stalls filled with calm, well-cared for horses, impressed with the head groom’s efficiency and order.

      He found Herodion in the last stall on the right, talking quietly with another groom about wrapping the horse’s hooves with rawhide to protect them from wear. Alexios nodded to Sophia’s groom and then backed out of the stall to wait down the row.

      Moments later, Herodion approached, his body still well-conditioned like most Spartan men in their fifties. A heavy gray beard concealed a slight tilt to his lips. “Welcome…or should I say welcome back, Prince?”

      Alexios cringed inwardly at the title, but he wasn’t surprised Herodion had learned about his late-night escort of Sophia. He seemed the kind of man who kept his finger on the pulse of everything in his sphere of influence.

      And that influence extended far beyond these stable walls.

      “My father’s head groom does a fine job, but even he could take a few pointers from you.”

      Herodion nodded his thanks. His assessing gray eyes crinkled at the corners, though unease clung to the tight line of his shoulders. “What can I do for you, Alexios?”

      “I have a message for Sophia, and I’m hoping for discretion. She told me she requests your escort whenever she leaves the palace, so I’m assuming she’s in?”

      Herodion’s agitation spilled out with a sigh. “No. She left mid-morning and forbade me to follow. I’ve regretted my obedience for half the time she’s been gone.”

      Everything stilled inside Alexios. “Where did she go?”

      The groom moved to pet a tall stallion in the stall beside them.

      “I wish to help, Herodion.”

      Alexios was moments from laying hands on the man when he finally spoke.

      “I cannot disclose her whereabouts, but I heard that the Elders darkened the home of a young Spartan couple just this morning.” He turned to face Alexios, his eyes burning. “And they didn’t leave empty handed.”

      Motley-minded Elders. Judgmental, home-wrecking bags of shit, every last one.

      And Gods. Damn.

      He now knew what dangerous task Sophia was up to. By herself.

      When he turned toward the stable door, Herodion stopped him with a hand on his bicep. “I lost my heart to that girl the day she climbed on the most aggressive warhorse in the stable. I still don’t know how she managed it. I wanted to skin her alive and never let her out of my sight again. Her fearlessness…” He swallowed heavily. “You’re the best tracker in Sparta, and I think she’s stolen your heart, too. So find our princess and bring her home.”

      Herodion was wrong. He had no heart to steal. The aristocracy had burned it to ash the night of his mother’s murder.

      But he would track Sophia.

      He’d find her and bring her home because she was no match for Theodora’s malice.

      Alexios called to Artemis, Goddess of the hunt, and ran to the mountain.
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      Sophia shifted the pack to a more comfortable position on her back and began a new round of prayers to Artemis and Athena. She looked ahead at the towering black pine and fir trees that stretched halfway up the mountain. Here the thicket of olive trees, heather, and oak stopped, and the forest began.

      The forest with all its fanged, tusked, and clawed creatures.

      Oh fie! You’re more likely to maim or kill yourself by your own blunder than be devoured by any wild animal.

      Still, she rubbed a hand over her heart, unsheathed the dagger strapped to her waist, and stepped into the forest’s noisy darkness.

      The wind waving the heavy pine boughs created a song all its own, punctuated by bird calls and the scuffle-squeak of critters pushing through the meager plants on the forest floor. The tree trunks were like poles spearing skyward, the boughs only beginning to flare out high up on the tree, so it was easy to walk in the open understory.

      The further she hiked into the shadows, the stronger she felt the kiss of eyes upon her. A warm press against her temples, a gentle nudge forward. One step, then two. Another caress and a puff of wind to twirl her ponytail.

      She smiled and shivered, still too on-edge to be completely relieved that the shy tree nymphs had let her feel their presence once again.

      “Gentle ladies of the forest,” she murmured, her breath hardly audible. “Guide my steps. Show me the way to save another rejected Spartan baby.”

      She’d told no one about the nymphs—how they helped her find the cast-offs—not even Lydia.

      All Greeks prayed to Artemis, and everyone knew the Goddess of the Hunt and Forests was a friend to the nymphs, but…

      What if word got out? What if curious people decided to find the nymphs, to see for themselves who these kind, elusive beings were?

      Or what if they thought she was crazy?

      She already had so many strikes against her, she didn’t want to give people one more reason to condemn her.

      She rounded a curve on the path and stopped in her tracks.

      A large gray and tan wolf stood on a boulder to the left, still shaggy with pieces of its winter coat clinging to it. Her heart pumped furiously as it lowered its head, sniffing the air from less than twenty feet away. Her fingers tightened on the dagger. She raised her arms and straightened her spine, making herself as tall and wide as possible as she slowly backed away. “I wish you no harm, lýkos,” she said, voice as loud and commanding as she could make it.

      The wolf’s green eyes glowed, a low growl rumbling from its throat as its muscles bunched.

      Goddess Soteria, save me.

      She slipped her pack of supplies around to the front to protect her stomach, still backing up the way she’d come. Was the wolf alone, or was there a pack? She’d almost made it around the curve when the wolf lunged.

      She slammed herself against a pine to protect her back, and—

      A blur of fur.

      A human-like bellow of pain.

      Sharp teeth glinting, then the whole muzzle…shrinking?

      And—

      “What in Hades burning pit of fire are you?” she shrieked at the large, naked, smiling man who stalked toward her.

      Man. Not wolf.

      Man-wolf.

      “Lycaeon?” The name tumbled from her lips. Zeus had turned the old king of Arcadia into a werewolf when the foolish mortal had tried to trick him.

      Or so the story went.

      No. She was having a bad dream and needed to wake up!

      The green-eyed man’s smile was feral. “We haven’t seen Lycaeon in ages, though I believe he’s still alive. I’m Estevan. Who are you, exquisite daughter of Aphrodite?”

      She held her dagger in front of her as her mind scrambled to make sense of this. “Stay. Back!”

      It was foolish and naïve to have left on her own. But how could she endanger someone she loved by requesting their escort? How could she even ask it of someone she didn’t? Her actions were against the law, but if caught, she wouldn’t be whipped, branded, exiled, or crucified like anyone else.

      She’d never risk someone else’s life, especially since there was no guarantee the baby would even be alive when they found it.

      The back of her neck burned like it had the morning she’d pricked her finger on the tiny, thorned crown. She blinked against the pain, keeping her focus on the large and, oh gods, aroused werewolf.

      Her heart pounded against her ribs. “Leave me alone and you will not have cause to regret it.”

      “Oh, I disagree.” Estevan squared his broad shoulders, took another step—

      And the forest exploded.

      Wings, warbling, pinecones, and shit.

      Literally. A pinecone and bird shit attack, painting the wolf-man white and red, the shit and his blood mixing to create a pink that matched the eyes of the five unnaturally tall, pale females emerging from the tree trunks, armed with an endless supply of pinecones.

      Sophia blinked at the impossible scene. Estevan, jumping, swiping, and snarling at the swooping birds and spiked brown balls of torture hurled by the nymphs.

      One of black-haired nymphs turned to her, her crystalline pink eyes imploring as more of her kind poured out of the trees from all around. She jabbed a long graceful finger to the north. “Run, princess. Follow the blue rock thrush wreaths to the child. We will protect you while you are in this forest.”

      Sophia swiped her pack off the ground. “Who are you?”

      “Damara.”

      A soft whisper in her mind drowning out the raging werewolf. She couldn’t think about what would happen if they failed.

      “Thank you.” She pushed the thought at all the nymphs with the strength of her conviction. With all the love and hope in her heart as she turned and ran.

      Ran and prayed for the nymphs’ safety, her safety—such a long way to go before she cleared the forest and reached the sub-alpine area where trees and large shrubs wouldn’t grow. A long way to go where, for the last many moons, the black-hearted Elders had been abandoning babies in a cold, open meadow on a singular barren rock formation.

      Such creatures of habit, but in this case, a good thing for the rescuers and babies alike.

      Please be there and be safe, little warrior.

      She’d gotten a later start than usual, and the baby probably couldn’t afford the extra time it would take for her to bumble around the mountain searching for him.

      It was a boy—the only thing she knew about the child. She didn’t even know the name his parents had given him, and he would never hear it because they’d never see him again. Even if she returned him to them, even though it broke their hearts, they would refuse him. Deny him.

      All because the Elders had said he was imperfect somehow.

      It’s what kept her coming back to this dark stretch of forest. Even though it was outlawed. Even though she was scared and tired and covered with scrapes and bruises by the time she delivered the baby to one of the safe houses. Even though it was getting harder and harder to avoid the Elders’ watchful eyes.

      One worry, one baby at a time.

      She reached the massive fallen tree where she usually stopped for a rest, but pressed on, looking over her shoulder, listening for the wolf-man.

      The sliver of sky between the tall tree boughs held soft gray clouds and the air lay dewy on her skin. Rain. Gods. Please don’t storm.

      Don’t think about the weather.

      Don’t think about anything but what you have to do.

      She came to a small stream and looked around a little wildly for a sign. Which way to go? The nymph had said to look for a blue rock thrush wreath.

      “Where Damara?” Her breath strained in the thin mountain air.

      A woodpecker hammered on the opposite side of the stream and a line of butterflies drew her eyes to a small circular object hanging on a tree trunk nearby.

      There. A small wreath made of feathers.

      She shivered as she crossed the shallow stream.

      All told, there were five more blue wreaths by the time she broke the tree line and emerged onto the meadow. It was much colder up here out in the open, the low clouds moody and gray, the wind tugging at her clipped-at-the-knees peplos. The small plants and barren rock formations had their own rugged beauty, but she couldn’t wait to find the boy and leave.

      She strained her ears in the rising wind and hurried over the uneven limestone and patches of wildflowers, careful of her steps. “Come on, little one. Cry out for me.”

      Ten paces, twenty, fifty, then…

      There he was.

      Tucked in between two jagged pieces of weathered limestone, he blinked up at the sky with wide brown eyes that held the wisdom of the world.
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      Alexios kept a watchful eye on the dark, mid-afternoon clouds as he hurried out of the city toward the foothills in search of his troublesome princess.

      The troublesome princess. Not his.

      Theodora not only wanted to eliminate her daughters’ competition for the throne, she also wanted to get rid of the rival house’s rebel.

      Damned dual kingship. What other city-state had such a messy form of government? Perhaps he should advise Sophia to start her crusade by tearing down that institution first.

      Gods, no. She would probably warm to the idea, and she already had way too many dangerous plans in her beautiful head. Today, he’d find her to warn her about the Queen, and that would be it. Sophia was part of the aristocracy he wanted to tear apart.

      And someday she’d find out he was responsible for her father’s death.

      The first low rumble of thunder rolled down from Mount Taygetos as he entered the fir and black pine forest. He quickened his step, chest tight with urgency. Did the girls’ school teach them how to survive a mountain storm? Why didn’t he know that?

      Find her. He hurried through the tree’s understory—no trace of her anywhere—passing through the forest until he emerged onto a rocky meadow.

      “Sophia!” He cursed, sending her name into the wind again and again.

      He scrambled upon a rocky outcropping to get a better view. The wind whipped through his hair, reminding him of her fingernails on his scalp. He’d replayed those electric hours with her for the last three days, unable to think of much else.

      She was excess embodied. A contradiction of Spartan ethos. An overflow of emotion, passion, drive. There was no check on her tongue, her body, her mind.

      There was no smooth artifice with Sophia. She was…appalling in her honesty.

      And Apollo help him, he was enthralled.

      A bright spot of yellow appeared below him to the right, re-entering the forest. It seemed to be her favorite color. He slid off the outcropping and ran as though Hermes had set wings upon his feet. The first sprinkle fell fat and cold on his face when her long, high ponytail came into view. “Sophia!”

      She gathered the bundle tighter in her arms as she turned around. And Hades take him, she was more radiant than ever—shining hair, captivating eyes, and skin so soft and smooth he ached kiss her.

      Everywhere.

      She was feeding the infant from a small, clay vessel outfitted with a leather nipple. Goat’s milk, likely.

      “Alexios! What are you doing here?” Her cheerful smile was more welcome than a warm hearth and a hearty meal at the end of a long, bloody campaign.

      He frowned at her. “This is a fool’s errand. There are bandits and wild animals about. And can you not see there is storm upon us?”

      She raised an eyebrow and tilted her head, not at all intimidated by his glower. “Then I guess we’re both fools since you’re here as well. I must admit, though, I am very glad to see you. Let’s be off. Lydia may have already found a family for this sweet child.”

      He stared after her like a daft buffoon for a moment before stretching his legs to catch up to her. More than once his heart shot to his throat at her unsteady progress.

      More than once he grasped her elbow to steady her. “Are you ill?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that. My long-range eyesight is not so good, especially when the skies grow black and moody like this. It’s another of my failings according to my mother and the rest of the aristocracy. Of all my flaws, that is what I would most like to change.”

      He would change an untold number of things about the goddamned Spartan elite before he’d change one trait of Sophia’s. “Yet you still take rash risks. No wonder they call you witless.”

      She stopped and turned to face him, blinking as a sprinkle landed beside her stirring blue eyes, which were now snapping with fire. “I never asked you to help me with these children, you imperious ass. So please take your much-more-rational self back to the barracks and focus on chest-beating, warfare, or whatever else makes you happy. I will request an audience with you later.”

      He didn’t remember the last time he’d been so summarily dismissed.

      Looking down at her, with that tiny human life held fast to her body—a life that had been judged unworthy to continue Sparta’s gene pool, but now would go on because of her courage—Alexios felt his axis shift.

      He swallowed, feeling strangely untethered.

      She attached the clay pot to a leather loop on her peplon belt and brought the child up to her shoulder to rub its back. “Well, go along then. What are you waiting for?”

      He had no idea. But he was supposed to say something. Or leave.

      Why couldn’t he leave? Curse her. And this—whatever it was that took hold of him whenever he was in her presence.

      “I don’t like you,” he ground out.

      She nodded once, her lips pursing, faint moisture rising to the eyes that he was beginning to see every time he closed his own. “You don’t have to. I’m not so sure I like you right now either. But together we can do great things. Together we will leave a legacy.”

      Most of the men in his platoon lacked her single-minded focus. She could even teach his finest soldiers a thing or two about determination.

      But he had his own plan for Sparta. One that didn’t require allying himself with a woman with stars in her eyes.

      He watched her fingers lovingly trace circles and pats on the baby’s back before he brought his gaze back to hers. “I could marry you, ruin you, and not feel a thing.”

      “It’s a chance I’m willing to take. But I don’t think I’ll be too terribly disappointed. There has always been fire between us.”

      She moved the baby to one arm, then before Alexios had a chance to react, she stepped toward him and reached up to curl her fingers behind his neck, pulling him down, staring, watching, seeing until her eyes finally closed as their lips brushed together, softly at first.

      Layers of her fragrance wove about him, delicate notes of the purple flowers that grew wild on the mountainside mixed with a subtle hint of lemon. Her mouth went soft with sighs as he broke the kiss to rub his cheek along hers, his shoulders widening to shield her and the child from the rising gusts.

      A slow drum of thunder rolled through the valley. His eyes snapped open, and he jerked back, hands moving to her upper arms to set her away from him. Her eyes were soft, her lips slick with the sheen of their kiss and the gathering sprinkles.

      He ached to pull her back into his arms.

      What sorcery was this? He was acting like a lovesick batalos.

      He glowered, releasing her to hold his arms out to the baby. “We need to hurry to outpace the storm. Give me the child.”

      Her hold tightened on the babe. “If you hurt him, you will need to start sleeping with one eye open.”

      Stubborn woman. “Though I don’t share your need to champion these infants, I do not wish to harm them.”

      “But isn’t that the same thing? Passive acceptance of injustice undermines a society as surely as outright cruelty.”

      The truth of her words swallowed him up like a springtime dive into the river when the snowmelt was at its peak.

      Raw, uncomfortable, shockingly invigorating.

      Those who called her wooden-headed knew her not at all.

      “A valid argument,” he replied, glancing at the sky. She relented, transferring the child to his arms, its weight no more than two swords with their baldrics.

      He stared down into the child’s unblinking brown eyes that were so much more aware than he could have imagined. “‘Tis a boy?”

      “He is, and wonderfully made.”

      How strange that all should start so small and helpless, yet so intricately formed. The baby’s tiny bow-shaped lips quivered once, then smoothed out when Sophia murmured to him and ran her finger across his perfect cheek.

      Alexios’s gaze found hers and warmth spread through his chest. He frowned at her before looking back down at the child. He could detect no physical flaws. Why had the Elders left this baby to die of exposure?

      A pulse of wind howled, pushing through the treetops, and they resumed their way down the mountain. Alexios ordered Sophia ahead of him so he could watch her navigate the tree roots and larger stones, reaching out to aid her unsteady progress time after time.

      How could he not? The woman was goodness and light, whereas he was darkness and vengeance, the blood of her father and so many others a stain on his soul. Association with him would only bring his enemies upon her.

      Perhaps enemies not as cunning as Queen Theodora, but adversaries nonetheless. Like Zenon, the helot abuser.

      The cold reality of Theodora’s comment this morning stole his warmth. Ultimately, his stepmother would probably leave him alone, fearful of his father’s wrath, but she’d have no scruples about ‘ending the problem of the rival princess.’ Especially if Sophia threatened the queen’s station…and her vulgar little secret.

      The clouds swirled faster, gusts whipping the tips of the trees. Get them to safety. “We won’t reach the city before the heavens open,” he called loudly so she could hear above the wind. “I know a cave not far from here.”

      They gathered branches on the way there. At the mouth, Alexios passed the baby to Sophia, then unsheathed his xiphos and entered the cave, prepared to face a bear or cougar. Fortunately, there were neither, and he went back to collect Sophia and the now-crying infant as rain pelted their faces.

      Sophia paced in the stone confines, trying to soothe the child who seemed to reflect the growing storm outside. Alexios arranged the branches near the cave’s entrance, then walked to the far left where his stash of tinder lay untouched.

      Sophia jiggled the baby in her arms as Alexios started the fire. “You stayed here during the Phouxir, didn’t you?”

      He nodded. It was a rite of passage all thirteen-year-old boys endured while in warrior school. She kissed the baby’s forehead, then lifted him to her shoulder. “Do you think our soldiers would be as strong without such a test?”

      He shook his head. “Only the strongest survive the trials. Three of my age-cohort died. Sparta is the only Greek city without walls because our warriors are our protection.”

      She made a sound of disgust. “You sound like them.”

      ‘Them,’ meaning the Elder propagandists.

      Lightning supplemented the fire’s illumination in the cave, thunder echoing off the walls, joining with the baby’s cries. Alexios stirred the fire, squatting on his haunches. “I told you, princess. I am not the man you imagine me to be.”

      She stalked over to him and eased down until her blazing eyes were inches from his own. “Yes. You. Are. Even if you’re too stubborn to see it. Even if it makes you uncomfortable. And even if you don’t love me.”

      He cursed as he stood. “Dangerous forces are gathering to quench your ardor for revolution. Especially those of your own social class. If you’re not careful, you might be the next one to face the viper.”

      She blanched, but it had to be said. He didn’t want to be part of her ridiculous plan, but he didn’t want her to die either.

      When she didn’t say anything for a moment, he hoped that would be the end of the conversation. But she shifted the baby to her other shoulder and set her jaw. “With any change comes risk. And the greater the change, the greater the risk. I’m prepared to face the opposition.”

      “You are so naïve. Why make your life unnecessarily hard? You have an existence most could only dream of.”

      She shook her head. “So it may seem on the outside. But I care not for fancy homes or titles. I only want to be accepted for who I am. Instead, I am a disappointment to all but my father. Now, I don’t even have him.”

      As she turned, he saw that the baby had finally closed his eyes, though his mouth sucked rhythmically on one of his thumbs. Alexios tore his gaze away from the intimate picture of the princess and the baby and stared down at the flames. He wished he could go back and change many things, but especially his careless comment to Mantes that had set off a terrible chain reaction of events. “Your crusade could take everything from you. Even your life.”

      Her sandals came into view. “Don’t you believe in anything strong enough to die for it?”

      Not anymore. His mother was already dead.

      Heat filled his chest and rose up his neck to warm his face and ears. It wasn’t just the fire.

      He would become king and dismantle the entire corrupt Spartan government from the inside out. Those who’d killed his mother would bathe the earth with their blood. After that, he’d leave and never look back. Make his way as a mercenary in Persia. Fighting and killing were what he knew best.

      He clenched his fists, but remained silent.

      “What about Sparta?” she persisted.

      He refocused his gaze on hers. “What about it?”

      “When you leave on campaign, you know you’ll either return with your shield or on it. If you can commit to that exacting of a vision, surely you also long for a way to make our city-state strong for generations.”

      “One’s duty is not the same thing as one’s dream.”

      “You’re right, Alexios. It was not your duty to come and find me in the storm, yet here you are. Will you share my dream?”

      This was his chance to push her away. To tell her he had a hand in ripping away the one person who loved her the most. Confess your wrongdoing.

      Here was his chance to keep her safe by making her hate him.

      The words stuck in his throat.

      She closed the space between them again. Her eyes—gods, her eyes—were filled with something he didn’t deserve.

      But craved.

      Craved more than he’d ever wanted anything else. Maybe even more than the blood of those who’d murdered his mother.

      No. Nonono. What kind of man would he be if he didn’t avenge his mother’s murder? He would have his revenge and find the peace he craved. This woman was a momentary distraction.

      A dangerous interference.

      His heart stumbled. Don’t say it, a small voice pled.

      But he had to. “You already know the viper that killed your father was put there by Mantes. But what you don’t know is that Zenon was meant to receive the bite. And Mantes put it there…because of me.”
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      Sophia froze at Alexios’s admission, her blood going cold. “What are you saying?” The baby stirred and began to cry again.

      Alexios stood, his shadow from the fire’s light casting a monstrous slash against the cave wall. “Several fortnights ago, I was sharpening my blades. Mantes caught me in a foul mood. I said how fitting it would be for a slithering coward like Zenon to meet his end with a viper’s kiss.”

      He laid another branch on the fire. “Everyone suspected that Zenon’s planned visit to the Delphic Oracle to offer sacrifice for a good harvest was another ruse to continue raping the priestess. However, I didn’t know Mantes had taken my speech so literally until he returned to the kleros, frantic that your father had insisted on going in Zenon’s place. By the time we got to the temple, the serpent had already struck the king.”

      “No.” Sophia tucked her cheek against the baby’s head as she slumped back against the cave wall and slid to the ground, her bravado and optimism suddenly dried up.

      She envisioned her father again, legs twisting in the sweat-dampened bed sheets as the snake’s toxin invaded his body. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing her mind to wash itself with white. To remember her father whole and healthy.

      To wish away the awful fact that her father would still be alive if not for Alexios.

      How could she forgive him?

      The infant’s cries echoed in the emptiness inside her.

      Papa’s death had been a mistake.

      So pointless.

      “Damn you and your careless words.” Her gaze pinned Alexios and saw his regret. How could he be both the root of her deepest pain and the answer to her purpose?

      His hand rose and fell despondently. “If I could go back and change it, I would.”

      As would I.

      Why had it happened this way?

      Why not? some part of her mind whispered. Or was it Hermes, that trickster god, patron of thieves and the inventor of lying? Surely the Olympians would have protected her father if they’d wanted him to live.

      At least, that’s what she would accept if she still trusted in the gods.

      She wasn’t so sure she could anymore.

      Only Artemis—with her retinue of gentle nymphs—had ever interceded for her. Had ever showed she cared.

      “You came to find me today out of guilt.” Not affection. She’d been foolish to believe otherwise. Especially when he’d told her he didn’t want anything to do with her every single time she was with him.

      The baby was crying so hard his face was red, his body stiff with anger. She rose to her feet, shifted him into a cradle hold, and hummed a nonsensical melody. Nothing helped. She felt as brittle as the tiny glass sculpture her father had brought home for her after his trip to Athens last summer.

      “That’s not why I searched for you.”

      She raised her head and stared at Alexios, but said nothing in return.

      He laid another log on the fire, then approached where she paced with the baby. “Your radical ways and proposed alliance with me has made you some enemies, Sophia. You need to be careful. Talk to your brother. He can arrange a guard—” He stopped abruptly and held his hands out. “Give him to me. I cannot think with all his keening.”

      Sophia handed the boy to Alexios. She’d failed in so many ways. Failed her parents. Failed at her dream before it even grew wings to soar.

      She couldn’t even provide for a baby’s most basic needs.

      Now here she was feeling sorry for herself. Pathetic all the way around.

      “Have you any more milk?” Alexios nodded toward the clay feeding vessel at her waist.

      She looked down at the terracotta pot warmed by her body and the fire. The bad of the morning becomes worse by night. Since the beginning of time, careless words had broken more people than the fiercest weapons. What other storms might break upon her this day? “The milk is no longer fresh.”

      He reached out for the vessel. “It will do.” As he fed the baby, he began to sing.

      Sing.

      A lullaby.

      She swiped away her tears and listened to Alexios’s soft, deep voice. The boy lay so tiny in the warrior’s arms, now fed and gazing quietly up at the man who sang to him a song of protection. Of freedom. Of flowers and birds and the warmth of the sun upon his face his whole life long.

      As Alexios’s last stanza faded amid the torrent of rain outside the cave, Sophia stood and held his gaze a moment before moving toward her pack. She disassembled two of the blue wreaths and laid a blanket over the feathers to make a bed for the baby.

      What do I do? She’d been fully prepared to fix her life with a man who would never love her, but could she actually bear to look upon him every day knowing he’d played a part in her father’s death? And if she did, might the guilt of such a betrayal crush her one day?

      Alexios laid the infant upon the makeshift bed, then turned back to her.

      “I’m sorry, Sophia.”

      A knot swelled in her throat to hear the strain in his voice. He didn’t seem like a man who apologized often. She dared not look at him, afraid she’d start crying again. You knew this road would be hard.

      Yes, but she’d never imagined this. “We all make mistakes we regret,” she finally managed. She could feel the weight of his stare, the air heavy with storm and words he seemed to want to say.

      “The plight of the priestesses reminded me of what happened to my mother so I was in a rage about Zenon…”

      As his words died away in the cave, Sophia closed her eyes, envisioning Kassandra, so kind and generous with both time and love. As a slave, she’d been violated repeatedly by the Spartan councilman in charge of her protection. She’d even hidden her abuse from King Davos, intimidated by the councilman’s threats to young Alexios’s safety.

      Sophia squeezed her fists at her sides. In the short time she’d been around Kassandra, the beautiful woman had been more of a mother—understanding, accepting, loving—to Sophia than Queen Eleni had ever been.

      And how much more had that time Kassandra spent with Sophia cost her? Time she’d had to carve out between all her duties as a slave. The Queen had scores of attendants to see to her every need, yet could barely be bothered to spend time with Sophia. And when she did, their encounters were filled with lessons, corrections, and obligations.

      Sophia opened her fists and looked at her palms, remembering how Kassandra would take her hands in her own, say a blessing over her before they headed up the mountain to search for a condemned child.

      Sophia turned to face Alexios, her gaze tracing the fine etching of strain around his eyes. Eyes that could be cold or so very, very warm.

      She would find a way to end slavery in Sparta. No matter the cost.

      She cleared the lump from her throat. “I loved your mother, you know.”

      His shoulders relaxed slightly, his body angling toward the now-sleeping baby on the feather bed. “Everyone loved Kassandra.”

      Sophia nodded, not sure how she’d wanted him to respond, but knowing that wasn’t it, though it was true. Or mostly true. People either loved Kassandra or jealously hated her.

      Especially Queen Theodora—envious of the slave woman beloved by King Davos. Despised even more so because the slave woman gave the king his only son.

      Sophia still believed the Queen had given the order to have Kassandra killed during the Krypteia. Someday, she would uncover the truth, and there would be justice for Alexios’s mother. But for now, she needed to focus on the one thing that would make the biggest impact. Freedom was so much more important than her own needs.

      Moisture dripped from the cave’s ceiling, splattering on her sandals. “Mantes is very loyal to you. I…I can understand how things happened.”

      Alexios glanced at her swiftly, his eyes narrowing as he assessed her meaning.

      It wasn’t a pardon. Forgiveness wouldn’t come that easily, not when the loss of her father was yet so fresh and painful. But it was a way to move forward. Seeing the mistake for what it was with its unintended consequences.

      That was rational and uninfluenced by emotion.

      How very Spartan of her. Wouldn’t her mother be proud?

      Sophia suppressed a sad smile. “Mantes and Lydia envision you leading them out of slavery. I cannot help but agree. Especially when I’d thought the same all on my own.”

      Alexios walked to the mouth of the cave. Lightning flickered on his profile and the gusts of wind snaking along the cave wall ruffled the hair at the nape of his neck. “I have never understood their blind faith in me. Most of the helots mistrust me, fearing that upon taking my father’s place as king, I will forsake them.”

      She could tell that wounded him. “But you have a plan.”

      He looked down at the cave floor.

      There was something he wasn’t telling her.

      “Alexios.”

      “You are too full of light to understand my motives, Sophia.”

      “You underestimate your own goodness, hiding it behind dark glowers and hard words. Twice now you have come to my aid when I am nothing but baggage to you.”

      His lips curved appealingly, his suddenly warm gaze fastened to her breasts before tracking up to settle on her eyes, pushing her pulse into full gallop. “I am well equipped with both strength and stamina to carry extra baggage for untold distances.”

      Her breath caught and held. She wrapped her arms about her waist. “Of that, I have no doubt, warrior. But speak plainly. What are you trying to tell me? Did you follow me all the way out here to tell me you reject my dream to revolutionize Sparta?”

      He turned his back to the rain, facing her directly. He moved in so close it made it hard for her to breathe.

      “As I have said, I cannot do this without you, Alexios.”

      A muscle moved in his cheek. “Your plan and mine are at odds.”

      Through the fierceness in his expression, she finally saw it.

      Dear Gods. “You want to destroy them from the top down,” she whispered.

      Of course. He would accept his father’s plan to put him on the throne so he’d have the power to destroy those who’d put him there.

      “Instead of joining the Spartiates and the helots, you’d what…violently eliminate the elite?” She held her breath waiting for his response.

      “Violence is all they understand.”

      She exhaled heavily, bringing her hands to her temples. “Then you would be just like them. Why can’t you see that? Violence is never the path to a good life. Never the way to peace.”

      He leaned down until his warm breath fanned her face. “Do you think we should bring sacks of wine and reading blankets to the battlefront when our enemies are bearing down upon us, ready to slaughter and lay siege to all we have built?”

      “No, but—”

      “You are naïve if you think the world will ever be free of violence. It is the way of man.”

      She grabbed his hands and brought them up between them to press against her chest. “We have to protect ourselves from our enemies, yes, but can’t we try to foster equality within our own people?”

      He shook his head, eyes snapping amber fire. “Why can’t you just leave this alone?”

      Make him see. She brought his hands up and kissed his scabbed and scarred knuckles. “Because slavery is evil, and I will never turn my face from those who suffer under its heavy burden.”

      He stared at her. Into her. She didn’t blink, didn’t flinch. She opened up and let him in like that day so very long ago during the flogging ceremony. Let him see and feel and touch her desire for equality, peace, hope.

      Her ever growing desire for him.

      Outside the storm pummeled the trees, howling at the mouth of the cave.

      Inside, a storm of another sort.

      I will break the chains of your anger with my love, warrior.
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      She’d kissed his rough hands and spoken more eloquently than all the smooth statesmen who thought so highly of themselves.

      How could someone from her privileged background be so unselfish, so levelheaded? Alexios yearned for more of her touch even as his gut told him to push her away.

      “Do you have any idea what you would bring upon yourself if we wed? I have many enemies. Most I have fairly earned due to poor choices, as you have learned firsthand.”

      When Sophia’s eyes softened, he jerked his hands from hers and lurched back like she was a coiled serpent.

      “You charge into battle when the odds are stacked against you, yet you fear what it takes to find forgiveness.” She shook her head. “It is never too late to make amends, Alexios. Who would you start with?”

      “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. A cracked glass cannot be fixed.”

      She stepped toward him and poked him in the chest. “I don’t believe that. Not for a moment. Anyone can remake their life.”

      Such beautiful goodness. Such unrealistic optimism. Theodora would eat her alive. “Do you ever grow weary of carrying the hope of an entire people?”

      She smiled. “Soft rope corrodes the dry stone.”

      He wanted to trace the curves of her bold mouth with his fingers, lips, tongue.

      No. She would not make him feel these soft things. He took a deep breath. What was he doing here?

      Wasting time.

      Time he could be using to sow seeds of discontent among various members of the Assembly. Inciting insecurities. Fanning the flames of discontent about who was favored and who was not. Building and stoking unrest until the whole system collapsed under the weight of its own self-doubt.

      They would be so distracted, so weak, they wouldn’t even see the sword until it was too late.

      People always opened their eyes too late.

      The camel never saw its own hump.

      He shouldn’t have searched for Sophia. Surely her brother, the king, would be able to protect her from Queen Theodora. She was not his responsibility. Nor was the child lying so quietly, so innocently, in sleep.

      Both were a hindrance.

      An encumbrance.

      The firelight flickered against the cave walls, and the wind and rain continued to pour their fury onto the mountain. To trap him inside this cave with the truth that was standing right in front of him.

      Stop fucking lying to yourself.

      He would be damned to the deepest Hell for his unworthiness, but he could no longer deny he wanted this beautiful, brave woman. Her forgiveness, her softness and light. Her heart.

      Even her goddamned revolution.

      He stiffened his back so he would not look as weak as he felt. “I would make amends with your father first.”

      Her eyes widened fractionally. Your surprise is no greater than my own, princess.

      She smiled sadly. “I would that you could. Whom else?"

      “My mother.”

      She frowned. “I don't understand. You were close to your mother.”

      He stared hard into Sophia’s blue eyes so, for once, he wouldn’t envision the pool of red spread out in the gravel around his mother’s body. “I didn’t protect her when she needed it most.”

      Sophia’s head tilted slightly, her fingers coming to rest on his arm, sending sparks racing through him. “You cannot be everywhere at once, Alexios.”

      “No, but it was the night of the Krypteia. I should have been on guard. I should have been nearby.” Instead, he’d been feeding his anger at the gymnasium, fighting.

      He could tell she wanted to ask more about that night, but she refrained. “Why would you give up a life of privilege?” he asked.

      “Why should one person be above any other simply because of the whims of the Fates?”

      He smiled at her lack of reverence for the three goddesses who wove the fates of the Greeks. “Have you no fear of anything, my boar-crushing princess?” He patted her hand awkwardly, then moved to sit down on the dirt beside the fire.

      “Having forfeited any chance at love, the only thing I fear is failing at my dream of seeing a stronger, more united Sparta.”

      Alexios’s heart pounded on a slow throb. “You think you won’t be loved?”

      She remained silent for a time. “My mother told me I would never find a mate to give me strong sons for Sparta if I didn’t change my ways. Find a way to curb my passion. Temper my enthusiasm. Stop being so dramatic. I told her I’d rather throw myself off Mount Taygetos.”

      They laughed, then hushed when the baby stirred. They sat for a long while, listening to the storm, glancing between the baby, each other, and the flames.

      He was the first to speak. “You really do need to be careful. You’re a target for my enemies, including my father’s wife. I suspect Theodora has used poison hemlock more than once. Make sure you only drink what you see decanted from a pitcher that’s been tested. You might also want to send out a few attendants to the temples and sanctuaries to check for curse tablets with your name upon them.”

      She moved closer to the fire to warm her hands. “See? Here is another example of your goodness. Mayhap you’d find a more positive response from everyone by revealing what’s truly underneath your forbidding façade.”

      “There are those who take advantage of goodness.”

      “Yes, but those who esteem and respect you for that goodness surely outnumber those who would do you harm.”

      Her trusting nature both warmed and worried him. “As a bastard, my position is already upon shaky ground. If I am to be king one day, I cannot afford any show of weakness.”

      She considered that for a moment, the firelight caressing her furrowed brow.

      She is fast becoming my weakness.

      The realization made his hands begin to sweat, his pulse to quicken. The very whimsy and unconventionalism that drew him to her was precisely what endangered her.

      “Are you cold?” There were so many ways he could warm her.

      “No. I’m too angry at the Elders to be cold.” She shivered, grabbed a stick, and poked at the embers, sending sparks snapping into the air.

      Little deceiver. Why was she lying now?

      “The best way to show strength is to not let opinions sway you from your course of action. Many already know I am set on marrying you and disapprove.” She pinned him with unflinching eyes. “But we don’t need their permission. To be honest, I believe more people would support us than we might suppose. It’s just that the naysayers are always the loudest.”

      He could not refute that truth, nor resist his smile, enjoying her ardor.

      “What? I’m serious.” She frowned at him.

      He chuckled. “Oh, I know you are, little rabble-rouser.”

      She got to her feet and planted her hands on her slim hips. How he desired to set his hands upon those long, fine legs, slide her peplon up, and lose himself in her flesh.

      “You call me a rabble-rouser yet you are the one who thinks with his fists.”

      “Fists are effective.”

      “Alexios.”

      “Sophia.”

      That drew a smile. But he wasn’t in the mood for smiles.

      He wanted her sighs.

      Her moans.

      The cold wind whistled at the mouth of the cave, whipping the smoke from the fire toward them. Sophia quivered violently. Gooseflesh rode up her arms as the air swirled her dark ponytail around her neck. He watched the rise and fall of her chest, faster now, the longer he fixed his gaze upon her.

      Her cheek would feel like the smoothest silk gliding across his belly.

      “Come here, princess.”

      She bit her lip, flushing a compelling shade of pink in the orange glow of the fire.

      “I would not traverse the entire mountainside, only to have you summon your death by ague,” he explained.

      She stepped around the baby and stumbled, falling into the crook of his shoulder where he lifted his arm. She pushed rebellious strands of hair from her eyes as she righted herself, pressing against him in ways that did little to calm either of them.

      “Blast. So clumsy! Why am I always so inelegant? You don’t have to answer that. Please don’t. Anyway, I’m grateful you found us. I’m sure we would have survived with the nymphs’ help, but we would have been bone cold. How long do you suppose it’ll be until this storm spends itself dry? Think we’ll have enough wood?” She kept her eyes on the sleeping child as she continued a mindless sort of chatter. “They’re quite amazing, aren’t they?”

      Alexios nodded, fighting a smile at her attack of nerves. The she-dragon has grown timid in the lion’s lap. “I don’t have much experience with children, but they are a wonder and very fragile.”

      He angled his head toward her, her lemon and lavender scent mingling with the wood’s smoke and her jabbering to weave a dangerous contentment around him. He closed his eyes, savoring the uncommon sensation, wrapping his sheltering arm tighter against the soft curve of her hip. Her body grew pliant, sagging into him incrementally.

      He didn’t dare draw too large a breath for breaking the spell.

      When she rested her cheek into the crook of his neck, her babble only sporadic now, he could no longer stop his fingertips from exploring the length of her satiny thigh. Her shudder echoed through his body, shooting blood to his phallus. Her skin, her hair, her scent, those wondrous curves and hollows. Her fire and her awkwardness. Her honor and whimsy. Her courage and naiveté.

      She was intoxicating in all her contradictions. In all her impossibilities.

      He leaned over her hair, lips grazing the sleek, inky strands. “Are you borne of Sirens?” he whispered.

      Her head lifted slowly until her blue eyes fastened to his, a provocative gleam in their depths that made his gaze drop to her lips and his fingertips curl into her thigh.

      “I would sing to you if I thought it would ensnare you,” she answered. “But coming to me of your own free will would be most sweet, warrior.”

      Seven hells, he was already caught.

      His head lowered to claim her mouth, fierce from the wait and wonder. The touch of her lips to his drew a low groan from them both. She poured herself into the kiss, shifting in his arms, but it wasn’t enough.

      He pulled her fully onto his lap, facing him, his cock hard and burning between them. But with her, with this one soul, a tenderness wrapped around his urgency. He slid his lips down her neck to nuzzle and lick the hollow where her pulse beat like the wings of a red-footed falcon, his hands skimming up her ribcage to cup her breasts.

      This lady in his arms…what was this?

      It can mean nothing but trouble. Release her.

      His fingers pulled the ribbon from her hair, his hands tunneling into the silky strands as soon as they were free.

      Let her go lest she bring you both down.

      Her teeth grabbed at his bottom lip, sucking, her fingernails raking back the linen of his chiton, drawing a welt and a growl. His chest muscles flexed at her raw, hungry touch.

      She laid her cheek against his to rasp into his ear. “Your skin, Alexios…’tis so hot and perfect. Like fire and iron under my hands.”

      Her words, one more spark to the flames. Another dive into madness.

      Soon he would be following her into Hades as Orpheus had his beloved Eurydice.

      Όποιος γίνεται πρόβατο τον τρώει ο λύκος. He who becomes a sheep is eaten by the wolf.

      Even so, his arms banded tighter around her back, his hands sliding under her ass, shifting her peplos to the side to press her downy softness more intimately against him. Little rocking motions to maximize her pleasure. Lifting, grinding her against him until her lips broke from his to moan.

      And oh, that sound.

      Exquisite.

      Such little tones could fell him.

      He could not forget any part of her any more than he could leave behind his vendetta. Nor could he leave her unprotected. He would have to find a way to reconcile the light and darkness.

      Because he would have her.

      She took over the rhythm. Faster and faster, she moved, only slowing when his calloused palms scraped across the smooth fabric of her peplos to strip it over her head. His breath sawed in and out of his chest as the firelight bathed her curves, as naked as Aphrodite and far more magnificent.

      Mine. A boom of thunder echoed his possession.

      An arousing flush on her cheeks and down her neck to the rosy tips of her breasts that made her eyes all the bluer. Eyes so filled with promise, he longed to hide his shadows for fear of staining her. What have I wrought?

      Death, surely.

      But, before that…

      Life.

      He resettled her legs around his waist, pulling her body flush with his, finally nothing between them but skin. Lust fisted hard, pounding in his temples, driving his cock to weep for want of her. She set a new rhythm, rolling, undulating against his length, slick, warm, delicious.

      He leaned her back against his forearms to watch their bodies slide together, her nipples peeking out provocatively between strands of her long hair. And the hair between her legs making him ache and shudder with more desire than he’d ever known. “There is no going back from this, Sophia. Life with me will not be easy. You must be sure.”

      She opened her eyes, her hands a sudden brand against his cheeks. “I don’t ever want to go back.”

      The bars slipped from his heart. He lifted her to her knees, poised just above him. “Have you ever…?”

      “No,” she smiled coyly, “but I have been friendly with myself. Now hurry. I have dreamed of this for so long.”

      His heart pulsed. I can no longer deny her anything. I am lost.
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      How many times had she dreamt of being in her warrior’s arms? Right where she belonged.

      It was beyond her wildest imaginings.

      She ran her hands up her belly to cup her breasts, silently thanking the Goddess of Love for the gift of such keen feelings.

      Alexios groaned as she pressed down against the broad head of his phallus, his fingers digging into the skin of her lower back. “I may not have shaved my head, but do not think this is not a binding marriage, Alexios.”

      “Brides shaving their heads is a foolish tradition,” he ground out.

      His comment pleased her. Everything about him pleased her. She could feel their points of contact with each nerve ending. His thumbs burning into the soft flesh of her hips. His teeth bared in a growl, pulling at her nipples, then soothing them with a broad sweep of his tongue.

      She knew the way of things between a man and woman, but this—driving the chariot at full speed—the stallion below her, barely controlled, was exhilarating.

      She rolled her hips again, her slit swollen, yearning for a taste of this man she’d watched for so long. She threaded her fingers through his dark curls and slowly took him into her body.

      She gritted her teeth, the stretching nearly painful, until Alexios slipped his hand between them, using the broad pad of his thumb to make her forget the pain. Soon she was moving over him, her sweat mixing with his own as her breath grew tighter, and she was reaching…climbing…And he was…

      Grimacing.

      She stilled her hips, her hands gripping his shoulders so tight she could feel his racing pulse. “Am I so…artless I am…wounding you?” she gasped.

      He squeezed her buttocks, and she could feel him pulse inside her. Incredible.

      “Gods, Sophie, no. I am trying to hold back.”

      Thank the goddess. “Oh, I am s-so glad! I would hate to disap—”

      “Sophie, shhhh.”

      Her eyes closed, her lips descending to the side of his neck. Her nipples scraped against the fine hairs of his chest as she brought her knees under her the better to control her movements. With each downward sway of her hips, her resolve strengthened.

      This between them was more than Sparta.

      More even than the innocent babies, as much as that may damn her to Tartarus.

      She glanced to the boy still slumbering as only a baby could, then caught and held Alexios’s depthless gaze. She trailed her hands around his shoulders to caress the raised scars that crisscrossed his back, a living chronicle of his strength and courage.

      Beauty could be resurrected from the ashes of life if you would but grasp it with both hands and hold on.

      Everyone said excess was dangerous, but excess was all she understood.

      She would walk into a den of monsters for a chance to walk beside this man.

      A glorious pressure rose up through her body, opening her mouth, arching her neck. “I give myself unto thee, Alexios, son of Davos, of the Royal House Eurypontid.”

      Tears formed at the corners of her eyes. She could feel the wetness slide toward her ears.

      Alexios stilled, his arms wrapping around her to draw her toward him. “Sophie, no. Please don’t cry.”

      Her tears intermingled with the sweat at his temples as she pressed her face to his and released the final fetter. She cried out his name, heat and relief and sweet agony seizing her, on and on she soared. “Say it! Say it back to me, please, Alexios.”

      As he spasmed, her name, guttural on his tongue, swept her along, their journey as one as he pledged himself back to her. “I give myself unto thee, Sophia, daughter of Tychos, of the Royal House Agiad.”

      She shuddered once more, breathed deep, her body soft and sated, and found her lips claimed again. Slowly, tenderly.

      A promise.

      She felt the weight of it. And promised back, knowing she would be walking into that den of monsters come the dawn.
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      A dripping. The hollow sound of water, echoing, yet not like the palace fountain outside her bedroom door. Sophia’s eyes snapped open, her muscles flexed for flight. Mere moments were all it took to orient herself. The storm. The cave. The baby.

      Alexios.

      My husband.

      His breath stirred her hair, which he’d tangled something dreadful during the long hours they’d learned each other’s skin as the storm had raged on. She was still lying in his arms, the baby nestled against her belly.

      It was an incredible feeling, not to mention a miracle that the infant was asleep. Once the milk had run out, they’d managed to give him water from Alexios’s canteen, but the wee thing had to be starving. Hopefully the trails wouldn’t be too washed out back to the city because they needed to hurry.

      The instant she shifted in Alexios’s arms, she realized he’d already been awake. He sat up, reached for his sword, and spun to face the mouth of the cave, placing himself in front of her and the child. Sophia sat up, and the baby began to fuss. “How long have you—”

      He put a finger to his lips to silence her, then pointed at the baby before sidling up next to her. “Remain here and try to keep him quiet,” he breathed against her hair. “Someone’s outside.”

      “Wait!” she whispered roughly.

      He turned back, his eyes dropping to her lips momentarily. “I said, stay here, Sophie.”

      She waited until he’d moved around the bend of the cave, then followed his footsteps to the mouth where the first brilliant streaks of orange and pink shot through the boughs of the fir trees. She held the baby, letting him suck the tip of her finger for comfort.

      Soon Alexios returned, an unreadable expression on his face. She sensed it was bad. She hurried to his side. “What’s wrong?”

      “They’ve found us.”

      “Who?”

      He didn’t need to answer when his stepmother, Queen Theodora, and Sophia’s brother, King Niketas, broke through the clearing a short way down the path with three members of the king’s private guard. An unlikely search party.

      Why would Theodora and Niketas be here together?

      Forcing optimism into the situation had worked for her about half the time, and right now seemed like another good time to try it. She tilted her head and faked a smile at Alexios. “They have horses, so we can get the baby to town sooner.”

      Alexios shook his head and reached for her hand. By the time her brother rode up to them, his face was so grim she would have started down the path around him had the Queen not nudged her horse in front of her, too, blocking the path.

      “Alexios, son of King Davos, you are under arrest for the kidnap of my sister, the Agiad princess.” King Niketas’s voice rang through the still air as his guards moved toward Alexios.

      “Wait! Alexios is my husband. We were wed last night.”

      Sophia heard the queen’s gasp as the king swore and dismounted, rushing toward her, his right hand raised in the air to strike her. Alexios stepped between them, shoving Niketas forcefully to the ground.

      “Alexios, no!”

      He drew his sword, body poised in a fighting stance as the king’s guard advanced on him.

      This was bad. Really bad.

      “Sophie, what have you done?” Niketas growled, then cursed at one of the guards who attempted to help him up.

      When he got to his feet, his eyes pinned Sophia with a burning look which she felt down to her toes. It asked her allegiance. But now, she had her husband to think of as well.

      If only she didn’t have to choose between them. “Niketas, just listen—”

      “Get on the fucking horse, Sophie.” Her brother brushed the dust off his chiton.

      “She’s not going anywhere without me. And know this, King, if you ever lay one finger upon my wife in anger, I will cut you down.”

      Theodora’s eyes widened at her stepson, a slight smile playing at her lips. “You dare threaten a king? Your father will be quite disappointed.”

      “And nothing would make you happier, would it?” Sophie yelled, not liking the Queen’s disgusting half-smile, so imperiously smug. “Seek and destroy may be one of your favorite pastimes, Theodora, but we care not for threats. Or interference.”

      The Queen lifted one eyebrow as she swung her gaze toward Sophia like she was a beetle beneath her sandal. “You silly girl. What strange stories you concoct in that pretty little head. I come on behalf of my husband, the King. He needs to know about any brewing intrigues.” The hot look she spared Alexios made Sophia’s hackles rise. “And anything related to my stepson is my business.”

      “You’re disgusting! And your soul is so cold it’s no wonder your husband doesn’t care to warm your bed,” Sophia flung back, rubbing the baby’s back, praying to Hestia, Goddess of the Hearth, that she would soothe not only this crying infant, but her own tongue as well.

      “By Hercules!” Niketas’s face was dark, his furious eyes moving from the baby to Alexios to his sister. “You never learn, do you, Sophie?”

      Oh, that I would have had more time to do this right! But circumstances had forced her hand. “I’m sorry you had to learn of our marriage this way, Niketas. I would have told you upon my return. But you knew my feelings all along.”

      “This dream you have is impossible.” Niketas shoved a hand through his hair as he began to pace. “You don’t understand the ramifications of everything you’ve now set in motion.”

      “Why are you all making this so much harder than it has to be?”

      “We’re not the ones making things harder, you stupid girl. We like it the way things are.” Theodora cut in, glaring at the unhappy babe. “For the love of Demeter, would you please quiet that sorry excuse for a Spartan? I cannot speak, let alone hear with his miserable squalling. Clearly the Elders knew what they were doing when they left that noisy thing for the wolves.”

      Sophia froze, fighting for breath. “You are…heartless. How could anyone be so cruel? It’s a wonder all the leaves don’t fall from the trees when you pass by!”

      Theodora shook her head, her beautiful features hiding a sea of ugliness inside. “So much drama. Now, where were we? No one has ever merged the Agiad and Eurypontid royal dynasties; therefore, it must be illegal. You should both be taken into custody, at least until we can review the law.”

      Heat burned through Sophie’s chest and face. “Just because it’s never been done doesn’t mean it’s illegal! You are a lonely, old motherless bitch of a stray goat, embittered by the fact that the man you married has ever loved another.”

      “Sophie, damn your tongue!” Niketas roared.

      Theodora’s face grew splotchy. “You foul wretch! How dare you speak to me like this?” She swung her horse around to face the guards, pointing at Sophia. “Seize her. Now!”

      Alexios raised his sword once again. Niketas banged the flat of his sword against a boulder to get everyone’s attention. “For twenty sacks of wine, let us not be rash!”

      “This from the man who would have struck me!” Sophia shouted.

      It would take a long time to forgive him for that.

      Niketas glared at her. “I would not have struck you.”

      She wished she could be entirely sure she believed him.

      He pointed his sword at her like it was an accusing finger. “You have carried your escapades too far this time.” He sheathed his sword, then swung up into his saddle and swiveled to face Theodora, then his guards. “I will bring this case to the Council. For now, Sophie will return to the palace with me.”

      “She will not,” Alexios stated, looking down at the baby in her arms. “My wife remains with me.”

      “You will report to your commanding officer, soldier, or you will be flogged for insubordination,” Niketas retorted.

      Alexios stared at the King for a moment before nodding. “Let me settle her in my household, and then I shall report to the sandpits.”

      “No!” A terrible weight plunged into the pit of Sophia’s stomach at the thought of watching Alexios be ripped apart by a flogger. Not again. “There is no reason for this!” she cried.

      Theodora pursed her lips and shook her head Niketas’s direction. “You are a fool if you think that’s a punishment to a brute like him. He feeds off the pain others inflict on him. How quickly you’ve forgotten his bloody endurance at the Festival of Artemis Orthia.” A sinister smile tilted her lips once more. “It was quite spectacular.”

      “You are unbelievably vile!” Sophia spat.

      The queen rolled her eyes and pursed her lips. “Niketas, if you do nothing about this blatant disregard for the monarchy, I will see to it that the entire assembly knows what a weak, inept king you really are.”

      Niketas watched the queen leave, his hand fisting on the hilt of his sword as he instructed his guards to accompany her back to the city. Within moments, Sophia, Alexios, and Niketas were alone, the babe only intermittently crying now, his subdued behavior making Sophie feel more urgency than when his lusty bellows filled the skies.

      “These childish pursuits have gone too far, Sophie. There will be fallout, but if you return to the palace with me instead of Alexios’s household, it’s not too late to undo this mess.”

      She looked at him. Maybe he’d never understand her vision. Maybe most wouldn’t. But nothing would ever change if someone didn’t try.

      She stepped closer to where her brother sat upon his horse. “Niketas, you once helped me save an infant. That boy is now a beloved son of a merchant family with so much to live for. How that is childish?”

      The king sighed heavily, but his eyes didn’t soften like they always had when he was on the verge of relenting. “You have gone about it all wrong. Flying in people’s faces doesn’t endear you to them or make them want to listen to anything you have to say.”

      “But no one listened to me when I wasn’t in their faces. Now, yes, I may have angered some, but don’t any challenges to the old ways cause unease and even anger at first? Most people fear change.”

      “It’s too much change at once. Father hasn’t even been gone three moons.” Niketas looked at Alexios who’d moved beside her. “You have both been careless and rash with your words and actions against the Queen. And Sophie has been caught rescuing this child the Elders have already condemned. I cannot say what the Assembly will do, but most likely your marriage will be dissolved, and the baby taken into custody. Are you prepared to take the lash for your own as well as her transgressions?”

      “Niketas, no, please!” Sophie interjected.

      Alexios kept his eyes on the king, nodding once. “I will bear the lash, but the marriage stands, no matter what they say.”

      Sophia switched the baby to her other shoulder. “Alexios, I cannot have you do this.”

      He turned to her. “If nothing else, Spartans understand endurance.”

      “Well of course they understand endurance, it’s what they do best. I’m surprised it’s not its own Olympic sport!” She was sounding shrill, but no one would listen to her otherwise.

      “Silence! There has to be a price, or else we shall all be in more trouble than we already are,” Niketas barked. His eyes translated anger and something else…

      Worry?

      Sophia looked down the foothills where Theodora’s caravan was halfway to the edge of the city limits. Alexios had said she was a dangerous woman. She had two daughters by King Davos whom she’d like to see inherit the throne instead of the king’s bastard.

      How far would she go to make it happen? And how far would she go to discredit Niketas’s rule?

      Did King Davos know how calculating his wife was?

      “Niketas, I’m sorry to make this so difficult for you.”

      He sighed. “You have until sundown to make arrangements for the child. If you haven’t returned to the palace alone by then, I will send a guard to collect you.”

      He turned to Alexios. “Soldier, you will report to the sand pits two hours before the dining hall bell tolls for mess. If you are a moment late, you are no man of honor, and I will therefore see to it that you never see my sister again. If you prove yourself a Spartan of honor, I may speak on behalf of your marriage to the Assembly. But, if you ever make a mark on her, I will break you into tiny pieces. Are we clear?”

      Alexios’ chin dipped ever so slightly. “Likewise.”

      This is absurd. The baby shifted in her arms, too weak to even cry, and here they were, trading threats? Sophia’s heart raced. There wasn’t time for machismo. She moved around Alexios and passed her brother’s mount. Goddess, please keep my footsteps true. If this baby died, she’d never forgive herself.
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      Alexios felt Sophia’s worry for the child as clearly as if she’d voiced her concern. He turned his attention back to the king. “Are you aware that Theodora will try to hurt your sister?” My enemies as well.

      Niketas shifted in the saddle, the sun steadily at work sucking the moisture from the earth. “Yes, I think I understand Theodora’s schemes. I arranged a discreet guard to track the two of you when Herodion and Mantes both came to me last night. The guard saw you together but lost you in the rain.”

      “Cowards, unfit to wear the Spartan scarlet. They are a disgrace. Let me choose her guard during my flogging. She will be at great risk while the city is distracted with my blood.” Everyone would be there to witness the king’s bastard’s thrashing.

      Niketas stared at him. “If you use my sister to advance some sinister plot, I will crush your bones.”

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t be so sure the greatest threat to my family was beyond any palace walls. Take her and the child upon your horse. The child needs attention at once…your Grace.”

      The king studied Alexios, his stallion snorting and throwing his head, anxious with inactivity. “Sophia got herself into this present trouble, and she will have to get herself out of it. It’s time I stopped rescuing her. You’re welcome to the job, bastard.”

      When Niketas set his horse in motion, Alexios lengthened his stride to catch up to Sophia. He had lots of time before he needed to report to the sand pits. Enough time to help settle the child.

      Sophia was breathing heavily when he slowed his steps to keep pace with her. He reached to take the child, and as reluctant as she was to let the babe go, he could tell it had been a growing strain on her arms and back. He settled the baby over his shoulder opposite his baldric and stroked the boy’s head.

      Sophia’s lips tilted slightly, pulling at something inside him like the hem of a chiton unraveling.

      “Sing to us? Perhaps it will chase away both our terrors,” she said.

      That she would be afraid bothered him. Unfortunately, there would be much trouble and uncertainty along their chosen path.

      He sang them down the mountain anyway.

      Sang and hoped he could be the warrior she believed him to be. Hoped he could change. To extinguish the anger, the bitterness. To move ahead for positive change. He wanted it.

      But he wanted her more.

      To have her, he would have to set the vengeance aside.

      He sang…a boatful of peaceful dreams to carry you home to Sparta, sweet little child…

      His voice wavered on the stanza, the words profound this time.

      Matrem, mother…how can I avenge you if I bury my anger?

      All this time he’d thought he’d find peace by avenging her. The blood of many—so many—on his hands had never bothered him.

      Now?

      Sophia’s hand reached out for his and squeezed. The unraveling within him hastened as the sun ate away at the shadows, and they descended the mountain.

      Her soft voice broke through his thoughts. “I hate that you have to endure for my shortcomings. I am so sorry. Niketas is right. I’ve been seeing all this from my own vantage point. I’ve rarely stopped to consider this from anyone else’s. Even the Queen has good reason to hate me. Why don’t you?”

      “I admire courage.” And her goodness, so unjaded, so bright it might even help cleanse his darkness. He took a breath to expel such swampy feelings. “Does Lydia have a list of families ready to accept this boy?”

      Sophia’s gaze pinned his, seeing far more than he suspected he’d like her to see. His heart crash-thumped. By now he knew her well enough to realize she was probably thinking five steps ahead of him.

      “She does…” A pause.

      That pause boded no good.

      He risked a sideways glance at her when she remained mute. “But…”

      Her face grew imploring, an innocent smile gracing her lips.

      He shook his head. “No. Whatever you’re thinking, you will set it aside.” Sweat ran down the side of his face. “Sophie—”

      “Let’s keep him,” she blurted.

      He froze on the path. Took in the heightened color on her cheekbones, her hesitant, wobbly smile and felt his world tilt.

      Gods damn him.

      His vulnerability was not the forged bronze or iron of his enemies, but this singular pair of Aegean blue eyes and all the fire and heart and revolution that was at their foundation.

      Sophie.

      Here he stood, babe in his arms, gaping. If he had such slow reflexes on the battlefield, he wouldn’t have lasted one campaign. Had she been anyone else, he would have asked if she was serious.

      But she meant everything she said. Always. With all her heart. It terrified and exhilarated him all at once.

      It must have been all over his cursed face.

      Sophia clapped her hands, then twined her fingers together like she was trying to stifle their energy. “I’ve already begun to think of him as ours. Lydia can care for him tonight until this ordeal is behind us. Look at him—so content in your arms. He loves you, Alexios. You could be father to him as your father couldn’t be to you because of our laws. Laws we will change.”

      He couldn’t speak. Didn’t dare speak. Her words drove deep into his soul, exposing pain too raw to share.

      “He could be a new generation in Sparta,” she continued. “We will raise him to be more tolerant, yet no less strong. No less worthy to be called Spartan warrior.” Her voice rang with conviction.

      If anyone could bring it about, it would be her. He shifted the babe who looked up at him with those wise brown eyes. My son. A new urgency took hold to get the boy fed, clothed, safe.

      He started forward again, increasing his pace. Could Sparta really have a bold new future?

      Sophia leaned over as she walked to place a kiss on the baby’s head. “You feel the rightness of this. I know you do, warrior.”

      He did. He also felt the rightness of his body seated deep inside hers, but the child’s needs came before his desire.

      She smiled and held on to the crook of his elbow as they hurried to Sparta’s city walls. “I want to fill our house with children, and I want you to sing to them all, so that when we are old, they can sing to us.”

      Alexios’s feet nearly stumbled on the path. He cleared his throat and looked away as he absorbed the most beautiful words he’d ever heard. Focus. Like on the battlefield.

      Horse hooves sounded from the right. Alexios glanced up, his gaze falling upon the Temple to Apollo where a figure stood, his himation flapping in a breeze that didn’t reach to where he and Sophia walked.

      Instead of Spartan scarlet, the figure was dressed in black battle panoply. Black helmet. Black cuirass. Black greaves. Even black bracers encircling his wrists.

      Judging by the figure’s position next to Apollo’s statue, the soldier was the tallest man Alexios ever seen.

      Déjà vu made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. He scanned the immediate area, turning away from the soldier to see Niketas riding hard toward them, two extra horses in tow, but no king’s guard to accompany him. Alexios pulled Sophia closer as her brother reined in.

      “Why are you here, Niketas?” Sophia asked.

      “The Council of Elders demand that Alexios report to the sand pits at once.”

      Alexios looked again toward the Temple of Apollo, but the figure was gone. “So they sent the king on a messenger’s duty?”

      Niketas flushed, but held Alexios’s gaze. “I told them I would bring the summons as it is my family’s affair.”

      Sophia squeezed Alexios’s forearm, her only show of nerves. “You are king, Niketas, can you not overrule their decision?”

      “No. Four of the five high magistrates have sided with the Council. If Alexios does not come with me, and you don’t leave the child as proscribed by the Elders who pronounced it unhealthy, they are prepared to exile you both.”

      Sophia’s fist rose in the air. “Barbarossas! That’s what they all are! This child is mine!”

      Niketas’s face darkened. “Shut your mouth, you little idiot!”

      “I will not! These base behaviors—infanticide and…and…inbreeding—demean our people and show how far back we are sliding as a culture. We shall become deficient, or worse, extinct, if the highborn only want fuck select citizens from the same family!”

      “Seven Hells, Sophie!” boomed Niketas.

      Give them hell, Sophie, thought Alexios, his own darkness rising up, ready to champion her fervor.

      Niketas furiously dismounted.

      Alexios unsheathed his sword. “I respect you, Niketas. You are young, but patient and smart. The Elders and Ephors are none the wiser if we deliver this child into a helot’s care. We are almost there. Spare your sister this grace, and I will ride with haste to my flogging.”

      Sophie spun to Alexios. “You said—”

      “Hush. One problem at a time. Trust me,” he said quietly.

      She went up on tiptoes to kiss his chin. “I do,” she whispered back. “But I don’t want to be separated from our son. And I cannot bear the thought of the lash upon your skin. Perhaps exile is the right choice.”

      He placed the baby in her arms. “You have not chosen a man who runs.”

      Niketas advanced until Alexios could see the color of the king’s eyes. They mirrored Sophia’s, but cynicism crouched where Sophie’s gleamed with hope.

      Alexios understood the cynicism better.

      “Loving my sister will bring you even more pain than it has caused me. Are you certain this is to be your path?”

      Alexios drew a deep breath, then blinked and envisioned the bodies of his enemies littering the ground. Their blood would answer for his mother’s death.

      But what then?

      What would remain if he didn’t die along with them? Pride? He would sojourn easterly across the sea to become a sell-sword. Always fighting other men’s battles for coin. Ever empty. Ever alone.

      Standing under the weight of Apollo’s sunlight, that prospect didn’t satisfy as it once had. Not since the princess had imploded his world.

      He would honor and avenge his mother another way.

      Sophie’s revolution.

      Alexios blinked away the vision of his enemies’ massacre. “Iron is forged in fire. I am not afraid of what lies ahead.”

      Niketas shook his head with a curse, looking between them. “You are both fools. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Let’s be off then.” He spun on his heels and walked back to the horses. He smacked the rump of the first one toward Alexios, and the other horse followed. “And one more thing, if either of you disrespects me in public again, I will have you put in the stocks. Don’t think I won’t.”

      Thankfully, Sophia didn’t respond.

      Alexios moved behind her to help her mount the mare. He pressed into her backside, leaning down to her ear, transferring his mother’s ring—the only possession of value she’d ever owned—from the pouch at his hip into her hand.

      “At Lydia’s, give this ring to Mantes so he knows I’ve claimed the child as my own. He will protect him with his life should it come to that. Ask Lydia to care for the child until I come for him. Tonight, when I meet you at my kleros, you shall tell me the name you have given our son.”

      She blinked back tears as she looked over her shoulder at him. “You won’t regret your choice.”

      He rubbed his thumb across the child’s papery cheek before handing him up to Sophia and mounting behind them.

      Niketas frowned. “I brought two horses.”

      “So you did,” Alexios replied.

      Niketas’s eyes promised trouble. Alexios didn’t doubt it was to come.

      And soon.
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      Sophia stuck her finger in her mouth to suck at the welling blood. She hurried toward the sand pits through the sunbaked, dust-coated streets of the agora, past the austere Assembly building, the theater, fountains, gymnasium, and the statue of Ares in Chains.

      She’d didn’t even feel the pain from where she’d cut herself on a shard of pottery she’d dropped in the palace courtyard. She cleaned when nervous, but it seemed she couldn’t even do that without bungling it. If only she had the grace and athleticism of other Spartan maidens her age. She wanted Alexios to be proud of her.

      But how small-minded to be distracted about minutia when he was moments away from taking the lash.

      “Excuse me! Pardon!” Members of the aristocracy raised their eyebrows, some even frowned as she ran past them. It was rude and undignified, yes. Even she agreed this time.

      Her heart pounded so hard she felt it all over her body, down to the soles of her feet. Please, Zeus, Ares, and Artemis, help him bear up.

      And please not so many lashes.

      She would be more careful with her tongue after this. After all, she had two new reasons to exercise caution.

      Leaving the baby with Lydia had been harder than she’d expected. As well as she knew her dear friend would care for him, she never wanted him to leave her arms.

      The olive grove came into view as she left the dusty city streets behind. The harvest would begin in a couple of months. During the long hours last night while they’d talked and loved, Alexios had told her he had a nice-sized plot of terraced olive and citrus trees on his property, which set on the far northern edge of the valley.

      After the fall harvest replenished their stores, she would scent the olive oil with lemon to massage their son and Alexios when he returned home from morning drill.

      The thought gave her strength and hope for the future.

      But first, they had to get through today.

      She never pictured things happening like this with Alexios and the baby—people so upset with her desire to equalize humanity that they wanted to silence her permanently.

      Fate, whether or not it was spun out by three fickle goddesses or some other quirk of the universe, didn’t always make sense until enough time had passed to see the broader picture.

      Right now, the very man who had a role in her father’s death was the man she claimed as her husband. They would raise a child together, and hopefully many more.

      Trust could be so hard, but if she wanted the helots and Spartiates to have confidence in her vision, she needed to begin with the same heart.

      She drew nearer to the sand pits where a huge crowd was already amassed on both banks of the river. She pushed her way closer to the front, receiving a few bruises in the process—nothing she didn’t normally do to herself in an average week.

      She only hoped Herodion would be able to make his way to her up front when it was all over. She’d instructed him to bring a horse and cart to transport Alexios back to their kleros. There, after caring for his wounds with the cannabis and poppy preparations she’d learned from the helots, she’d feed him wine and olives, fresh baked bread, goat’s cheese, and honey. It wouldn’t be enough to erase her guilt, but it was something.

      Finally she broke through the front line, and there he stood next to the river, naked and magnificent in the withering sun. Sweat glistening on his broad shoulders and ran down the defined muscles of his chest. His dark hair, the curls just below his ears, damp now and even darker with perspiration.

      His feet burrowed into the sand as he grasped a wooden pole set horizontally across two tall stakes. Officials gathered canes from the reeds and soon the first blow rained down upon him.

      One.

      Sophia’s fingernails scored her thighs as a wave of anguish crashed through her. His steely gaze found hers, and she swallowed back a moan remembering his sweet words as they’d ridden tandem to the city. It shall be a public testament of my commitment to you.

      Two.

      Four.

      Six.

      He didn’t flinch, though his knuckles whitened upon the pole.

      Composure. He needed her to be strong. She was here to support him, counting out his pain in the hope that it would somehow hasten the ending.

      Ten.

      His copper and gold gaze never wavered from hers. She blocked out the nausea twisting her guts, concentrating on the defiant courage in his eyes that somehow made him the champion instead of the offender.

      Twelve.

      Blood began to fly with each lash. His scars from the last ordeal have protected him until now, she thought, her head dizzy, her lips parting to exhale shakily.

      Twenty.

      Her legs trembled, her eyes threatened to overflow. She breathed through the weakness. She pictured her and Alexios in their courtyard, children laughing and playing in their midst.

      Thirty-five.

      How did he bear it? The crowd was now silent as though they, too, couldn’t understand his endurance.

      Or maybe it was reverence.

      Fear that she lacked the fortitude to not cry out, to sink to the ground, to beg or even grovel for mercy on his behalf lanced her. But it would shame him. It would negate his extraordinary statement.

      Fifty.

      His eyes closed on a slow blink. Sophia’s skin reacted violently, breaking out into gooseflesh all over her body. She whispered hoarsely past the painful knot in her throat. “Zeus. Please have mercy on Sparta’s finest warrior.”

      Alexios’ eyes widened as though he’d heard her moment of weakness.

      Hold the line.

      The thought reverberated through her mind. She thought it was only that.

      Until she felt something at her back. Not a touch, but mayhap a press of air. It even stirred her hair.

      Someone stepped forward and came into her peripheral view. An unusually tall figure in a black, hooded cloak. The stranger’s powerful aura radiated around him like he’d absorbed a lightning bolt. Even the sand rumbled at her feet. No one else seemed to notice.

      Must be a traveling seer, maybe from Delphi.

      She could feel the weight of the seer’s stare upon her, but she would not look away from Alexios. The whistle of the reed cut through the air. She flinched as though it had landed upon her own skin.

      “Hold the line.” The seer’s bass voice drifted over to her, reverberating in her chest. His voice was strong, captivating…alarming. Still, no one noticed. And as much as she wanted to look into the seer’s eyes, she could not—would not—break her connection with Alexios.

      “‘Hold the line’ is what the soldiers of your city repeat as they face their foes,” the seer continued. “One sliver in the line can splinter the entire phalanx. Do not be the sliver that breaks the man. He has a destiny to fulfill, but only if he chooses it. You are his weakness. And his greatest strength.”

      Sophia shook her head. “Look at him. How can you say he is weak when he is enduring so honorably?”

      “If you believe he can bear no more, he will believe you have lost faith in him. That would be the beginning of the end. Have a care, lady. Your path will be hard.”

      Surely, it was the truth, for it was certainly the Spartan way.

      He who endures is the better man.

      She could see the stoic beauty in it, but the reality was so often barbaric.

      Sixty. The number of lashes he’d survived during the contest of endurance. Please be over, please be over, pleasebeover.

      “When will it be over?” she rasped.

      When no answer came, she angled her body to bring a greater area into her peripheral view. But the seer was gone. At least as far as she could tell without breaking eye contact with Alexios.

      How had he moved away so fast in this crowd? Surely he would stand out being a head taller than most men. But it was as though he’d never been. Like she’d imagined the whole exchange. As the next lash came down, she mouthed, I believe in you.

      Alexios’s eyes widened in a flush of fear or anger, she knew not which, his mouth opening on a shout. “Sophia!”

      He lunged forward, sand sailing in his wake as the lash drew down again, sending him to his knees. He struggled to his feet again, pointing to her. No, not at her.

      Over her shoulder?

      “Sophie, run!” His hoarse bellow startled her into awareness of her surroundings.

      She swung around, stumbling into a helot man to her left as a glint of silver lanced the air where her head had been. She gasped, her legs trembling, her mind abuzz.

      Someone was trying to kill her?

      Her pulse pounded, blood surging through her veins as she pushed off the cursing man she’d fallen into and ran toward Alexios. “Hurry, run with me to the palace!” she shouted, reaching for his hand.

      But he thrust her into Niketas’s arms and moved into the path of the man who still gripped the eight-foot spear that had nearly impaled her.

      The crowd parted in shock around Zenon. The Elder held the spear in an overhand, fighting stance, its iron, leaf-shaped tip now pointed at Alexios’ heart. Zenon was well into his fifties, but he was still well-toned and agile. His eyes were damp, but his leathery face contorted with hatred.

      Alexios’ backside was as scarlet as his battle himation, blood sliding down his torso, buttocks, and legs to seep into the sand where he stood as human shield for her.

      Sophia shook out of Niketas’s grasp and raced toward Zenon and Alexios. Niketas was immediately at her side. “Elder, stand down,” he commanded.

      She could see the guards ringing around the councilman, waiting for her brother’s signal. “You will answer for your threat to the princess.”

      Zenon screamed to the heavens and shook his spear at Alexios. Spittle flew from his lips as they twisted with anguish. “You! You murdered my son, bastard!”

      Alexios’ shoulders fell.

      The sight made Sophia weep inside. After all he’d just endured, to be brought low by this man’s accusation shook her more resoundingly than his flogging.

      Ares, he needs you now.
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      “Sophie get back!” Alexios barked at her, praying someone else would force the order upon her, for certainly she would not obey.

      When he didn’t feel her at his side the next moment, he knew someone had. He exhaled heavily, watching every subtle movement of the older man’s body. With his out-of-body focus gone, his flayed back burned like living fire. But worse than that…remorse.

      He’d killed this man’s son.

      He stood as straight as his back would allow and spoke loudly for all the crowd to hear. “Zenon desires my living torment. He believes that cutting Sophia down would assure that.”

      And he would be right.

      The truth of it was not something he could hide from. Sophia with her messy, clumsy, unbridled zest for life had not quenched his need for vengeance, but rather, she’d incinerated it in a blazing flash of hope and love. She’d burned it down, and he’d risen from the ashes a different man. Flawed, still jaded, but hopefully a little better. At least, the desire to be better was there. That had to count for something.

      “You murdered Hesperos,” Zenon repeated like a crow pecking its beak into the bloody mess of his back.

      Alexios gritted his teeth against a wave of pain. “I wish I could go back to that day and change the handling of it.”

      Zenon’s son had been abusing his helots, and Alexios had wanted to teach him a lesson. They’d fought in front of witnesses, and he’d killed Hesperos with a single blow to the head.

      “You think that nice little speech redeems you? You, a low-born slave, bastard of a king, are nothing.”

      If Zenon grew more agitated, perhaps he’d be able to lunge and grab the spear’s handle. It was only an arm’s length away.

      A commotion drew his gaze toward the river. King Davos waded out of the river, his silver hair and garments dripping water into the greedy sand, his guard pushing people aside to clear a path toward Alexios’ side. Why? Davos had claimed him as his heir, but he’d never before gone out of his way to be near him in public.

      A muscle jumped in Davos’ jaw when he spared a look at his son’s mutilated back. “Prince Alexios was cleared of the charges when the helots came forward with the rest of the story. Hesperos was beating and molesting those entrusted to his care. That was a crime against the state as helots belong to all of Sparta.”

      Zenon turned on King Davos with a snarl. “Hesperos was imperfect like the rest of us. I would have made him make amends.”

      He swung to Sparta’s other king, Niketas. “How can you let a bastard get away with killing a son of the aristocracy? I’ve waited for there to be some consequence, some justice for my son’s death. But it’s as if there is no fairness, no sense of pride in being Spartiate. Instead I hear whispers of revolution.” He curled his lip at Sophia. “Of equality!”

      Getting no response from Niketas, he implored the crowd. “Is that what our proud city-state is coming to?”

      “Zenon, let us come together to heal this division.” Sophia’s voice came from behind Alexios, wavering only slightly. He wanted to look back to assess her proximity, but dared not take his eyes from Zenon. “We can all come together in peace if we try,” she continued. “I will work toward that with all my heart. But please, let me first tend to my husband’s wounds.”

      The crowd swelled with murmurs at her marriage announcement, drowning out the rest of her words.

      Alexios clenched his fists at his sides, trying to block a rush of lightheadedness. He needed to be focused. Ready. Sophia’s plea for healing and peace was not going to work. He could see it in Zenon’ eyes. He’d seen many such looks in the eyes of his enemies. A brokenness. Despair and hopelessness turned to rage.

      He understood the language.

      It would take him and Sophia years—decades perhaps—to bring change to Sparta. If ever.

      But they would try.

      “Zenon, what would you have me do?” Alexios asked quietly. His muscles began to shake, his gaze blurring with fatigue and heat. A swarm of flies buzzed around him, drawn by his blood.

      “I would have your death, bastard,” Zenon breathed, edging closer.

      “Lay down your spear, Elder,” Davos commanded.

      “I cannot!”

      Alexios caught a glimpse of Queen Theodora behind Zenon’s shoulder a moment before the Elder pitched forward, thrust violently from behind.

      Sophie screamed as the tip of the spear drove through the left side of Alexios’s chest. Sinew ripped and a searing pain lacerated every nerve ending.

      As he dropped, time slowed.

      People’s mouths opening, eyes going wild, lurching toward him.

      As he fell, a dagger soared through the air, its razor-sharp edge slicing his left cheek open from temple to mouth. Sand rushing up to meet his knees. Blood spurting. His life pouring out. A rich contrast to the golden granules of sand. As though through a great, echoing cavern, screams reached his ears. His name over and over.

      The way she screamed. That sound.

      Like something was being ripped from her soul.

      Sophie, no.

      Knees giving way, neck jarring as he sagged sideways, head bouncing with his body’s impact. He lay on his left side and blinked in slow motion as hands, a multitude of hands, hands everywhere grasped at him. He swung out with his right arm. Swung and connected, his blood spurting harder with each strike. His strength ebbing almost as fast as his walls had crumbled under Sophie’s tender assault.

      No.

      Who would protect her?

      Let. Me. Live.

      A gasp as he was rolled onto his back.

      The long, dark line of the spear standing up from his flesh. No more sound. A vacuum with a longer stretch of darkness as he blinked again. The Greek sky blotted out by a ring of talking heads above him. Mouths moving, but the silence around him, deep and profound.

      Eyelids heavier. More darkness.

      Welcome relief from the fire inside.

      Never give up.

      Sophie.

      Sand under his fingertips. Sand working its way inside his open back. Into his shredded cheek.

      Fuck you, Gods. I am not…done.

      Body heavy.

      Hold the line, Spartan.

      A voice unlike any he’d heard. Like it could echo through seven thousand paces of forest.

      His eyes cracked open. Blue sky blinding. Bright light, hurt. Everything…hurt.

      Amidst the talking heads, one stood taller.

      A figure cloaked in black. The soldier in battle panoply by the Temple of Apollo.

      Come, Spartan.

      A great gust of wind, then a rush through fire.

      Flames licking his skin, unmelting? Up through smoke as thick and noisy as an apocalyptic swarm of locusts. Down through a cold so complete he thought he’d shatter into a thousand shards as he landed next to the tall warrior who watched the commotion from the sidelines.

      Watching everyone rush to save his life.

      Surgeons arguing about whether or not to extract the spear. King Davos striking Queen Theodora who clutched two more daggers as she fell at his feet and spit upon his sandals.

      And a keening. Sophie, rocking, his head and shoulders in her lap as her lips moved in supplication, her tears falling on his face, leaving macabre streaks through his bloody mask. He could feel the phantom tracks on the face of this strange, out of body awareness.

      He stared at his dead eyes staring up at the sky.

      Abomination.

      On a tide of regret, his muscles quivered to spring to Sophie’s side. I’m here, I’m alive!

      But his feet were rooted to the ground.

      He swiveled to the figure who towered over him. “What is this? I do not wish to be a phantom. Let me return to her. She needs protection!”

      “You must follow your destiny. Destiny is paved with choices, and your most important choice is before you this day.” The soldier’s voice was not overloud, but it made the stones at their feet tremble.

      Alexios tossed his head, wanting to break this man in half.  “I would never choose this! Are you Charon, come to take me to the river of pain?”

      “I do not recognize this Charon you speak of. But your pain is a river of your own making,” the soldier replied.

      Alexios’s gaze returned to where Sophie wept on the sand. How foolish he was to think pain and suffering would be over when his life on earth was vanquished.

      The surgeons had backed away, their heads bowed. King Davos tore at his chiton, then ran to where the guards held the queen as she flung curses and insults at anyone her gaze fell upon.

      The crowd hushed and grew still. Davos put his hands on his queen, shoved her to her knees, then accused her of treason and beheaded her with one brutal swing of his sword.

      Alexios watched the head of his stepmother roll on the sand, then spoke to the soldier. “I cannot leave yet. I will not. You have the power to help me return, or else you wouldn’t be here.”

      If only he could do it all over…

      “You can’t go back to the same. But you can go forward with the light.”

      At the soldier’s words, clouds gathered and swirled, darkening the sky. The crowd gasped and pointed at the sky, then looked back at his prone body. What was this?

      “A sign!” a helot farmer yelled.

      Alexios’s hand went to his chest, but he couldn’t feel a heartbeat. “Are you Zeus?”

      The black-clad warrior laughed, the heavy leather of his breast plate quaking. Leaves rained down from the olive and plane trees. The birds flocked from all directions to settle upon the bare branches. Watching.

      Waiting.

      Citizens and helots alike fled toward their homes as though the wrath of all the gods were going to descend upon them.

      The warrior shook his head as though amused by such fearful creatures. “I am the Archangel Michael. The One who sends me makes your Zeus look like a foraging mouse.”

      Archangel? “Why are you here?”

      When this archangel turned to face him, for only the second time in his life, Alexios felt a fear he didn’t know if he’d be able to master. “I am here to present your choices, son of Kassandra.”

      Alexios straightened his spine at his mother’s name. “This is the destiny you spoke of.”

      “Yes.” One side of the archangel’s lips curved for only a moment. His fathomless blue eyes seemed to bore a hole through Alexios. And there was nowhere to hide.

      “You have walked a fine line between darkness and light. At times you have allowed anger, selfishness, and rancor to rule you. You have made room for vitriol and spite, hostility and hatred. In this, you have been no different than legions before you. I have been disappointed.”

      At the archangel’s pause, Alexios nearly opened his mouth to defend his actions. But somehow, he understood that this being saw all and knew all there was to know about him. Even the secrets he harbored in the dark shadows of his soul. “So, I am to be condemned then?”

      Michael stared at him until Alexios was ready to squirm, but he held himself still.

      Finally, “In the balance of things, your kindness, mercy, and selflessness have outweighed your darkness. Your struggle has been of singular interest to me, and I would like to make you an offer.”

      What? “Am I dead or alive?” Or most likely dreaming.

      “Not dreaming. This is very real. You have died, Alexios, and can move into the light of your new creation. Or I can return you to Earth, to the life you had with Sophia, if you choose to become a guardian of mankind, protecting humanity from evil until the End Days.”

      Alexios could only stare.

      “You would have extra abilities and would be nearly immortal, but you would also retain all that is both light and dark within you.”

      “Who is the enemy?”

      “Demons.”

      “Be specific.”

      Michael’s eyes glowed with unearthly knowledge. “Souls of wicked people who have died and return to Earth, seeking human hosts to carry out their diabolical desires.”

      “Why would I agree to this?”

      “You would have a lifetime with Sophia.”

      Not enough. “But I would be immortal?”

      The archangel nodded. “Nearly. It would take something catastrophic to kill you.”

      Alexios despised the shaky exhale that slipped from his lips. “I would have Sophia stay with me through the ages. She brings light to my darkness. I will not agree to this otherwise.”

      Michael lifted a brow. “You are bold beyond reason.”

      “Aren’t all men who are worth their mettle on the battlefield?”

      Michael was silent for a time. Finally, a soft rain began to fall. “There is a plan for your princess.”

      They both looked at her, sitting in the rain, alone now but for his father, Niketas, and a few of each of the two kings’ guard. The rain mixed with Alexios’s blood to stain Sophia’s peplos pink.

      “Negotiation accepted, Alexios. You, reborn as a Guardian of humanity, will never die. Your trial, even more so than battling the dark ones, I think, will be to ever watch Sophia die.”

      “I cannot!”

      “You can, and you will. Your love will erase the boundaries of time. And your love will ever direct you to her reincarnations.”

      No. Not like this.

      “It is the only way,” the archangel responded.

      Alexios’s pulse pounded in his temples, his stomach twisting. “How will I find her in each life? How will she know me?”

      “You will find her when she needs you most, and she will know you when you sing to her.”

      Impossible. How could he be brought back to life, yet not be fully a man, but something more to fight the dark shades? And by the gods, or by this god of Michael, how would he ever be able to watch Sophie die once, much less who knew how many times? “Can I prevent her death? Will I know when it’s coming?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      That sounded like something Sophie would say. “How can I fight evil with a spear, sword, and shield?”

      “You will have enhancements,” Michael said.

      “Such as?”

      The archangel drew his sword, and lightning jumped between the clouds. “It is time for your decision, son of Kassandra.”

      When the archangel repeated his mother’s name, it struck him. “You were the warrior with my mother that day on the path! You held her. What were you to her?”

      Michael’s eyes darkened. “I cannot speak of her.”

      Alexios strained to understand what that darkness meant. “She was my mother.” He paused, mind whirring with grief and confusion. “Tell me you loved her at least.”

      “We were not created to love, but to serve.”

      Rage burned through Alexios as he moved to rip the archangel’s sword from his grasp.

      Michael raised his hand, and Alexios froze mid-lunge, his insides churning, tumbling, screaming with impotence.

      “You must learn patience, Alexios.” Michael looked skyward. “Archangels were not created to love, but love your mother…I do.” He brought his gaze back to Alexios. “With a strength that can cleave the universe.” His smile was tinged with violence as he released Alexios. “She rules my immortal heart.”

      “Can I see her?” Alexios whispered.

      “That depends on your choice, Spartan. What will it be? The light beyond or the darkness on Earth with Sophia?”

      No choice, really. Alexios looked at the woman who continued to rock back and forth and shed tears over his lifeless body, begging any god who would help her.

      “I choose her.”

      “So you will become a Guardian in service to humanity?”

      “I choose Sophia, whatever that entails.”

      “Not good enough. You must know what you are agreeing to.”

      With that, he was sucked into a gray, wet mass of shadows, fearsome and nauseating until he was belched onto a canvas of fiery plains, a river of scarlet running through it as far as the eye could see.

      Overhead, no sky, not even frescoes. Only boulders, dark with moving shadows. Hideous creatures with skulls for faces and skin melting from their yellowed bones writhed by the river, screaming.

      Alexios scrambled to his feet, his hand flying to his baldric to draw his sword, but… Still naked from the flogging.

      And unaffected by the fire. Thank the gods.

      Or instead, thank the archangel beside him.

      I can do many things, but even I could not assure both of our safe passage from this place. You are under the protection of my Maker while we are here.

      Alexios turned to Michael. The hard lines of his face were serene, unaffected by the horrific scene.

      “And just where are we? Tartarus?” With the fields of fire, it was the most likely explanation.

      It goes by many names.

      Alexios was grateful Sophia was not here to see this. She would try to save someone. I am here because…?

      You need to understand what you are choosing.

      He still didn’t understand.

      Patience.

      “I don’t want you in my head,” Alexios said.

      That is a problem then, the archangel replied.

      Alexios gritted his teeth until his jaw hurt, his breath scarce in the choking, wet heat. His hands alternately fisted and scraped at his skin which crawled and pricked as though masses of insects were feeding upon him.

      And still the creatures—humans?—screamed and gurgled as though their own blood boiled inside them. He’d seen it often in war.

      Alexios gagged and spit, the smell of the place bringing a wave of tragic memories… Sifting through the rubble of his maternal grandparent’s home. Their charred hair and flesh. Shards of their wedding pottery embedded in their bodies by young Spartiates with something to prove during the yearly Krypteia.

      Alexios blinked away his mother’s grief, focusing on what was right in front of him.

      Like in battle.

      This is a battle.

      Indeed, the archangel concurred.

      Alexios spun to Michael. “Desist.” The archangel didn’t reply. The fiery pit seemed to stretch into infinity, no break in the endless expanse of flame and blood.

      Except…there.

      Tall, vertical, silver bars only as far away as the long shadows cast by Alexios’s kleros at the end of a winter’s day.

      It was a cage. From his vantage point, it looked to be only as large as his horse’s stall. Flames shot up like geysers intermittently in front of the bars and on top of the cell.

      Maybe it was the way out.

      Alexios took a step toward it, feeling the archangel’s fingers begin to crush the muscles in his arms. He tried to jerk himself out of Michael’s grasp.

      Suddenly the fountains of fire in front of the cage extinguished. As a shadow drew nearer the inside of the bars, a cold the likes of which he’d never felt stole into his flesh.

      “Brother Michael, welcome.”

      Goosebumps flashed across Alexios’ skin, the hairs standing upright on the back of his neck. The voice from the cage—smooth, cultured, commanding—seemed to bear a smile. But left an aftertaste of death.

      The man in the cage wore strange clothing. Tight leathers around his legs, like greaves that wrapped all the way around, up past his thighs to cover his hips. A flowing white garment tucked into his leathers, wrapped round his arms, and laced across his chest with crimson ribbon.

      He was fair of hair, but as swarthy of skin as Alexios. The maidens would surely make fools of themselves over this one. He had a soldier’s build, though not as tall or broad of chest as Michael. Alexios wondered how the warrior could fight in such binding garments.

      The man in the cage laughed while the creatures in torment screamed louder.

      He’d heard his thoughts? Another archangel then.

      The man in the cage clapped and whistled his assent.

      Michael turned to pierce Alexios with his searing blue eyes. Warrior, meet Lucifer.

      This Lucifer stood as though there were no bars between them. Even with one so powerful as Michael at his side, Alexios wasn’t sure he wanted to approach any closer.

      “I don’t advise it, my friend,” Lucifer said and winked cordially. “You may find it hard to resist me.”

      His fingers wrapped around the silver bars of his imprisonment, sizzling and smoking like a hare spitted over a fire. His face leached of color, and he spasmed, eyes rolling back with a horrible growl, before his smile and color returned.

      Alexios steeled his back as a wave of disquiet swept through him. No flinching. He’d never cowered in battle.

      “Oh, stop lying, Spartan. I am the father of deception. I always know when someone’s not being honest. And right now, you’re so scared you’re ready to shit yourself.” He laughed again, then twirled his hands by his head.

      Alexios could see harrowing burn marks on his palms from where they’d rested on the cage bars.

      “Chiropterrrraaaa!” Lucifer boomed, instigating a screeching louder than the screams emanating from the cave-like ceiling. Dark shadows morphed into solid black wings, diving from the boulders.

      Alexios scanned for a weapon, but Michael raised a hand and every bat dropped, incinerating before they even hit the flames.

      Lucifer cocked his head and turned down his lips like a child who’d had his toy trampled beneath a chariot’s wheels. “You still know how to ruin all my fun, brother.”

      When Michael made no reply, Alexios thought he would make a much better Spartan than Lucifer.

      Lucifer turned his gaze to Alexios, his eyes flashing red so briefly Alexios wondered if he’d imagined it. But then, nothing here should surprise him.

      He was dead. Anything was possible.

      Do not fear your destiny, Alexios. Michael’s voice in his head was like the soothing waters of the Eurotas River.

      Lucifer paced back and forth in front of the bars like the caged tiger Alexios had once seen on a trip to Athens. “Have you looked your fill then, bastard son of Davos? If so, I do wish you’d hurry back to your princess. I am longing to use your worry to stir up trouble betwixt you.”

      At the mention of Sophia, Alexios’s gut clenched, and he couldn’t help but look to Michael. The archangel stood at attention like one of the kings’ sentries. I am ready to leave this place, Archangel.

      We will leave when your actions take us away, Michael pushed back at him.

      How was he supposed to do that? He didn’t even know how they got here.

      “How do you know my name, wicked one?”

      Lucifer brought his hand to his chest as though offended. “Am I so obscure? You, who have slashed and burned your way through life should know who I am. You, who have so often invited me into your vicious world. Tell me, how many souls come to haunt you in your dreams?”

      Alexios clenched his jaw, his blood boiling hotter than the roiling river. Lucifer threw his head back as though in ecstasy, sucking air between his teeth. When he brought his gaze back to Alexios, it was like a punch to the solar plexus.

      Spartan, everything that happens here is your choice, Michael warned.

      “Ah, yes. Bring me your anger, your fear, and your confusion. I know and laud your darkness as well as my own, Alexios. I may be in a cage, but I ssssssee—and feel—all.” Lucifer spun a complex twirl and then bowed low. “And these bars will not contain me forever.”

      A more dire threat had never been uttered.

      Lucifer tsked. “Oh, I don’t need threats. Threats are for cowards. I speak the truth, and the truth is that you will eventually end up as my slave no matter which of Michael’s melodramatic options you choose.”

      Slave. The word grew teeth and sank into Alexios’s soul.

      Never.

      Never, never, never would he submit to this dark one.

      Alexios turned to Michael. It’s my choice?

      The archangel nodded. Just know, if you choose Sophia, it will be a struggle. Always.

      He’d been born in struggle. It might be all he knew, but…

      Will I be able to protect her?

      She has to make her own choices, Michael replied.

      She wouldn’t have it any other way.

      And if Michael—and whomever his Maker was—had confidence that he was a fair addition to their platoon, who was he to doubt?

      Alexios stepped toward Lucifer’s cage. “I am no one’s slave. I choose to become a Guardian, and I will lay down my life to keep you behind these bars.”

      The moment Lucifer launched himself toward Alexios, the tormented stopped their wailing, the fires flattened out, and the river stopped boiling in a blinding flash of white. Alexios couldn’t see, but a presence built inside that light, so full it seemed to have a heartbeat of its own, a vitality like a thousand tongues he could understand all at once. A thousand rich grapes. A thousand sighs of his beloved as he held her naked body against his.

      Held her.

      And found home.

      Do not forsake your promise, Spartan. Revelations will come. For now, only know that you are First of the Guardians and Defender of the Spinea Corona.

      The voice of the archangel made no sense. Spinea Corona. Crown of Thorns? What do you mean? Alexios shouted into the snowy void wrapped around him.

      But there was no answer as familiar sounds began to trickle into this world of white. The cooing of doves. The swish of the river.

      A gasp. The scent of lemon and lavender.

      Sophie.

      “His color—look! Call the surgeon back! Oh gods, oh gods, he’s alive!”

      Gradually the white faded in his vision, replaced by a muted palate of the sand pit’s colors.

      Muted. Until he looked upon the face of his beloved. The face of his future. Then all the color returned to his world.

      “Sophie.”
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      Sophia’s heart stopped in her chest and then kick-started savagely.

      Alexios’s rich copper and gold eyes no longer closed in death.

      She brushed strands of wet hair from her eyes. It cannot be. I’m hallucinating. Visions of Alexios’s bloody lashing and brutal murder rained through her confusion, gouging out her soul until she was so hollow she knew she’d never be whole again.

      “P-please t-tell me I’m not hallucinating,” she whispered.

      Alexios’s hand reached up to stroke her cheek.

      A scream burbled up her windpipe as her hands sought to confirm what her eyes were seeing. He looked and felt mostly…alive?

      How?

      The raw flesh of his back that had hung in bloody, sand-caked strips was now healed. The spear that they’d left protruding from his heart was gone, leaving only a small jagged blemish. The only other imperfection on her beautiful warrior was a sickle-shaped scar from his left temple to the edge of his lips from Theodora’s dagger.

      Sophia couldn’t breathe.

      Couldn’t breathe.

      Can’t breathe.

      All members of the aristocracy had fled, and the few remaining helots around them seemed to have turned to stone. Frozen like marble statues in an artist’s studio, in whatever motion they’d been about to perform when Alexios opened his eyes.

      He rolled over and crouched in front of her, his face wary, his body no longer naked, but clothed in a fresh chiton.

      What? She scrambled away from him on all fours like the little crabs that foraged by the river. This was either a cruel trick of the gods, or she was very ill.

      Resurrected.

      Impossible.

      She panted as her gaze winged around the sand pit. Artemis, save me.

      Don’t rant. Her lips ached to open and let a terrible madness spew forth. But Alexios had taught her some temperance. “W-what are you? Umbra?”

      “No, not a shade, my love. Let me take you home. Then I will tell you what I know.”

      It looked like Alexios. Sounded like him, too.

      “But I h-held you as you…died.” Her voice cracked and fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. Her muscles had begun to shake, her teeth to chatter.

      He frowned and stood. She gave a cry and scrabbled to her feet when he approached. “Stay back!”

      He stopped immediately.

      She hated that she couldn’t stop crying. But she was afraid—so afraid—this was a fever’s phantasm. Or worse, he was a death shadow who would haunt her, ever reminding her of all they’d never have.

      She turned to run, but felt warm fingers on her arm. She swung around with a punch that he deflected with his forearm. She yelled and scratched and kicked until, pressed tightly to his chest, soft strains of the lullaby he’d sung to their son broke through her panic.

      Stanzas of love and loyalty intermingled with a heartbeat next to her ear.

      Steady, strong.

      Heartbeat.

      Shades wouldn’t have heartbeats, would they?

      Her fingernails dug into the wide swath of his back. “Alexi?”

      She felt his lips on her hair. “I am here, Sophie. I am truly here. I will always find you.”

      What? That didn’t sound quite right.

      She leaned away, trying to free herself from his arms.

      “Sophie, look.”

      Alexios pointed to the riverbank. It was the tall seer, only now she could see his face, his hood pushed back. And he didn’t look like a seer any longer, but rather, a soldier. And a fearsome one at that. The air around him shimmered, waves of light pulsed and danced, a mirage.

      I’ve seen him before. At Alexios’s contest of endurance seven years ago.

      Alexios took her hands. “He brought me back. It was my choice. I am not a shade, but I am no longer entirely mortal.”

      Her gaze darted between the two warriors. “Is he a god? Are you a god?”

      “He is called Michael the Archangel. I am a Guardian.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I am now a protector of humankind.”

      “You are a g-god then.” Her teeth rattled and clacked so hard a shaft of pain radiated up the side of her face.

      He bent to swing her into his arms, but she stopped him. “Answer my questions.”

      “No, I am not a god, but a new creation.”

      “How?”

      “I have become the first in a new band of soldiers who seek out and eradicate evil. I have this chance because I found you. You became the light inside me, Sophie. You will always be my redemption.”

      Her vision grayed at the edges. She swayed, bolstered by Alexios. She heard his voice, but it seemed so far away. His lips grazed hers, the touch sparking a fire, burning away the fuzzy edges of gray.

      She looked in his eyes. Saw his hope. His worry and intensity. That was as before. She looked at the archangel, then back at Alexios. “You cannot die?”

      “Only in rare cases.”

      “Good.” Her shoulders slumped, and other, more realistic concerns flooded in. “You will grow frustrated with my clumsy, mortal ways.”

      Alexios framed her face with his big, callused hands. “Never.”

      “You say that now.” He would watch her grow old and die. If she were to live that long. She frowned. “This cannot work.”

      “It will. Enough of your pessimism, that is my realm.” Alexios looked over his shoulder at the archangel. “Can you send us to our kleros? I would care for my wife and see our son.”

      You have the power to do that yourself now.

      Sophia heard the archangel’s words in her head and, in the next moment, found herself tucked in with blankets, seated in an uncharacteristically extravagant velvet chair before a crackling hearth in a bedroom.

      Maybe she’d dreamed the whole flogging and murder sequence.

      She pushed the blankets aside and was nearly out of her chair when Alexios prowled into the room, a bundle in his arms. Her heart skipped a beat to see his soft smile as he looked upon the sleeping child.

      “What name have you given our son?”

      Her eyes assessed her warrior from head to foot. She swallowed, feeling her imperfections all the more. “Leonidas.”

      Alexios smiled and laid the baby on a pile of furs in a cradle next to the bed. “Lion. A fine, strong name.”

      He kissed their son, then approached her. The sudden furrow in his brow made her want to hide. She looked down at her feet, deciding to stay where she was, certain that if she tried to move now, she’d stumble.

      He kissed her hot cheeks, the shell of her ears, the corners of her mouth. “You are perfect.”

      “I am bumbling and ungraceful and, in short, everything you are not.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.

      His arms came beneath her knees. He swept her up as though she weighed a trifle, then laid her gently on the bed. He rested beside her, his elbow bent to support his head with his hand.

      The palm of his free hand warmed her belly through her peplos. “Who you are makes me feel alive. No one has ever moved me the way you do, and Sophie, I will always find you.”

      He’d said that before. It was so strange. “Is this real?”

      “This?”

      “Between us.”

      He nodded and kissed her lips, “Real and eternal.”

      Her hope surged. “I love you, Alexios. I love you so much I can’t fit it all inside me anymore. I thought I’d lost you.”

      She opened her mouth and, foreheads pressed together, he breathed her air. Stole her thoughts. The pads of his fingertips scorching her skin as he slowly, achingly removed her garments.

      “I will love you forever and then whatever comes after that,” he whispered.

      Her nails scored his back, hungry for more of his mouth on her breasts, his lips teasing and demanding. Their bodies moving in a raw, gritty dance as he stilled her covetous hips and pushed her legs further apart to press the broad tip of his phallus at her sex. He levered above her, his eyes hot. So hot.

      Gods.

      “Does this feel real?”

      She couldn’t speak, threading her fingers in his dark hair, pulling until he growled. She writhed, rising to claim his thickness within her. I’ve got you now, warrior. Triumph bloomed, rising with her growing ecstasy. Tendons in his neck banded, sweat sliding down his face as he tried to resist her.

      Surrender. Be mine.

      Always, Sophie.

      She blinked through a haze of passion. His voice in her head?

      His hips backed out, then curled down, driving into her, flushing out impossibility, the pleasure searing, consuming, perfect.

      She reached back, fingers scrambling for purchase, anything to tether her to this plane.

      Hold on to me.

      So she trusted that voice. Her hands sought him, and he did not disappoint.

      He thrust again and again, his hips rolling, muscles bunching, shoulders shifting in the flickering firelight, his face in shadows, savage as he took her, made her more than she was.

      Together, they were all.

      His hand wound in her hair, tilting her chin up. His mouth loved her neck as he ground out his passion, her body his battleground.

      My canvas.

      ‘Twas poetry. “How can I hear you?” she panted out.

      “Our connection is beyond space and time.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      No more words, Sophie. Fly with me.
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      A dark hunger rode him. Alexios drug air through his nostrils, striving for control. Take her. Consume. Possess.

      He flipped Sophie onto her belly and scooted her down the bed until her knees planted on the floor, ass up. She opened her mouth to complain, but lost her voice when his thighs straddled hers, caging her in with his body.

      Yes. Mine.

      Right where he wanted her. No one—no one—would ever harm her.

      He would protect humankind, yes, and he’d even figure out what this Crown of Thorns meant and do his best to defend it. He would honor the pledge he’d made with the archangel, but Sophie would always come first.

      He curved down over her, hungry to lave her neck with his tongue. He reached up to move her hair…

      And froze.

      Below her hairline, a small, dark vine glyph. Its smoky black color was like that of the tattooed, Egyptian slave girls he’d seen in Athens last summer. The slave trader had said the designs were made using flat, bronze needles. The colorant created from burned wood soot. And it never came off.

      Alexios ran his thumb over the intricate pattern of vines and...

      Thorns.

      A buzz arced through him. The glyph wasn’t there last night when they’d made love.

      “Alexi?” Sophie turned to look over her shoulder. “What is it?”

      Archangel, if you expose her to Lucifer, there will be war.

      Alexios stared at the tattoo, trying to quell his pulse. To listen for an answer from Michael. What if the warrior angel wasn’t who he said he was?

      What have I agreed to?

      His only answer was the crackling of the fire in the hearth and Sophie shifting against the blankets.

      “Alexios, what’s wrong?”

      He tightened his arm around her middle and pressed her against the bed once more. “Do you have any pain? Anywhere?” he whispered.

      “No, but why—”

      He tilted her ass up and slowly pressed deep into her body, the sound—slick, erotic—drowning out the echoes of his uncertainty. A temporary reprieve.

      He shook with his need for release. I need you, Sophie.

      She bounced back against him, her breasts jiggling, driving him to madness until he had to take their weight in his palms. His groans merged with her throaty moans, the tang of their lovemaking fragrant around them.

      He curled closer around her, driving deeper, fingers of one hand slipping between her legs, pressing, rubbing, circling until she cried out. Have to see her. To watch the passion flow from her expressive face. He pulled out, lifted her onto their bed, and crawled on top of her, their heavy breaths intermingling.

      “Look at me,” he demanded.

      Her stormy blue eyes found him. His name spilled from her lips when he thrust home. Her hands bunched in the blankets, then scored his back, her soft body quaking under him, alive with a thousand points of light.

      As she fragmented again, he gave in to his own climax, her skin so fucking sweet, the textures, perfume, and taste of her imprinting on his soul.

      “Omnia vincit amor, et nos cedamus amori. Love conquers all things, so we too shall yield to love,” he rasped.

      “Love conquers all things, so we too shall yield to love,” she breathed back.

      They lay entwined for a long time, their breath settling. With his new sharpened senses, he could hear not only her heartbeat, but their son’s from the cradle across the room. Gratitude wrapped around him.

      He kissed her deeply once more, then went to the wash basin for a cloth. She stretched languorously, shooting up in bed when her gaze settled on his chest.

      She scrambled to her knees, pointing. “Your death scar…it’s gone.”

      His hand came up to sweep across his cheek as he looked down at his chest. The curved scar on his cheek was still there, but the skin on his chest was restored.

      He couldn’t manage a full breath. “You’ve healed me.” Did the thorn tattoo imbue her with powers?

      She eyed his cheek with a rueful smile. “Not entirely.”

      He waved a hand in the air by his mouth to help dispel his restlessness. “This one is insignificant.”

      If she had powers, that meant she wouldn’t be as vulnerable to those who sought to do her harm—human or otherwise. He exhaled slowly, then rolled his shoulders and prowled closer to her. “You must have power between your legs, woman. More reason to spend all my nights there.”

      She gave him back a sultry smile and reclined at his urging so he could cleanse her body with the cloth.

      And with his mouth.

      “Gods, you make me burn, Sophie.”

      “Bring your fire, Spartan.” She caressed him intimately, whispering promises as their bodies joined again. Sighs and moans. Shivers and fever. They loved long and hard—desperately almost—and would have gone another round if their boy hadn’t begun to stir and fuss on the furs.

      Alexios laved Sophie’s rosy nipple once more before rolling from their bed to walk to the boy’s cradle. He paused, looking down as Leonidas wriggled and tried to fit his fist in his mouth.

      A strange fullness expanded in his chest. He reached for the baby, so small in his hands, and grabbed the hanging vessel filled with goat’s milk on his way to the bed. He watched Sophie change the baby, then feed him from the terra cotta spout.

      “Do you still wish to fill our home with children?” Tomorrow he would summon the archangel to ask him about her thorn tattoo…and whether he could even beget children as a Guardian.

      “More than anything.” Her smile was luminous. “And if they turn out clumsy like me, I shall never scold them for making a mess or breaking things. Unless it’s someone’s spirit.”

      He tweaked her pert nose, then stroked the top of Leonidas’ head, counting out one hundred heartbeats in the soft spot before asking, “How many children are we talking about here?”

      He lay back and settled her and the boy in his arms as her answer wove a spell of comfort and peace through his soul.

      The archangel had said times would be hard.

      Let it come. Spartans embraced adversity.

      But now, for now…

      He would savor the good.

      He breathed in his wife’s lemon and lavender, kissed her often and deeply, and listened to her ideas for peace, for unity, for family.

      And when her voice grew thin and drowsy, he kissed her once more and sang her and their baby to sleep.

      Sang her the song he would ever use to find her through time.

      I love you, Sophie.

      He sang. And slept.
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      This isn't your mother's fairy tale. And I'm no prince charming.

      I'm the devil next door.

      And claiming Jessie is what I desire most.

      

      I was a scumbag before my death and fate gave me two choices.

      Fight demons for the sake of humanity, or face hellfire and damnation.

      Yeah, not really much of a choice...

      

      Most women who come this close to a demon hunter turn to putty on the spot.

      Not Jessie.

      This sassy little spitfire is playing hard to get.

      Beautiful eyes and heart-shaped a$s that would make any immortal do bad things.

      

      Guarding humanity is tough, but loving Jessie makes me remember what it's like to be human.

      Her gentle touch and caring heart make me want to be... more.

      

      So as the battle for good and evil draws near, Jessie's safety is my main concern.

      They try to come for her.

      Wrong move.

      

      I protect what's mine.

      Any time. Any where. No matter the costs.

      Nobody messes with my girl.

      

      Sexy meets magical in this steamy full-length, stand alone novel. No cheating, no cliffhangers, and happily ever after guaranteed! This is book 1 of the Guardians of Humanity series.
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      Tall, dark, and delicious, he pressed her body against the wall. Full. Frontal. Contact. Mmm.

      Lord, he was hot-blooded. His I-got-you-baby shoulders blocked out the world and its problems, his wicked lips descending to that perfect spot on her neck.

      She burned for his touch.

      Burned and—

      Sizzled?

      Water hissing as it overflowed the pot of spaghetti.

      “Shit!” Jessie snapped out of her fantasy and lunged for the stove, yanking the pot off the burner. Boiling water sloshed across the counter as a new round of moans and headboard slamming began in the apartment next door.

      Jessie shivered in response, shooing her ten-year-old Chihuahua away from the hot noodles on the floor. “Whoever he brought home is not gonna be able to walk for a week. Lucky bitch.”

      And Stupid Nate.

      Why’d he have to flaunt his hookup like this?

      Every time they talked, he seemed so into her.

      She’d never seen him with anyone, so she hoped he might be single and…

      You are so lame, Jessie.

      And unfair.

      She didn’t know much about her naughty neighbor other than he had a sexed-up British accent, bedroom eyes, and a smile that made her knees weak.

      Just because he knew his way around a woman’s body—some other woman’s body, gah—didn’t mean she should take her sexual frustrations out on him.

      “Looks like we’re gonna have to swing by McDonalds before hitting the library, Scourge. You’ll have to hide in my purse again.” With only two hours before the law library closed, she didn’t want to fuss with getting gussied up.

      Besides, Mr. Charisma was already occupied next door, and no hunky law students would be prowling the library this late on a Friday night.

      She shoved her books into her bag, slipped on her fuzzy boots, grabbed her coat, purse, keys, and Scourge. She hustled out the door and…

      Bumped into her fantasy.

      “Whoa! Easy there, angel.” A deep voice rolled over her skin.

      A British voice.

      Hell in a handbasket.

      Nate.

      Jessie ducked her head and pushed out of his grasp because she wasn’t wearing a stitch of makeup. Or a bra. Balls. Not a good call when you’re a double D.

      Déjà vu drifted over her from the day he’d moved in and caught her in the same predicament. Except that morning she’d been wearing nothing but a baggy white t-shirt and underwear.

      She pulled her book bag and Scourge in front of her like a bullet-proof vest. Then noticed she’d knocked a bunch of grocery bags out of his hands when she’d barreled out of her apartment.

      She and Nate bent down to the grocery bags and knocked heads at the precise moment the woman in Nate’s apartment reached her throat-ripping climax.

      Nate made a low sound like he was in pain, causing all the skin on Jessie’s upper body to prickle. Her gaze shot up to find his saturated blue eyes burning with intensity and his lips—oh wow—those beautiful lips inches from her own.

      “Y-you aren’t home?”

      His serious expression slid away and a dimple peeked beside his lips. Had she really spoken out loud? OMG, Jessie. “What I mean is…”

      I’m so happy you’re not the one banging that chick into next week.

      There was nothing she could say that would make this less awkward, so she handed him a red pepper, wondering what he planned to make with it. “Glad the eggs are okay, and sorry to plow you over,” she managed without stuttering again.

      He ignored the jug of pomegranate juice, Gruyere cheese, and various types of produce splayed across the floor to pet Scourge, the little traitor, who’d bailed from her bag and now had his front paws on Nate’s chest.

      “They’ve been kinda loud, eh? Good for them. I thought they’d be finished by now. How long have they been at it?”

      Her mouth gaped for a split second before she recovered. “I am so not having this conversation with you.”

      The heat in his eyes made her suddenly aware of her pointy, unprotected nipples. She rearranged her scarf over her breasts the best she could. Then she reached for Scourge and stuffed him in back in her bag. “See you around, Nate.”

      He grabbed her elbow and helped her to her feet. “Hey, where are you going so late anyway?”

      As casually as possible, she pulled more hair out of her messy bun to hide behind because these awful fluorescent hallway lights highlighted every imperfection.

      “It’s not late for night owls like me. I’m heading out for a bite to eat before I hit the library.”

      Moans started anew next door. Nate stepped closer, raising Jessie’s heart rate tenfold.

      “I’m a night owl, too, so I’d like to propose a deal for you, Jessica.”

      Of course he did.

      But she’d never tried a foursome, and tonight was damn well not going to be her first.

      Her glance raked him over, from his scuffed leather boots, up his jean-clad, muscle-bound thighs, to the snap-front olive shirt rolled to expose his sexy forearms—doesn’t he feel the cold? It’s like forty degrees outside—to those lips, all-seeing eyes, and carelessly artful mahogany hair.

      Talk about a total contrast to her oversized University of Minnesota sweatshirt, UGG boots, and spaghetti sauce-splattered yoga pants.

      Back away from the bad boy, Jessie. “I…I’m sorry. I really need to get to the library to study. Big constitutional law test tomorrow.”

      Which she was going to flunk if she didn’t get some food and study-time serenity ASAP.

      He tilted his head with a lazy smile that made her anything but relaxed. “With your dog?”

      “He was at the vet for shots this afternoon. I never leave him alone in case he has a delayed reaction.” She glanced down at her baby. “I know it’s silly.”

      “Not at all. It’s sweet. So here’s what I’m thinking. I’ll help you study if you give me a place to hang around for a while. You’ve got to admit, I can’t go in and interrupt that.” He lifted his grocery bags. “I’ll cook us a quiche while you study. I promise not to be a bother.”

      “What?” He couldn’t be serious.

      “I’ll even quiz you after a while.”

      “Quiz?” she squeaked.

      “Sure. I’ll ask questions from the chapter you’re studying, and you can answer.” How did he get his eyes to twinkle like that? “Then I’ll feed you quiche,” he said.

      “Quiche?”

      “You know, eggs, cream—”

      She squeezed Scourge so hard he yelped. Come on, Jess, full sentences. “I know what quiche is.”

      “If you don’t like it, I can make something else. Trust me, I’m an experienced cook.”

      This was just…bizarre. “I like quiche,” she mumbled.

      “I remember,” he said, his voice deep and thick, trapping her in the memory of the day he’d moved in. How she’d babbled on about quiche of all things.

      He reached for her doorknob, and she finally shook out of her stupor. “No, wait!” Why would he make her quiche? She pointed to his door. “Go in there and tell them to take their party elsewhere. Good grief, they’ve been at it for two and half hours already.”

      “Look, when my mate Dorian got to town and asked to use my place, I didn’t realize he was so depleted. I’m sorry.”

      Depleted? What an odd way to describe horny, but whatever. Scourge squirmed in her bag. “Well, by now I’m sure he’s dulled the edge enough to find a hotel for the rest of the night. I’d kick them out if I were you,” she said.

      Nate shrugged. “I don’t want to bother them when they’re having so much fun. Come on, Jess. I’d love to feed you.” His eyes mapped the contours of her body from top to bottom. He smiled when his gaze made it back to hers. “I promise it’ll be good.”

      Oh, wow. This guy was a walking innuendo.

      TWTA: Trouble With a Tight Ass.

      Good looks do not preclude homicidal intentions, Jess. Ted Bundy had been a reasonably handsome guy with loads of charm, too.

      So they said.

      Did serial killers cook quiche, though?

      A tiny voice inside her head told her to open her door and hold on for the ride. Jessie peered into Nate’s eyes looking for the tell-tale vacancy she’d read about in her undergrad abnormal psych classes.

      She shivered. No vacancy, folks. In fact, there was so much depth in his blue eyes, she could fall right into them.

      Her fingers tightened on her bag strap. “Okay, you can come in, but only for a little while.”

      Heart thumping overtime, she turned to unlock her door, then cringed when she saw the ungodly mess in her kitchen. “Crap. My place is a wreck. Guess this isn’t going to work after all.”

      When she turned around, he was in her space. Like right there. She tilted her head back to look at him and swallowed hard. Oh man, he smelled good. Layered notes of leather and vetiver and a vivid memory of the ocean from her childhood when times were actually good with her mother.

      “Fuck the mess. Let’s get you studying.” He tapped her on the nose and walked in.
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      Twenty minutes later, the stove sparkled, the quiche was baking, and Scourge was fast asleep on Jessie’s lap. She shuffled her law notes unproductively. She hadn’t been able to concentrate on any of them with Nate’s fine ass moving around the kitchen like he owned the place.

      At least things had finally quieted down next door, so she’d begun to relax.

      Nate sat down across from her at the table and handed her a glass of Gewürztraminer. “Sorry, it’s all I have at the moment.” One side of his lips lifted. “Cheers.”

      Her glass clinked against his before she sipped the wine. “It’s nice. I’m a bartender, but I don’t drink much, so this is a treat.” Between work, school, worrying about her uncle, and taking care of Gramma and Grampa, she didn’t have much time for socializing.

      She gestured to the oven. “Hey, if you want to go home now, I can bring the quiche over when it’s ready.”

      “Kicking me out already?”

      “I thought it’d be more like a get out of jail free card for you.”

      He tugged on a coil of hair by her ear. “Are you kidding me? I’ve been trying to think of a way to ask you out since way before the mailbox incident last week.”

      Her pen fumbled to the floor. Thankfully Scourge was on her lap to give her hands something to do. “That was not my fault.” Her overheating face said otherwise, however. It took a special kind of stupid to get your hair stuck in a metal mailbox. “I’m telling you, poltergeists live in those little black holes. But anyway, thank you again.”

      She took back-to-back gulps of wine. Seriously, why was he here? She’d bet a whole week’s bartending tips that she was frumpville compared to the other girls who crossed his path on a daily basis.

      He stood up from the table, and just like that, her fairy tale was about to end. He’d leave now, but that was okay because prince charmings didn’t compute in her world. She had bills to pay, grades to maintain, an uncle to avenge, grandparents to care for, and new employers to impress.

      Her dreams—and worries—were bigger than a momentary heartbreak by a guy who could charm a chastity belt off a nun.

      “Come here, Jess.” He held his hand out to her.

      “Where are we going?”

      His slow smile mocked her. “Do you always need to know all the answers before you leap?”

      “Yes. Prosecutors always press for the truth.”

      He winked, sat down on her couch, and patted the cushion next to him. “So, no defense law in store for you.” It wasn’t a question. “Gonna save the day as a prosecutor then. That’s brilliant.”

      That slight English accent was terribly alluring. As was the invitation to sit next to him.

      She chose her favorite threadbare chair instead.

      Scourge soon claimed her lap. “I’ve never asked, but are you from around here?”

      He’d moved into the building exactly forty-seven days ago. She remembered it well because it was the same day Uncle Mason had called to tell her he’d been manipulated into selling his nightclub.

      “More or less.” He swirled the sweet, woodsy liquid in his glass.

      It was the first time he’d spoken that he hadn’t looked her in the eye. Her curiosity was piqued. “Meaning you’re from Minnesota? Or you were born elsewhere, but you’ve been here a while?”

      “I bloom where I’m planted. Now tell me, why law?”

      She opened her mouth to call him on his evasive answer, then closed it. This wasn’t Moot Court, and acting like a pit bull tended to get exhausting after a spell. Not to mention, it wasn’t the best way to get to know a guy.

      She drank the rest of her wine and settled back into the chair. A pleasant tingling wound around her legs. “I want to be a voice for vulnerable populations—battered women, children, the elderly, disabled veterans.”

      “My first impression was correct then. You’re an angel in a world of demons.” His eyes seemed to pulse with warmth, sincerity, and … something else.

      Jessie smiled, feeling warm in an entirely nice way. She pushed her sweatshirt sleeves up and petted Scourge slowly, a delicious contentment seeping through her. “I hesitate to correct your assumption, but the only angels in my family are my grandparents, Tilly and Walt. They share a love like you’ve never seen.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly. “You must take after them, though. You mentioned they all but raised you.”

      “Yes, fortunately for me, otherwise my mother—” Her gaze dropped to where Scourge snored on her lap. The wine was making her tongue loose. Most people ended up finding out about her notorious mother eventually, but right now Jessie wasn’t ready for over-sharing.

      The wall banging re-commenced next door. Nate tilted his head back and belly laughed so deeply she couldn’t help but giggle, too.

      “No wonder you got so distracted, angel,” he said.

      No one had ever called her an angel. Not even as a child. It was nice. Especially the way he spoke the endearment, meaningfully, like he was savoring each letter on his tongue.

      Moments later, his insinuation dawned on her. She glanced around the kitchen, remembering her ‘mess-interrupted’ and cringed. “They didn’t distract me with their…uh, their…”

      “Fucking?”

      The illicit word from his lips made her whole body tingle. “No!”

      “Oh, but I think they did. And they are.” His gaze was filled with heat. And he was smirking, the beast.

      “That’s not what I…You…I wasn’t leaving because I had to get away from that.”

      He shook his head. “You are a horrible liar. Apropos for an angel.”

      “Well, give me a break, that sexual marathon isn’t normal.” Scourge yipped and growled on her lap, irritated by her agitation.

      “On the contrary. It appears no one has ever showed you how much of a journey lovemaking can be.” He paused, his eyes once again tracking slowly from her lips to her breasts, lower, down to her bare toes. Her breath caught and held, frozen while her heart pumped hard in her chest. His eyes smoldered when his gaze returned to hers. “I’d be delighted to initiate you.”

      Outrageous!

      But…she liked it.

      Almost as much as she liked the way his lips slid past his teeth on that infernally slow smile. “You are curiously depraved,” she whispered.

      He stood, lifted Scourge out of her lap, placing him on the couch. “Quite. Put it on a t-shirt for me?”

      “No t-shirt big enough to fit your vainglorious ego.”

      “Be careful, big words turn me on. But tell me, since when does having an ego equate with depravity?” He leaned down to place his hands on the chair arm rests, boxing her in.

      She cleared her throat. “Since when does a metrosexual know how to cook?” Or have a brain? This guy was more trouble than a wired eighteen-year-old in a strip club.

      “I didn’t figure you for the judgmental type. Stereotypes can be dangerous.”

      “More like early warning systems for modern women.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      She blew out a breath, but it didn’t help one damn bit. “You.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I’m here because I like you.”

      But why? Why do you like me? “Well, I like you, too. But I don’t know much about you other than you drive a beat-to-hell pickup, you’re exceedingly permissive with your friends, and by the smell of it, you know how to make a mouthwatering quiche. That’s it.”

      Next door, the man’s groans merged with the woman’s crescendo of staccato cries. Jessie shifted in her seat, her body achy and warm. The sounds were getting to Nate, too. She could see it in the way his eyes stripped her naked and laid her bare.

      He straightened, his hands sliding down his pants like his palms were sweaty.

      “What else would you like to know?” His voice was gravelly.

      The woman next door had to be dying by now from the cadence of those moans. “How can anyone go on for so long?”

      “Oh, Jessie, that sounds like a challenge I can’t refuse.” He pulled her up into his arms, and her skin ignited.
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