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CHAPTER ONE

 

“I don’t understand,” Olina said. She fixed her piercing blue eyes on his face. “How hard is it to put on robes? I don’t need a valet . . . Wait! I don't even want a valet.” She shook herself. “You’re a pit fighter, Sin. You can’t expect me to believe you’re here because you’ve ‘found your true calling.’”

Sin flung out a set of royal blue robes with an expert flick of his wrist—at least in his not-so-humble opinion. The silken fabric came to rest over Olina’s shoulders. He studied the color with a critical eye. It looked good, he guessed—he should know what looked good on a female. Did a valet put more thought in? Fashions and fabric . . . quality, or whatever. He couldn’t believe there were people who did this for a living. Permanently. He’d rather sleep with the same woman twice.

“You need a valet, oh Tatum of vast wisdom." He drawled his reply. "You tend to pick clothing I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. You have the greatest valet in three worlds in your employ. Just sit back and enjoy the ride.” He added a suggestive wink.

Olina plucked the robes out of his grasp and disappeared behind a screen to change. “Could you be serious for once?” 

Had it been anyone else, he might have followed. But Olina was exceptionally skilled with a knife, and he was exceptionally fond of what hung between his legs. 

Choosing to believe the question was a rhetorical one, Sin stretched languidly over the new Tatum’s bed. He ran a hand through his hair to tousle the short golden curls—despairing of the missing long locks that had been burnt and shorn off during a brush with death. He was putting a smolder into his expression when his well-formed chest muscles caught his attention. Sin tensed them both, watching as they leaped in response.

“Sin. . . .” Olina had reappeared, dressed in the royal blue robes.

“Shh,” he murmured. “Are you seeing this?” He admired the sculpted plains once more as they twitched at his command.

When he heard no reply from the young Tatum, he stopped his pectoral ministrations. She usually gave him an exasperated huff at the very least. Back on Glacium, she might’ve even laughed. Now, two months after the war, she spent as much time looking out that window as she did anything else, and when her eyes weren’t fixed on Glacium, they were turned inward. He studied her despondent profile.

She missed that arrogant son of a bitch—the king of Glacium.

What’s more, if Sin wasn’t mistaken, and he rarely was in such matters, she’d been loyal to King Jovan the whole time. Not one illicit affair. Not a single stolen grope. A woman had been loyal for two months, a whole sixty days. It had to be some kind of record.

The object of his reflection had moved and now stood directly in front of him, hands on delectable hips. He worked to restore his confident, relaxed demeanor and cocked his head toward the empty space beside him. That was all it usually took for him to get a female into bed. Yet Olina rolled her eyes in response and spun for the door. “You’re going back to Glacium tomorrow.”

Sin’s smirk slid from his face. “No!” He wrenched himself upright.

The Tatum slowly pivoted back to him, her face a mask. He swallowed, cursing himself. Delivery was everything, but the word had been out before he could control it.

“No?” she asked quietly. “You seem rather adamant about staying. . . .” Olina circled toward the bed. He doubted she knew how predatory she looked doing it. 

Sin pressed his lips together, struggling to settle his erratic heartbeat. He relaxed against the bedpost and gave her an unhurried smile.

She eyed the change with interest. Damn woman didn’t miss a trick.

“I’ll make you a deal, Sin,” she said matter-of-factly. “Solis knows you’re not here because of a sudden passion to dress people. I’ve got enough to deal with trying to control my asshole Satum of Regeneration without this on top.”

“What’s he doing?”

“What he’s always done. Except I’m not my mother, and this is no longer her court.” Olina sighed heavily. “A village boy was found yesterday, beaten half to death. A young girl said she saw Namas there. Anyway, I’m trying to get to the bottom of it, but the court isn’t being incredibly forthcoming with information. Yet. . . .” She unleashed a feral grin before eyeing him. “Stop trying to distract me. Tell me why you want to be here, and I might let you stay.”

Tatum Olina was four years his junior, and damn scary when she wanted to be. She was unlike any woman—no¸ any person he’d ever met. He’d instinctively distrusted her at first. . . .

She cleared her throat loudly.

Sin stood in a powerful movement, boyish grin in place. “I stay for the brilliance of Osolis, oh merciful and just Tatum.”

“Bullshit.”

“To help your starving people.”

“Bullshit.”

“To protect you from harm.”

“Bullshit.”

Sin sighed heavily and rubbed his forehead in frustration. Time to draw out the cavalry. He looked over to her, moistening his lips and only briefly meeting her eyes. Her lips were slightly curved. “You want to know the truth?” he whispered.

She snorted. “I do.”

He gripped the sides of his robes in tight fists. “The sight of the female form in those robes you all wear does something to me. Something . . . sinful.”

“Ugh! Stop.” Olina covered her ears with both hands.

He groaned loudly. “So much left to the imagination.”

“Stop.”

One more should do it. “You have no idea how many nights I’ve held my—”

“Enough.”

He bowed modestly and held his arrogant poise under her scrutiny.

“You’re staying on Osolis to sleep your way through my court? Seriously?”

He shrugged one shoulder up. It couldn’t be further from the truth, but it was an added perk.

Laughter pinched the sides of Olina’s mouth. “You’re despicable. What makes you think they’ll fall for that?”

He cocked an eyebrow and smiled in what he knew to be a self-deprecating yet attractive kind of way.

“No!” she said incredulously. “How many?” Olina quickly shook her head. “Hold that thought! Forget I asked.” She gave him another curious look and turned to the door. 

Sin listened to her receding steps and let out his pent-up breath, sagging.

“If that is why you’re here, then I shall let you stay,” she called from the doorway. He jumped. 

“Solis knows, some of the court members could use a little loosening up.” She giggled at her own joke. An unwilling smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “However, if I find out you are somehow part of this ‘interworld spy network’ Ice has been boasting about, you’ll be out of Osolis faster than you can say—”

“Blizzard bathes batches of boil-ridden Bruma?”

Her nose scrunched. “Gross. But, yes. That.”

Olina swept through the doorway, her ten elite—always lurking outside in the hall—leaping to attention to flank her sides. 

Sin watched her disappear around the corner of the dark hallway before turning to collect her brown robes from behind the screen. He balled up the material and stared into the mirror hanging above the single empty sink, his joking expression from mere minutes ago long gone. 

It came in handy on occasion, the whole ‘man-whore’ reputation.

He wasn’t here to be a valet, or to sleep his way through the court. And he certainly wasn’t part of Ice’s interworld spy network. Sin was here for an entirely different reason.





CHAPTER TWO

She loved this spot, though she detested the palace.

Nearly two months ago, Olorna had put on her big-girl robes and left her suite in the palace to mingle with the court. It took her one week to understand that while the court would tolerate her presence, they would not tolerate her proximity. The second week she took to sitting on a bench, far removed from the garish fountain at the center of the manicured garden where the popular court members gathered every day. When no one ridiculed her as they had the first week, she began to frequent the bench each morning, figuring the court might get used to her in time.

Nearly two months had passed since the war, and Olorna remained as much of an outcast as on the first day.

The bench where she sat was deceptively simple. It had no back or armrests, yet a closer look revealed the intricate carving of the two-person seat. It was charmingly situated under the sole kaur tree in the palace gardens—the royal fastening tree where binding ceremonies took place—and Olorna enjoyed the way the purple-red leaves hung low and seemed to embrace the bench from above. The bench was one of the simplest pieces in the palace . . . and she didn’t at all care to look into why she had naturally been drawn to it.

Sometimes Olorna brought an instructive book on navigating palace life, but really she sat there to observe. She learned more from watching the way the court interacted. Today was a normal day—as normal as any day had been since Tatum Olina defeated her mother and took over rule; no new Bruma were visiting from Glacium to set the Solati court aflutter. 

The sight of Satum Namas drifting through the court’s midst was more unusual. She shivered, fervently hoping he wasn’t here because of her. But he hadn’t ventured over, thank Solis. Olorna’s breath caught on a weary sigh—soon Namas would be expecting an answer to the question he’d asked so abruptly yesterday morning. And she had no idea what her answer should be.

Her attention was caught as the beautiful Bruma meandered into the garden. He always came out to the gardens around this time. She’d noted it about Tatum Olina’s valet before—he possessed something others didn’t; a magnetism of sorts, an air of dangerous mystery. He smiled to all, but none knew his mind, except himself—and, Olorna assumed, the Tatum. The valet, Sin, was an enigma, and Olorna was wholly envious of his confident step, the carefree set to his strong shoulders, and the respect he demanded so naturally. He did nothing except sleep around and pick robes for the Tatum, so how was it the court accepted him, but not her? If she could have but a touch of his saunter, things might be so different.

His arrival was the most interesting thing to happen for an hour, and the court turned to him expectantly for a distraction from the tedium. Usually, the valet paraded around the fountain. She’d decided that was how he hunted for his prey—meaning the eye-batting, giggling female of his choice whom he’d whisk off to his rooms for the night. But today the Glacium man took a wide berth around the fountain and made directly for her. He looked intently at the ground with a slight frown as he walked. Deep in thought, it appeared. He probably had to run an errand in the village—the village path ran alongside her bench. However, she quickly realized he wasn’t heading for the path at all! He was coming straight toward her. 

Horror mounting, she wasn't sure how to react when the man squeezed his tall frame onto the bench beside her. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t greet her. In fact, he seemed oblivious to anything but whatever was concerning him . . . and he was close enough that she could feel the heat of his thigh radiating through her robes.

Olorna attempted to keep her breathing as quiet as possible as she cast furtive glances toward the elaborate fountain to assess the court’s reaction. She broke out in a light sweat when she saw the legion of critical eyes entirely fixated on her. She hunched over and tipped her hair in front of her face, hating the traitorous blush she could feel creeping up her jaw, and hating that the Bruma man had drawn attention to her when she had successfully avoided it until now.

“There are other benches on the far side of the fountain,” she muttered. Pesky man, go away!

The man let out a yell and it was so unexpected Olorna squeaked in fright.

Shocked, she met his eyes for a few seconds, long enough to catch his befuddled expression. Her jaw dropped. He’d yelled in surprise. Her blush spread further. 

He hadn’t even seen her sitting here! 

The knowledge that she was so unnoticeable should have insulted her, but oddly his decision to sit here now made sense. With an inward sigh, she tried again. “The benches elsewhere are likely just as comfortable,” she hinted. And not currently occupied.

He was staring at her. What’s more, she quickly gathered, he was aware he was staring at her longer than propriety dictated. There was a slight curve to his mouth as he watched her discomfort. Yet, he didn’t rush while taking in the sight of her. And if she’d been waiting for an apology, it soon became clear he didn’t give a damn that he was being rude. 

She looked past him, pretending to gaze at the palace while secretly taking him in. She was dismayed to find that the confidence he exuded was stronger up close. How was it he could have so much? He really did have a beautiful exterior; his golden blond hair was short, but just long enough that it was starting to curl. The cropped curls were tousled, rather like he’d been rolling around in bed. And he possessed a surprisingly intelligent pair of blue eyes, and a wide mouth with two rows of even, white teeth. That wasn’t to mention his other physical attributes that she all too frequently overheard the court discussing in the dining ring and palace halls. The court members were enamored with him—with his exterior—and if she was being honest, despite her disgust with his actions in general, she could understand why.

Remembering the court’s current glares, she lowered her head again so her hair swung forward and took another peek. Her shoulders tensed as she saw the auburn-haired Orita—her biggest disapprover—glaring their way. The valet was drawing far too much attention! Would it look worse if Olorna left right now? Or if she stayed? She didn’t want them to laugh at her for being scared off by the Bruma man. 

He finally spoke. “Have you been punched in the stomach recently?”

Olorna swallowed three times in quick succession, unsure how to respond to the boisterous amusement she detected. Not trusting her voice, she merely shook her head. Anyone could gather from the gesture that she didn’t want to converse.

“Then I can see no reason for you sitting that way.”

The red crawled up her cheeks. Had he missed her hint? She knew Bruma weren’t used to the unspoken ways of communicating. . . . She’d give him the benefit of the doubt.

“It’s like she’s trying to disappear on herself,” he muttered to himself.

Shame swept through Olorna because she knew exactly what she looked like right now; how far she’d fallen. But who was he to criticize her posture, anyway? He looked like he’d been punched between the shoulder blades! Puffed-up man.

Moaning inwardly, Olorna saw Orita and a group of her closest friends whispering hotly to each other. The work of the last two months was unraveling at her feet. Not that sitting on a bench in their presence was anything much, but it was something that could be taken away if she angered them, and then where would Olorna and her mother be?

She should have left the instant he sat down.

 

* * *

 

Sin would be hard-pressed to point out an uglier woman in the present company. She was a skinny, gaunt thing.

“So you just sit here and watch them, do you?” Sin drawled.

The woman beside him was young, judging by the solitary glimpse he’d stolen before she retreated behind her hair.

He craned his head to look at the smoky sky above them. The Third Rotation of Osolis was darker than the First and Second because of its proximity to the fires in the next rotation. Thick plumes of smoke poured out of the Fourth in the distance. 

Sin continued talking when she didn’t reply. “I wish I’d thought of making my selections from a distance. The talking gets a little old, you know?” Sin glanced at her and shuddered. He seriously doubted a woman this ugly knew anything on the subject of sex. Too late, he realized the woman had caught his disgusted shiver. Oops. But to his surprise, a small smile curved her cracked lips; fleeting and flittering, it was gone as quickly as it arrived and was followed by what sounded like a grateful sigh. If he wasn’t mistaken, the nameless woman was relieved to find he wasn’t attracted to her. Sin grinned.

He didn’t do squeaking females. He did tasty, not tasteless. Where there was a vivacious beauty, a vapid female faded into the background. But Sin was amused to find that this squeaking female wouldn’t do him, either. The realization bounced off his ego without leaving a mark—Sin was a uniquely beautiful creation and he knew it. But there wasn’t much to do on Osolis. While he might not have pursued the faint interest he felt right now on Glacium, on Osolis, finding out why the scrawny female held no interest in him would pass away a boring morning. 

He eyed the limp strands of her brown, dry hair with detached disgust. In addition to her unfortunate haggard face and grim expression, the slight female had spent the last ten minutes apparently trying to crawl into herself. Sin didn’t miss the frequent glances she shot toward the fountain where the court congregated to prattle their nothings for the day. Sin gathered she was afraid, and uncomfortable that he was here, both of which he found vastly amusing.

Time to get the ball rolling. “You aren’t attracted to me,” he stated.

She cast her dull brown eyes to the stuck-up assholes at the fountain. Sin followed her gaze and noted she did seem to be the object of some vicious attention. Females. The woman didn’t answer him, too caught up in her fretting. And yet she didn’t correct him, either, which told him he was correct. It wasn’t easy, but he was slowly learning the frustrating method of communication on Osolis

He sat back as the ugly young woman pushed up from the bench, using both hands and what looked like all her strength. Panting with the exertion, she took a single step away in the direction of the palace before turning back. “I w-would have you know,” she said, her color high, “that I like to sit on this bench in the mornings. It is unoccupied in the afternoons.”

A wide grin spread over his face. “I came all this way to sit by you and you shun my company?” he said in a wounded voice. Hopefully she hadn’t noticed he’d been oblivious to her presence here before she spoke.

Something flashed across her face and her back snapped into a straight line. She should be angry more often, he thought. At least now she had a small spark in her mud eyes. The nameless woman held his gaze for the first time, her lifeless hair swinging back as she tilted her chin up. “I’m sure your company is most enjoyable, valet. But seeing as I don’t require your services in the bedchamber, and you don’t appear to possess any other qualities of interest, then yes, I have to say I do prefer solitude.”

Sin watched as Nameless limped away, waiting until she got to the palace before he erupted into hoots of laughter.





CHAPTER THREE

The little boy paused with a bit of bread held to his mouth as his parents screamed at each other.

“How could you do it?” came another enraged shout.

His mother sobbed freely. Her clothes were torn and wet, her cheeks bright red. She gestured wildly around the room, her arms sweeping over to include the little boy.

He let the tough bread drop to his plate with a thud, but both adults ignored it. He glanced up and noticed his father wasn’t shouting anymore. He looked like his favorite toy had been broken. What was going on? The little boy forgot about his food and crawled under the table.

“What are you saying?” his father croaked.

The sound made the boy shiver in fright. Something bad was happening and he didn’t like it.

“I’m saying, Grian, I’m leaving, and never returning.”

The boy’s mouth grew dry. Mother was going? For how long? She said she wasn’t coming back. How would she see him?

His father was yelling again. The boy whimpered and covered his ears.

“Stop it!” his mother said. “Just stop!”

Something crashed to the ground and the boy jumped where he was crouched under the table. He jumped again a minute later when the door slammed shut.

Silence.

The little boy with the golden hair did his best to stay still. But he was scared. And it had been quiet for a long time. Taking a shaky breath, he inched out from beneath the table and peered out.

“Father!” he cried. The boy ran forward and dropped to his knees beside the sprawled form of his father. A slow trickle of blood ran from a cut on his head.

The boy’s cries became hysterical and he wailed for his mother to help. His father was too still, and the boy knew this was a bad thing.

There was a loud groan. 

The boy’s cries cut off abruptly. “Father?” he ventured.

The bleeding man groaned again and lifted a hand to his head, rolling over to blink open pain-filled eyes. “My boy?”

“Here, father.”

His father grimaced a smile, whispering. “That’s my boy. You’re okay. Stop your tears now, that’s a good boy.”

The little boy glanced around the small room. For the first time, he remembered his mother’s words and the slamming door. “Father, where did mother go?” 

His father was quiet for so long the boy was certain his question was missed. But just as he opened his mouth to enquire again, he noticed a tear tracking down the side of his father’s cheek. He’d never seen a grown man cry before. Certainly not his father. Something horrible must have happened to make him so sad. 

The boy felt his own tears restart at the sight.

“My dear boy, your mother is gone. She left me and she left you. . . . It’s just us now.”

 

* * * 

 

Sin woke, pouring sweat and with a tightness in his chest that had him clutching the skin there with panicked eyes.

The rhythmic thudding of the weighted stones operating the room’s fans brought him back to his second-floor room in the palace, but his mind was still firmly entrenched in the Middle Ring house on Glacium. His fists clenched the black silk sheets as his ragged breathing began to even.

His jaw clenched with the remnants of that hated memory.

A soft moan caught his attention, and he glanced behind him to see the auburn-haired bit for the night in his bed. He’d told her to get out last night—nicely. Instead, she’d slept next to him. No wonder he’d had nightmares. Reaching a hand back, he shook the female’s leg.

“Time to go,” he said brusquely when she blinked her eyes open. “Get out,” he repeated when she was lucid. He turned away from her livid expression and sat on the side of the bed, unseeing eyes fixed blankly on the black wall as the door slammed shut.

 

* * *

 

Sin twitched at the shoulders of his robes again as he presented himself at Olina’s door an hour later. The garment didn’t seem to be fitting quite like it normally did.

“Come in,” she called in response to his knock.

“Dromeda-shit green,” he said upon seeing her. “Why would someone make robes in dromeda-shit green?”

“Really? I think they look fine,” she countered.

He stalked to her wardrobe and threw the heavy kaur doors open. Light purple; that would do. He tossed the robes toward her. She caught them, an odd expression upon her face as she surveyed him. He bit back a sigh, knowing today he wasn’t quite pulling off the sprawling, sauntering Sin she’d come to know.

“Go and change?” he suggested. Forcefully.

He breathed a sigh of relief when she did, but then he thought over what he’d just seen. Olina . . . the twinkle in her eyes, the cheerful grin. 

Stomach dropping, he looked at the bed behind him, taking in the sight of the disheveled sheets. His breath whooshed from his lungs as he nearly doubled over in. . .shock? Anger? Heart-wrenching disappointment? Sin’s mind whirled so quickly, he didn’t know what he felt. 

“Your king arrived last night,” she called.

A sharp inhale caught in his throat, and he coughed a few times.

She rounded the screen dressed in the pale purple robes. Much better. Then again, maybe happiness just looked good on her; she was nearly glowing with it. It had always made him rather sick, the way King Jovan and Olina seemed to shine when in each other’s company, but he’d missed the extra light in the Tatum of late.

“Oh? And what is the verdict?” he ventured casually.

She saw through him, but the Tatum, thankfully, wasn’t quite a mind-reader. “You must keep this quiet.” She quirked a brow until he nodded. “I will soon be leaving Osolis for good.”

“What!” He took a step back and saw her expression tighten.

“I know how it will appear.” She heaved a sigh. “And I doubt you, of all people, can understand my reasons. . . .”

Ouch.

“I love him, Sin,” she whispered.

Hell, there were tears balancing on her lower lids. And yet, something bloomed in his chest. The weight in his stomach when he saw the rumpled sheets had disappeared. He needed to be sure. “You’re giving all of this up.” He gestured around. “Your title, your people, your power . . . to be with one man.” He held his breath. “Why? You could be with any man. A different man every night.”

Olina pursed her lips in amusement before leaning over the basin to splash water on her face. “Sin, the more people I might have in my bed, the emptier it would feel.” 

His body felt numb at her words. He’d heard the same comment in a dozen different forms, in a dozen different places. So why should the words affect him this time? He’d been off his form since waking—must be coming down with something.

“It’s him.” She dabbed at her dripping face with a drying cloth. “He’s it for me. He offered to live here, but I’ve known for a long time Glacium is my home.”

The King offered to come here, and she said . . . no.

“We’ll be h-heading back to Glacium soon then?” he said.

Olina tossed the cloth on the small vanity and turned to him with a grin. “Yes, Olandon will be taking my place. And in saying that, you can have a few days off. Jovan has no idea you’re my valet, and I don’t believe it would be conducive to your future health for him to learn of it.”

The image of a towering hulk of a man clad in fur and leather with an almighty sword belted at his hips came to mind. Sin swallowed. “I humbly agree, my liege.”

The beautiful Tatum laughed, pushing back the blue-black tendrils of her hair where they were curled seductively around her breasts.

She stopped in the doorway, and turned back. “Sin?” she asked.

“Yes, oh iridescent and ethereal Tatum?”

Olina gave him a shy smile, pink coloring her cheeks. “Do I look all right?”

Sin bowed low. “If King Jovan does not fall down at the sight of you, I will fall down dead.”

She gave him one last blindingly joyful grin, and left in her usual flurry. Sin twitched at his robes, feeling like they were even more ill-fitting than they’d been half an hour before.

 





CHAPTER FOUR

Olorna had specifically told him she was here in the mornings—very specifically. And yet the valet was bearing down on her bench again. Impossible! And not happening, she decided. 

Olorna shifted into the middle of the bench and fitted him with a full-blown scowl. 

The peaceful setting had been bliss until this moment. The gardens were empty. King Jovan’s arrival had seen to that. She’d rather enjoyed the solitude.

 “Shift over, would you?” the valet grunted when he got near. Without waiting for a reply the man put a hand on her thigh and pushed her across the bench to the far edge. Her mouth hung wide open in surprise.

She drew herself up to snap. But . . . he looked different today, not his usual languid self. His expression was tight, as was the set of his shoulders. He didn’t even look like he’d been punched between the shoulder blades, so Olorna cut off her sharp response and contented herself with crossing her arms over her chest. Solis knew she’d been teased and taunted enough to have no desire to inflict misery on another.

“Where’s everyone?” He drawled the words, or was supposed to, she imagined. Even he seemed to realize his tone was curt. She watched as his jaw clenched. Olorna guessed it was upsetting him that he wasn’t achieving his usual carefree attitude. Interesting, she thought . . . because that suggested the behavior he’d displayed so far was an act. Aside from his excess of confidence and charisma, it was probably the only intriguing thing she’d learned of him so far.

“The King of Glacium is here,” she replied. “And there are rumors of a sordid affair between he and the Tatum Olina. The tellio lizards have gone to stare and collect their gossip.” She bit her lip at her outspoken words. If that got back to her tormentors. . . .

But she needn’t have worried; the man hadn’t heard anything after she mentioned Tatum Olina. He’d fixed his eyes in the direction of the dining ring. To where the Tatum and the king were probably sitting right now. The rumors were true. How surprising. Olorna hadn’t thought the Bruma man was capable of love. Up to this moment, all she’d known of him was that he enjoyed intimate relations with women and he treated everyone with distant amusement—as though he were a spectator of this world, looking down on their simple pursuits from high above. To her way of thinking, it showed him to be a hardened person. But maybe he slept around because he was trying to make Tatum Olina jealous . . . and maybe he kept that awful amused mask up because his heart was broken. “Does she know you love her?” she asked softly.

He blinked at her for a few seconds as he absorbed her words. Seconds later, he burst into uproarious laughter.

He wiped a hand across his eyes as she sat scowling at him. “Is that what the crows here are saying? I’m in love with Olina?” He choked on more laughter.

“I take it they were mistaken,” she said drily. He clutched his side and continued with his hilarity. She could’ve walked away right then and doubted he would have noticed.

He swatted her shoulder, chortling. She gripped the bench to stop herself from falling and glared at him.

“I’m surprised you listen to their talk,” he said.

She gazed across the gardens and saw two court members had returned. “My own observation,” she muttered. “You stare at her. A lot.”

“Who wouldn’t? She’s fucking gorgeous.”

Olorna’s eyebrows rose at his crudeness, but she soldiered on. “You don’t stare at her like you stare at other women. You stare at her . . . intensely.” She peeked at him quickly. “And if it is not love, then I would think something that intense would have to be hate.”

She caught his brief frown.

“I can tell you why,” he quipped.

Another group had arrived in the garden. She shook her hair forward with a weary sigh, mourning the loss of her tranquil morning.

“Would you like to know why?” he pressed.

Her eye twitched. “What I would like is for you to respect this bench is mine in the mornings.”

This only elicited another laugh. “I like you best when you’re snappy.”

“You don’t know me—”

“I was waiting for Olina to fail.”

She met his eyes, bewildered, and he looked back at her in that detached way giving her the feeling she merely lived to amuse him. The look was highly irritating, but she was curious. “Fail what?” Surely not in her Tatumship. No one could wish that.

“Or who, why, or how,” he said cryptically and faced forward, leaving her curiosity unabated. Something flashed across his face and he turned to her. “You ask questions.”

She flushed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do, doll. You ask questions. That’s like the first rule of Solati life: Don’t ask stuff you want to know; instead, skirt around the question and hope the person will take the hint and answer you anyway.”

She swallowed nervously and glanced at the fountain. Veni, the gardens had filled sometime during their conversation. “Perhaps it is because I know questions are permissible on Glacium.”

“Sure.”

“Or perhaps . . .” She narrowed her eyes. “. . . I wish to insult you.”

“That’s a better lie; go with that one.”

Heat began to rise in her cheeks, but it drained away as she saw Orita entering with her group of . . . what did Sin say? Crows? She liked that term. It was common knowledge Orita slept in Sin’s chambers last night, and Olorna highly doubted sleep was all that happened. She needed to go before Orita saw Sin sitting here again.

“You know,” a musing voice interrupted, “I would dearly love to know what went through your mind just now.”

“I’m surprised you want to know what goes through any female’s mind.” Olorna pushed herself up from the bench, forcing her shaking muscles to obey her.

“I’m just as surprised as you are, doll.” And he was. She almost laughed at his shocked expression, but she could perceive he wasn’t amused in the slightest. He seemed genuinely perturbed by his remark. 

She took pity and gave him a way out. “I imagine you have let down your guard because of our mutual acknowledgment neither of us finds the other attractive.”

Wide-eyed, he gripped the bench and leaned toward her. “You think that’s it?” He rocked back as he mulled over her words. “Huh, I think you might be right. I’ve never spent much time with a female I wasn’t attracted to before.”

Olorna clenched her jaw, though she could hardly show offense after she’d all but said the same to him.

“We could probably be friends then,” the man mused to himself.

Olorna’s heart sped up. Not likely! Time to go, she decided.

“Hey,” he called out. “I think we should be friends.”

His quiet words startled a quiet chuckle out of her. Olorna had no desire to anger Orita by becoming his friend. The auburn-haired crow wouldn’t stand for that—especially now. Olorna could handle the court’s indifference, though she longed for their acceptance for the sake of her mother, who had recently attained a high position within the court. Still, indifference was preferable to any possible humiliation that might result because of this man’s whims. Despite this, she couldn’t help blurting back, “Solis, you don’t mess around, do you?”

He winked. “All in or not at all, doll.” 

The Bruma settled back as though for a long conversation, not bothered by the fact she was clearly intent on leaving. “So, friend, the first thing I wish to know of you is, why do you look at the court like they’re going to eat you?”

Her patience soured. “Before you rattle off your demands, remember I have yet to accept your offer of friendship. And is very unlikely I will.”

“You Solati are no fun.” He pouted.

Olorna rolled her eyes. “I daresay compared to where you have come from, we’re not.” 

He shrugged and responded to her comment in earnest. “I believe the most humor is found in those who have suffered hardship. Therefore, it would not make any sense to find humor in the Solati court.”

Her knees were shaking beneath her. But she was distracted from this by her utter agreement with his words. Who would think this kind of man could make such a worldly observation? The shaking in her legs intensified, and more still as she saw heads were turned their way. 

She could make it to the palace. Only just. She pressed her lips together in frustration at the extent of her lingering weakness and ignored Sin’s protests as she hobbled as quickly as she could from the gardens. And away from the burning intensity of Orita’s glare.

 





CHAPTER FIVE

Nameless walked off without answering him. If this was what friendship with a woman was like, he might have to retract his offer. She irked him. Her timidity in the court’s presence irked him, too.

Sin was irked.

For a while there, he’d forgotten his unsettling day. She was quite funny for a Solati. He’d found them a dry lot thus far, but Nameless had more grunt to her, which was ironic, considering a small breeze could probably knock her on her ass.

Sin forgot his new friend and turned his attention toward making his selection for the day. He sauntered over to the fountain and eyed a couple of delectable-looking flowers who sat by the water. 

His line of sight was cut off by an auburn-haired woman who planted herself in front of him. She’d do just fine.

“I do enjoy a bold woman,” he drawled. He set his smolder on high and looked her up and down. 

She sneered at him. “Yes, you did. I have to say, I had fun too, before your unspeakable rudeness this morning.”

Yikes! He screwed up his face trying to recall the woman from earlier. She did look kind of familiar.

“You know . . .” She stepped closer. “. . . I could be convinced to start afresh.”

For the life of him, he couldn’t remember who she was, however he did recognize this crow as the one Olorna kept such a furtive eye on. He stepped closer to the wench until their bodies were pressed together. “I don’t do ‘afresh,’” he whispered in her ear. “And I don’t do seconds.”

It was a beautiful day, he thought, as he side-stepped the woman with claws.

Sin was fond of the constant heat here. It did wonders for his skin, which was now a deep tan. One of his friends, Shard, told him the color made his blue eyes pop. Sin could easily believe it. He did have to admit the Third Rotation was a bit unbearable. Perhaps that was why not too many of his friends had visited Osolis yet, as part of the new tri-world exchanges. So far, Sin was the only Bruma who had willingly stayed. He wasn’t sure what Olina and Jovan hoped to achieve by forcing Bruma and Solati to spend time together. He thought the regimented exchanges would be more likely to foster bad will in time, rather than goodwill. He also didn’t give a damn.

But he did plan to enjoy the perpetual good weather until he left for freezing Glacium with Olina.

Sin ambled around the garden and, more and more, his eyes were drawn to the bench he’d just left. The more he thought about Nameless, the more he realized how much she didn’t fit in here. That wasn’t a bad thing—quite the opposite. However, not only did she fail to fit in, she also appeared entirely caught up in knots about it. Sin didn’t like the ugly ones, but he did find women with secrets alluring. As long as they didn’t tell the secrets to Sin before they got down to business—or else they lost their mystery. But Sin decided, considering the timid woman was most assuredly off his list of potentials, and was also his new friend, finding out her secrets would make for a fine passing distraction.

The fact she didn’t want to tell him just made his curiosity all the greater.

 

* * *

 

Sin sauntered into the dining ring for the evening meal. The dining ring was a circular room, but it was a lot different from when he’d first seen it. The room was rearranged on Olina’s orders as soon as she became Tatum. All of the tables now faced toward the high table where Olina and her important minions sat. Sin very rarely attended dinner—he was more of a lunch man and had other appetites to satiate at night—but this evening he’d forgone other endeavors to take part in some good old-fashioned spying.

He searched the curved rows at the back for Nameless, keeping an eye out for a plain, hunched young woman. But no such luck.

Maybe she didn’t eat dinner, either. He grinned; maybe she had other appetites, too. He snickered to himself as he canvased the rows close to the high table, not really expecting to find her there. Not with the way she shrank away from the court.

Sure enough, she wasn’t there.

He slumped onto a bench at the very front, closest to the high table, oddly dejected at his plans being thwarted. Out of habit more than actual interest, he looked up to where Olina sat at the high table.

The little minx!

There Nameless sat, straight-backed and smiling opposite Olina!

“I did not see that coming,” he said out of the corner of his mouth to the person beside him.

“You are in my seat,” the person replied.

She’s highly positioned. Who was she? 

He focused in on the high table, ignoring everyone else. Jovan and Olina were sitting next to each other, of course, looking disgusting and shiny. Olina’s bore of a brother, Olandon, sat to her left. The rest of the table consisted of the three Satums who helped run Osolis. Satum Jerin’s wife was also there, and then . . . Nameless. He really should find out what she was called; the Nameless thing was getting old.

Is she Satum Namas’s wife?

Sin shuddered at the thought. The Satum of Regeneration was a fucking creep. From what he knew, the Satum spent most of his time in the Fifth Rotation, supervising the rebuilding of Osolis after the Fourth Rotation fires. Olina said he might have beaten a village boy. To Sin, the whole situation reeked of Avalanche’s armpits. And if Namas was guilty, how many other villagers had he mistreated?

“You are recovering well, Olorna,” the Tatum said.

With a start, Sin saw the Tatum was talking to Nameless. What did she call her? Olorna. Olorna. He screwed up his face. Who the hell would call a child Olorna? 

“I am, Tatum Olina. Momma has taken good care of me,” she replied.

Sin followed Olorna’s gaze to . . . Satum Afranca. No way! Afranca the pan-wielding cook had a daughter? He shared a stunned look with the person beside him. Actually, the person looked rather disgruntled, but the person would be stunned if he was making the same startling discoveries as Sin.

Olorna—he winced again—was Satum Afranca’s daughter. Sin knew for a fact Afranca had only held the position of Satum of Treasury since the end of the war. Prior to Olina becoming Tatum, Afranca was the palace cook. Sin’s thoughts tumbled over each other in his haste to put it all together. That meant Olorna was previously a cook’s daughter—a villager, a peasant Solati—before becoming a court member! And that explained everything: her timidity, her exclusion from the group of her peers.

Sin brought his fists down on the table with a bang, chuffed at his spying abilities. He nudged the man next to him and gave a knowing look, which was returned with a glare. 

Maybe Olina should be worried he’d work for Ice. 

He grinned.

Olorna the Satum’s daughter. . . .

 

* * *

 

Fire surrounded the Glacium army on all sides. Their only chance of salvation was to file in a single line through the tight space leading through the underground springs. But there were too many of them to fit through the hole—fourteen hundred men! The bridge they’d crossed yesterday morning took them over two hours, and that was two astride. The fire would reach them long before everyone could escape into the tunnel.

Hundreds of Bruma were about to burn to death while staring at a hole. 

The sound around them was a crackling home fire multiplied by a hundred thousand, and Sin wondered morbidly if he would die first from inhaling the rancid black smoke, or whether he would survive the smoke, only to meet his end writhing in flame.

Neither option appealed to him. He grabbed Ice and Blizzard and pulled them back.

“There’s no way we’re all getting through that hole,” he said.

“Make a run for the river?” Blizzard asked.

“That’s what I’m thinking.” The only downside was the sky-licking fire wall sitting between them and the river. . . .

“What? You wanna run through the fire, when there’s a convenient escape hole right here? Are you batshit crazy?”

The two men ignored Ice.

“It’s all in or not at all, boys,” Sin shouted above the roar of the fire and the panicked shouting of a thousand men.

The three Bruma stared at the crowd pushing and shoving to get into the cave, and then, without further discussion, they began to run in the opposite direction.

An Outer Rings man gripped Blizzard by the wrist. “Where’re you lot goin’?” 

Blizzard bellowed over the anarchy, “We’re taking our chances getting to the river. There’s no way we’re all getting through that hole!”

Sin saw the instant the man decided what to do. And word spread.

They made for the river, which separated the First and Second Osolis rotations—the river they’d crossed the morning before. Luckily, the underground tunnel they’d left behind was closer to the world’s center. As a result, they were at the narrow end of a wedge, like a piece of pie, and there was less distance to traverse to get to the river. Time was precious, and running out. 

As the three men sprinted, Sin glanced behind to see more than one hundred other men at his back, all following the trio into very bad odds. Cold fear trickled into his bones, the shivering terror contrasting with the molten heat beating in at them from all sides.

“I can’t see shit!” Ice was coughing painfully, tears streaming from his eyes.

Sin brushed his own stinging tears away and squinted into the tree line. “Where’s the river?”

“It’s through there.” Blizzard pointed.

“You sure, Bliz?” How could he tell? The smoke was so thick.

“I’m sure,” he said. “I just don’t know how far.”

Sin surveyed the furnace billowing before them. It was an awe-inspiring and awful sight. So much raw power. How could they survive such a thing? If they went in, there was no guarantee of coming out the other side. “Righto!” he said cheerfully. 

With a smile, Sin turned to the men behind him.

 

* * *

 

The heat was worse than anything his mind could have imagined. 

The hurried plan was for the men to keep rotating from the outside to the middle, but as panic descended upon the horde, their quick pace turned to a stampede. Zero visibility. Pain overrode all other senses. White heat, everywhere. None of them could escape it. The man next to him screamed in agony. Sin shoved the burning man toward the middle and took his place. In seconds, his skin felt as though it were melting from the bone. He raised his arms in a failed attempt to block the tiniest bit of heat from his face.

He couldn’t have lasted much longer than two minutes before he pushed his way into the throbbing, screaming men.

How much farther?

His boots met with sudden softness and the instability almost sent him to the ground. A hand underneath his armpit kept him upright. Ice. But not before Sin had time to get a look at the cause of his near fall.

A fallen comrade. Stuck. Unable to get up from underneath the trampling multitudes above them.

Sin tried to pull free, to go back.

“Don’t be a fool!” Blizzard screamed in his ear.

He was forced onward by the two men flanking him.

Then, with a final burst, they broke free of the trees.

Water. Salvation! Freedom from the heat. The glorious river of the First Rotation churned before them, and none of them had ever looked upon anything with more gratitude.

Many jumped in without thought, their minds no longer in control of their actions in a desperate bid to survive—to escape. But Sin’s initial relief was stomped on and extinguished as he realized the tumultuous river was just another, colder, way to die. Sin flung his arms wide on the riverbank to stop Blizzard and Ice from surging into the crashing torrent of water. The three men were jostled roughly as Bruma with flames clinging to their clothing scrambled past to dive into the river. Sin shouted at them to stop, but their eyes showed glassy panic and no recognition.

White droplets sprayed in every direction, forced upward by the hidden obstacles lurking beneath the surface. His comrades had screamed as they stampeded through the fire; now Sin, Blizzard, and Ice watched the survivors drown with gargling yells in the cruel, funneling water. 

Bile threatened to spill from his lips. “Just another way to die, boys,” he said quietly.

“Wood,” choked Ice.

The trio looked at each other briefly, then sprinted back to the fiery tree line.

“Does this wood even float?” Blizzard yelled, an arm over his face.

There were no fallen branches. Belatedly, he remembered kaur trees weren’t like the trees back on Glacium. They didn’t drop their branches. Shit!

“Over here!”

Blizzard and Sin hurried to where Ice gestured. A young tree had fallen down, maybe years ago judging by the vines and flaming bramble wrapped around it. 

There was no easy way to do this. 

“All right, boys. Get pushing.”

And with that, Sin placed his bare hands on the burning wood. They shoved and kicked the log to the river’s edge, pausing briefly when the pain became too much.

He guessed they got through it the same way they fought through pain in the pits; the brush with death overrode your senses, just temporarily, so you could fight. Later, there’d be hell to pay.

“We need to see if it will stay afloat,” Blizzard hacked through a cough.

Sin wasn’t the only one assaulted with dizziness from lack of clean air. They had to get into the river now, before one of them passed out.

But the water was moving too swiftly. “We need to jump in with it, or we’ll lose the log.”

Minutes later, they’d managed to successfully cling to the flaming log and jump in. Sin had no idea how. Each of them gasped and spluttered as the shocking cold slapped at their scorched skin. The river was a hissing assault on their senses. Soon, the embers on the log were a steaming lukewarm ash, and the three men held on to the too-warm log for dear life as it spun wildly and dunked them beneath the surface of the rapid, rolling river.

“It floats!” he shouted as the log bounced off a rock. The log twisted and Sin kicked off the rock as strongly as he could.

Blizzard shook sopping hair from his eyes, his voice hoarse. “Yeah, we got that.”

It seemed like an age as they battled down the river, clinging to the kaur log with what remained of their strength. But after an indiscriminate amount of time, it was apparent the river was slowly calming.

“Do you think the worst is over?” Ice panted over the rushing sound of the water.

Sin frowned. “I’ll celebrate when my feet are on solid ground. Ground that isn’t on fire. Hell, maybe I’ll just celebrate when I’m back on Glacium.”

“Rooting your way through all the females in the Outer Rings.”

“Dear Blizzard, I do not discriminate against the Inner and Middle rings. I’ll enter any ring—as I like to say.”

Ice spat out a laugh. “That’s a good one.”

“Thank you.”

The river slowed to an almost tranquil pace. They must be nearing the river mouth, where the water spilled into Lake Aveni. Some of the tension leaked from Sin’s shoulders, despite his earlier proclamation. As he did so, the pain from his blistered palms and the entire left side of his body began to rear its head.

He was so tired. He rested his head on the log. How they had survived was beyond him.

“I just don’t know, Sin,” Blizzard slurred, sounding as weary as Sin felt. “Won’t you end up old and alone? Once your face gets un-prettied in the pits, or once you get saggy?”

Sin snorted. “I will never be saggy.”

“Everyone gets saggy.”

“I won’t.”

Ice rolled his eyes between them. “Why do you sleep around so much, anyway?”

Blizzard didn’t even lift his head from the kaur log as he replied, “Because he has mommy issues.”

Sin tensed, though he didn’t lift his head off the log. “What did you just say?”

“You have mommy issues.” Blizzard’s jaw cracked with the size of his yawn. “She left your father for another man because your dad used to beat on her. No wonder you—” 

Blizzard broke off as Ice elbowed him roughly in the side. “W-what?” he blinked at the man.

Ice glanced in answer at the very still Sin on his other side.

A knot was tightening around Sin’s neck. His face was filling with red-hot blood, even as his breath became strained. “That is not what happened.”

Blizzard cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah. It is. Everyone knew. My mom said the whole neighborhood heard the fight. Apparently, your father went for your mom, but your mom managed to knock him out.”

It wasn’t true. That’s not what happened. Sin was there!

“My father did not beat my mother,” Sin growled, anger building in his chest.

“Is that what he told you?” Blizzard snorted. 

Ice clung unspeaking between them, wide-eyed, not daring to look at either.

“He never spoke of it because the bitch broke his heart!”

Blizzard threw his head back and laughed. “And you fell for that story? He didn’t drink himself to death because of his little sweet heart. It was guilt, you idiot.”

“Stop talking!”

“You father was a pig, and it’s time you knew it!”

Sin’s fists curled atop the log. “My father was everything to me, and I am fucking telling you, one more word against him and I don’t care about what we just survived, I will kill you with my bare hands.”

Blizzard shook his head, mystified. “You truly think your father walked on water, don’t you? Jeez, he must’ve loved that. Everyone else hated—”

Smack!

Blood sprayed from Blizzard’s nose. And when his head rocked forward from the whiplash, Sin followed with another crushing blow to his temple. Sin could see Blizzard had lost consciousness by the way his body relaxed mid-slump. 

Ice could see it too. And that was the only reason Blizzard survived.

In that moment Sin would have let a friend he’d known since childhood sink into the treacherous depths of the river. No wonder his father had never recovered, with everyone against him. His bitch of a mother had started the rumors—to save her own skin. She knew people wouldn’t take too kindly to a woman who abandoned her child.

A memory of his father crying over an empty bottle rose unbidden and unwelcome. She did that to him. The filthy excuse for a wife and mother.

His father had stayed with him. Cared for him.

Sin set his jaw, barely seeing the river was widening and the lake was in sight, or that hundreds of Bruma were waving and jumping from the safety of the riverbank.

Blizzard’s words were lies. . . .

 

* * *

 

He couldn’t even wait until he’d sat down to say it, so he called it out across the garden. “You’re a villager!”

Olorna looked up from whatever she was reading, complete mortification on her face. 

Oops. She probably wouldn’t appreciate that, now he stopped to think about it. Sin sat down beside her on the bench and watched as she composed her features. 

“Yes,” she answered shortly, looking down.

“Well, why didn’t you just tell me?”

She tightened her hold on her book and glanced toward the fountain. Sin wondered if she could last a full minute without looking in the direction of the crows.

“I didn’t tell you because it’s none of your business, and because . . . it’s obvious.”

He waited for her explanation.

She tilted her head in confusion. “You can’t hear it in my voice?” 

Her voice? Was this a Solati thing? He closed his eyes and quietened his mind, whispering, “I hear the rustle of the tree leaves above us, the subtle creaking of the branches in the breeze. I feel the heat on my arms, and your ever-present disapproval.”

“I’m talking about my accent.” She chuckled quietly, and he opened his eyes, satisfied.

Her cheeks were flushed and the sight drew his eyes to where her lashes rested on her cheekbones; they were extraordinarily long. But why was she acting like this? Embarrassed. . . . It was kind of like. . . . Suddenly it dawned on him. She was pleased he hadn’t heard whatever he was supposed to. “Are you . . . blushing?” he asked. He wasn’t sure about this. She’d taken his lack of notice as a compliment and Sin knew where compliments led.

She frowned at him. “You would too, if you had been working to sound more cultured.”

Cultured. Who would want to be that? But her answer did steady his heartbeat again.

“So, that’s it, then? Your big secret. You’re a villager?”

“Was a villager.”

“No need to get snippy.”

“I am not getting ‘snippy,’” she bit back. Sin smiled as she drew herself up. “In fact, I’d much rather be a villager than a member of the court.”

“Don’t blame ya,” he said. There was a rather pretty blonde woman perched on the other side of the fountain. “Why don’t you leave? No, wait.” He held up a finger. “You won’t leave because of your mother. She’s the Satum.”

Damn these robes. It was hard to see what kind of figure the blonde had. It took him a while to feel Olorna’s eyes on him.

“What’s got your panties in a knot, doll?”

She wrinkled her nose at the sentiment, and he danced inside. This female was proving to be quite the diversion to valet life. Still, he might not talk to her so much if he was staying indefinitely—wouldn’t want the poor girl to get her hopes up—but his imminent departure was making him act in ways he usually wouldn’t.

“I was just thinking I was right when we first spoke; you are intelligent.”

He puffed out his chest and it very nearly drew a laugh from her. His new friend was a grim one. “I thought you said I didn’t have any other qualities apart from those rendered in the bedroom.”

There was a thud, and he realized she’d stamped her foot on the cracked ground.

“How can you remember my exact words, but not even know my name?”

“Olorna,” he answered.

She stared at him for a long while before jerking her eyes back to the fountain—definitely couldn’t go a minute, he decided. Sin watched as she caved in on herself again before clearing her throat to whisper, “To answer you, I saw your intelligence the first time you sat on my bench. But what is intelligence if it is not guided by a moral heart and just mind? That is what I meant when I said you had no other worthwhile qualities.”

Sin felt his own face flush. “That is a mighty big assumption about me.”

Her eyes sparked. “Am I wrong?” 

He stared past her. Sin might live fast and loose, but he would help someone in need of help. He had in the past. “Yes, I do believe you are wrong.”

And blast it, she was leaving again? What the hell was it she found so repelling? “I’m not done with you, doll,” he drawled.

“Yes, Sin, you are.” She pushed up from the bench and nearly toppled forward. She caught herself in time, biting her cracked lip. Sin could see her legs shaking beneath her robes. Was she dying? Looked like it. “I will not be returning to this bench again. I ask that you keep your distance,” she said.

“But we’re best friends!”

“No! We’re not. You’re going to ruin everything. Just leave me alone.”

Sin watched as she stumbled again. And what did she mean about ruining everything? Why would his presence here hurt her? His eyes swept toward the fountain. Had the females been cruel to Olorna because he’d joined her at the bench? 

He pushed away his irritation, seeing Olorna looked near collapse. “I can help you to the palace,” he said quietly.

“I don’t need your help,” she replied in a shaking voice. Sin’s ears strained to hear her words as she then muttered to herself, “It will all be better soon.”

 Hands curled into fists, Sin once more watched Olorna’s painful stagger back to the palace.

 

 





CHAPTER SIX

Olorna had kept her word for the last two weeks. She hadn’t returned to the bench. Scared off by a valet, for Solis’ sake!

Yet she couldn’t shake the comment he’d made at their last meeting. In fact, there were a few things about him she was having trouble shaking. He was surprisingly . . . astute, and something about him caught her off-guard.

For instance, his disbelieving expression when she’d told him about her attempts to be rid of the villager accent. His arched brows had ghosted her every thought in the last fortnight. He disapproved. But why? She’d studied his reaction, reflected, and failed to perceive what it meant, and in the end the memory of Sin’s expression had troubled her so much, she found herself going somewhere she hadn’t dared to go since the war.

The royal village.

She stopped for three rests on the way, but Olorna was pleasantly surprised at how far she’d managed to walk. Maybe it was because she hadn’t felt this determined for so long.

Hands clasped before her, she entered the village she had known for so long—had loved and hated and longed for. Nothing had ever felt so distantly familiar. Dust kicked up around her sandaled feet from the cracked and bone-dry ground. It coated her tongue, stealing all moisture from her lips and mouth. The houses closest to the palace were entirely made of kaur, but as she progressed the housing turned to thatch homes. They were dotted parallel on either side of the wide village path she walked upon. Olorna smoothed the front of her favorite lavender robes in a nervous gesture. The villagers didn’t wear robes—they weren’t exactly easy to work in. Instead they favored loose tunics and wide-legged pants made of coarse fabric that could withstand the toils of labor.

She knew every person in this village. Had grown up with them and cared for them, just as they cared for her in the war. She’d bid farewell to too many, and welcomed too few. How would they treat her now?

She swallowed and waved at Tybin, the blacksmith of the royal rotation. He gaped at her for a few seconds before his grimy face split into a beaming grin. 

Olorna let out the breath she’d been holding.

Word traveled fast! By the time she’d taken ten more steps, children were running up to greet her. With food. Real food. Olorna choked back tears. They looked so healthy, so full of life. Nothing like her terrible, twisted memories portrayed them. In fact, the villagers looked healthier than she did.

Her vision blurred and she stooped to listen to the baker’s young boy, dashing away a few errant tears. Curling into a ball to sob her broken heart out would have to wait until later. The difference from the last time she’d seen this place . . . it was shocking in a completely good way. Elation swept through her, and Olorna pressed a trembling hand to her lips to hold back a small smile. The villagers were okay. She was okay.

They’d survived.

Something within her was loosening. A tight grip around her lungs. It was then she realized she’d never had this closure. The village was at its worst when she was carried to the castle.

“You don’t think I let all the girls pull my hair, do you, darling?” A deep voice carried to her on the soft breeze.

Olorna froze. Standing and twisting to look behind her in one swift movement, her hands were already on her hips as she prepared a glaring look for the man she’d successfully avoided until now.

But her hands dropped away; her expression slackened as she took in a most unexpected sight.

Sin. . . .

Holding a baby with soft golden ringlets.

Olorna’s breath drew in sharply. He has a baby. She could feel the heat in her cheeks. The tears from a moment before rushed back into position. Bad tears. Of course he had a baby!

She was mortified to even be reacting.

Sin still hadn’t noticed her, so absorbed was he in the squalling child in his arms. He was good with her, she saw with a sinking heart. How ironic that the man least likely to want a family was a natural at being a father.

She could slip away before he noticed. But when Olorna turned to give the gathered children her hurried goodbyes, they let out a group wail. Wincing, she peeked out the corner of her eye.

Veni!

Untangling herself from chubby hands, Olorna limped back in the direction of the palace as quickly as her legs would carry her.

“Doll!”

Just the wind.

“Doll!”

A creaking tree.

A hand gripped her arm and stopped her in her tracks. “Doll,” Sin said gleefully.

Why was she smiling back? “Sin.” She nodded her head and looked toward the palace.

“What’re you doing down here?”

Olorna sniffed, remembering why she’d been walking off in the first place. “I could ask the same of you.”

Sin frowned and jiggled the kicking bundle in his arms, who cooed adorably in response. Despite herself, Olorna’s insides melted the veriest bit. “This is Banya!’ he said proudly.

Olorna took one of the baby’s tiny hands. “It is lovely to meet you, Banya.” She glanced up at Sin. “She has your curly hair.”

The answering snort was a little disgusting. “Banya isn’t mine. I didn’t know the rumors of my sexual prowess extended to bringing a woman to full-term pregnancy in five months.”

“I hardly think—”

“Banya is nearly a year old, Olorna. Do the math,” Sin said shortly.

Blood flooded her face for the second time. “Oh. . . . I’m so sorry, Sin. I assumed and I shouldn’t have!” Could her day get any more embarrassing?

He gave her a drawling smile. “You wouldn’t be the first, and you won’t be the last. Come with me. I’ll just return the cherub, then we’ll walk back.”

It was a strange thing her feet were already following him, despite her mind being split in indecision. A thought occurred to her as they reached the entranceway of the new orphanage. One of Tatum Olina’s first acts was to demolish both of the palace towers and build permanent housing for the orphans. The housing would withstand the Fourth fires. The villagers had loved her before, and loved her more so after that gesture. If only her Aunt Atrudi had lived to see it.

“Why do you visit Banya then?” she blurted.

A throat cleared behind her and she jumped. The new matron of the orphanage—an elderly woman who had lost her entire family in the war—stood behind her. Olorna offered her a sheepish smile. Asking Sin questions was getting to be a bad habit.

“He visits Banya, my dear, because he saved her life before the war ended.”

Olorna turned to look at a red-faced Sin, who quickly turned away to deposit the giggling baby girl in a cot. “That sounds interesting. . . .”

The matron had a gleam in her eye as she took pity on Olorna’s curiosity. “The Tatuma Olina overthrew the guards holding the foodstores, and distributed food to all. But Banya’s mother had passed, and the villagers were. . . .”

Olorna’s face darkened. “Too used to their friends and family succumbing overnight. And too weak to help, in any case.”

The matron gave her a tight nod. “Sin checked the houses. He found Banya’s mother. And nearly walked right past this beautiful baby girl because she’d lost the energy to move and talk.”

A lump was rising in Olorna’s throat. She glanced up and caught Sin’s vivid blue eyes. He smiled hesitantly, scratching at an invisible spot on his ear. “All right, Lynda, I can’t have you spilling all my deepest, darkest secrets.”

Biting her lip to hold in her smile, Olorna watched as the elderly woman blushed and tittered in response to his flirting. Amazing! His charm worked on all ages, it appeared.

“And you, Olorna.” Lynda interrupted her musings. “We have not seen you here in too long. But we hear tales of how you and Afranca fare.”

Did they? Olorna avoided the matron’s gaze and studied her feet intently.

A finger tilted her chin. “I hope you know what your presence in the court means to every villager on Osolis. We know it cannot be easy. You possess your mother’s courage. This world needs more like you.”

For the third time, tears gathered behind Olorna’s eyes. She blinked furiously, and sniffed a few times.

Sin placed an arm around the matron’s shoulders and drew her away with a concerned look in Olorna’s direction. The look was nearly her undoing. 

Attempting to compose herself, Olorna observed the man who she had so immediately dismissed not so long ago. A completely new sensation fluttered deep within her—a deep intrigue, accompanied by an odd combined sense of gratitude and excitement.

She’d just glimpsed the true Sin.

 

* * *

 

Olorna tended to clean when she was stressed, and she had at least one reason to be upset today.

She moved about her mother’s room, folding clothes and straightening the bed covers. A bit of energy had returned to her since her village visit, and the urge to tidy a mess was hard to shake—she was a palace cleaner before the villager uprising; after that, Mother hadn’t dared to bring her into the palace. 

Afranca and Olorna now occupied two suites on the third floor. It was the only new addition to her life she actually enjoyed. She had never experienced a luxury like her four-poster bed back in the royal village where she grew up, nor in the servants’ quarters in the dark depths of the palace. Her mother bustled in, and Olorna watched her harried movements with fondness. Afranca was used to the hustle of a busy kitchen, and just because the kitchen was no longer her responsibility it didn’t mean her mother had changed pace. A fact Olorna was most happy for, as everything else about her mother had changed.

“Come here, Momma,” Olorna called gently. “Your robes are twisted at the collar.”

Her mother clicked her tongue and stood obediently as her daughter fixed her appearance. “That’s all we need—for a single hair to be out of place for those tellio lizards to notice.” Her mother huffed.

An angry burn suffused through Olorna as she took in the strained look in her mother’s eye. Every time she thought of the way the court treated her mother—how they were treating a Satum—the blood pounded in her ears. Her mother was kind and brave. When everyone else had cowered before the cruelty of Tatum Avanna, her mother stood tall. Afranca had lost her sister for her trouble as well as many old friends. So when Tatum Olina recognized Afranca’s worth, Olorna nearly died of pride.

That was before Olorna understood it was a curse in disguise. 

Her mother no longer stood tall; her fire was seemingly extinguished. 

Olorna knew her mother didn’t believe herself worthy of the title Satum. Yet a bit of acceptance from the rich and powerful would have easily cured her of that misplaced notion. But other than Tatum Olina and Satum Jerin, one of the two other Satums, acceptance never came. It was more like the opposite. Olorna couldn’t decide whether the court was angry because the poor had surpassed them in position, or whether they felt shame every time Olorna and Afranca were paraded in front of them. Maybe the court didn’t like to be reminded they were a bunch of spineless cowards.

“They were talking about me while I was standing right next to them at the morning meal,” Afranca said quietly.

“Momma, you can’t know it was you they spoke of. In time, they will grow accustomed to us. We need only act with dignity until that day.” Her smile was brittle, but she held it for her mother’s sake.

Afranca leaned forward and kissed her daughter on the forehead. “You are right, as always. I just worry this is all a dream that will be taken away in the next breath. I’m not sure Tatum Olandon will see me in such a favorable light as his sister.”

And this was what led Olorna into her cleaning frenzy. 

The night before, Tatum Olina had announced she would not be returning in a ruling capacity and was abdicating to her brother, Olandon. She’d left that morning. Sin was gone, too.

And unfortunately, Olorna suspected her mother was right. Olandon was very different from his sister. Would he want a villager to remain in the position of Satum?

Her eyes rested on her mother’s tense frame. She’d be content to be half the woman her mother was. Afranca didn’t like being here any more than Olorna did, yet her mother would not choose the easy way out for a second—she saw this position as her duty to the memory of her sister and all the friends they lost during Avanna’s mad reign. The single time Olorna ventured to mention they should return to the village, Afranca was horrified, devastated. Her mother hadn’t cried when Aunt Atrudi was executed, but she cried when Olorna said that. When she saw those tears, Olorna decided she would do anything to see her mother remain Satum of Treasury. 

Up until recently, all that had meant was keeping her head down and staying out of Orita’s way. She rolled her eyes. But for some reason the court’s snide comments and rudeness toward her mother were getting worse. And while Tatum Olina might have done something to pull the court into line, she was now gone. 

Seeing her beloved mother ridiculed over and over again was almost too much to bear as it was. Olorna would not stand by as the crows unleashed complete and unbridled torment on Afranca’s head.

An . . . opportunity . . . had presented itself several weeks ago. An offer from the sinister Satum of Regeneration. Olorna had no idea why Namas had chosen her. He was an older man with an unpleasant manner about him, but he had the pick of the court with his position. Indeed, he’d almost seemed a bit frantic when asking her; nervous, perhaps, which was confusing. She had contemplated taking his offer over the last few weeks, but the Tatum’s announcement last night had strengthened her resolve. A few hours ago, Olorna had made a decision that would secure her mother’s position and cement their rightful place in the court.

Now she just had to convince her mother. 

She stopped fiddling with Afranca’s collar and stepped back. “I had an interesting talk with Namas this morning,” she ventured. Afranca made a repulsed ‘yucking’ sound. 

Olorna winced inwardly. “I agreed to marry him!” she said brightly. 

Her mother’s answering screech wasn’t ideal. 

Olorna glanced toward the door and quickly crossed the room to close it. She’d asked Namas to keep their betrothal quiet until her mother could be told, which would have been a pointless request if her mother screamed it out for the whole palace to hear.

“No, Lorna,” her mother gasped. “No, my dear. Say you have not done this!”

Olorna took a breath and smiled. “Mother, this is a bad start. Why are you not happy for me?”

Her mother looked stunned. “You cannot be in love with him.”

Olorna clasped her hands in front of her. “I respect his shrewdness in world affairs. And I believe he is a good match to my personality.”

Afranca’s chest was rising and falling, and Olorna knew this pre-empted her temper. “Momma, come sit down with me.” She gently drew her mother to sit on the luxurious bed and took both of her hands. “You have seen the other court males. How they prattle and prance. The two other Satums are the only ones with any sense in them, and Jerin is taken.”

“I don’t understand this sudden rush to marry,” her mother cried.

Olorna kissed the back of her hand. “You know this transition has not been easy. On me, or on you. But since I’ve been here, Namas has shown me great kindness.”

“He has?”

‘Kindness’ was a stretch. He’d spoken to her twice, aside from at the high table. “Yes, mother. And, despite the difference in our ages, I believe we will complement each other.”

“He’s twenty-five years older than—”

Olorna stood. “I feel safe with Namas.” Lie. “And after everything that has happened, I want to feel safe. I want to know I will always have food, Momma. I want to know our positions here are secure.” Truth. “I want to marry a man who will make me smarter and better. And that person is Satum Namas.” Lie.

Afranca stared at her daughter for several long moments.

Olorna kneeled before her. “He asked me three weeks ago, and I have thought about this long and hard. This is the right choice.”

She pushed herself up with a little difficulty and kissed her mother on the cheek. “He will be telling the court tomorrow. And Namas has asked that the binding ceremony be completed on the seventh night in the First Rotation.” She paused, then added softly, “I hope you come to like him in time, Momma.”

She turned her back, grateful beyond measure the worst was done because a lump was rising in her throat and Olorna knew she had to get back to her own suite before her work was undone.

“It took you three weeks to give him an answer,” came her mother’s quiet voice.

Olorna nodded without turning back.

“When your father asked, I said yes straightaway.”





CHAPTER SEVEN

She’d come into the room, shut the door, and burst into tears.

It made Sin feel like his pose on the bed might be inappropriate. He’d meant to unsettle her, but he didn’t like to unsettle someone who was already unsettled; it took away the victory somehow. Even more awkward was his realization she had yet to sense his presence, and was crying her heart out with abandonment. 

Sin wasn’t surprised after what he had overheard through the open door before it was slammed shut. He should probably let her know he was here. “So . . . betrothed to Namas?”

He wanted to laugh at her squeak of fright, but the expression of immense shame that followed when she realized he was witness to her breakdown was too pitiable to make fun of. He didn’t even laugh when she stomped her little foot and demanded to know what he was doing in her chamber.

“You haven’t come to our bench in weeks,” he said, rolling to the side of the bed to stand. It was a damn comfortable bed. Nicer than his, and it smelled pretty, like flowers. “And I have more questions. So I came to find you.”

“Our bench,” she echoed hollowly. Olorna shook her head. “I meant what are you doing on Osolis? Tatum Olina is gone. You were going with her.”

She scrubbed frantically at the remains of her tears. Sin wondered if she thought removing the traces would cause him to forget he’d seen it.

“Yes, turns out I’m staying . . . for a time,” he replied in a strangled voice.

She peered through her fingers at him, a question in her eyes. 

He shrugged. In truth, he wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened in Olina’s room. One moment he’d been part of the party returning to Glacium, and the next he’d told her he would remain here. And the thing was, he didn’t know it had been 100 percent his choice. And now he was staying here for an indiscriminate amount of time because . . . because why? Had Olina actually given him a reason to stay behind? Or had he given her a reason? He couldn’t remember; it was all blurry and tangled. All he knew was he was content to stay. And that was odd, considering the object of his scrutiny for the last few months had flown off to be with her beloved.

. . . Was he done waiting for Olina to fail? 

It was an uncomfortable thought that could lead to uncomfortable realizations, should he let it. Which he would not. 

“How many layers of skin are you hoping to get rid of, doll?”

She stopped her incessant scrubbing and scowled Sin’s way. Angry Olorna was good; he did not like crying Olorna.

He stood and sauntered toward her, then remembered why he’d decided to hide in her room. Who the fuck would marry Namas?

She promptly burst into tears again. He’d said the words aloud. What an idiot. Hell, he was too close to just stand there and do nothing. If he’d still been lying on the bed, he would have watched her meltdown. Now the situation was awkward.

Careful to keep his head back in case the female erupted into flame, Sin stepped in, placing an arm around his friend’s bony shoulders. He murmured words of comfort. “You need to eat more.” Women liked to be told this, he’d found. In Olorna’s case it was all too true.

Her answer was to turn her face toward his brilliantly formed chest and . . . then somehow Sin was lifting the other arm and in the next moment he’d encircled her in his embrace. His heart beat in his ears as he stared wide-eyed at the woman in his arms. What the fuck was he doing? She bunched the front of his robes in her tiny little fist, her body shaking with the force of her sobs.

“Why are you doing it, if it upsets you this much?” he asked. His voice sounded sad—yet he’d been going for judgmental.

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Uh-huh.” He patted her back, rolling his eyes. 

She was a tiny thing. No shorter than any of the other females; Solati women were short in general. Yet Olorna’s frail frame made her seem even more petite. Sin could encircle her wrist in one hand. He thought of Namas doing the same, and his face tightened. He didn’t care how ugly you were, you did not marry a man twenty-five years your senior who looked like he ate lemons for breakfast.

She wants security. It was clear Olorna was scared of the court, but Sin had put more stock in her intelligence than to think her capable of marrying because of pressure from her peers. Was his doll hiding another secret? She seemed to be a pit of them.

“I’m sorry,” she croaked. 

She tilted her head. And Sin was struck speechless. He’d noted her long lashes before, but this close, when she wasn’t backing away, or hiding her face—maybe it was just because she’d been crying, he thought in panic. He’d never seen so much expression in a set of eyes before. They weren’t dull brown at all. He turned her face to each side so the green streaks caught the firelight streaming in through the window. 

Gorgeous, endless, hazel eyes framed by impossibly long black lashes looked up at him in consternation, a few tears still caught in their trellis. When you were looking at someone’s eyes, of course you’d notice what sat between them. That’s why Sin noticed her nose sat perfectly on her face, tiny like her. After his eyes ran down the straight line of her nose, the next obvious place to look was her mouth; her lips were a ruby red from the earlier scrubbing. Her mouth seemed too large on her gaunt face. But Sin thought her lips might fit rather nicely against his own.

He let his arms slacken and she stepped back. 

His breath expelled in a rush as he saw the whole picture: limp brown hair, stick-thin frame. For a moment there, he’d seen the end of their friendship approaching at full gallop.

 

* * * 

 

Our bench. Why did her heart soften at those words? She’d looked at his few visits to the bench as an annoyance. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

All Olorna knew was, when he’d spoken just now, the sound had vibrated through her. And the sight of him sprawled on her bed was enough to rid her of all other thought for a full minute. She’d shouted at him to cover up her embarrassment, but inside she was oddly grateful he was there. It was sad he was the only semblance of a friend she had in this place—sad because he wasn’t really a friend at all.

Hot curiosity burned within her to know the reason he’d remained behind without Tatum Olina. She watched as he rose from his reclined position and stood to his full height. Through the always-present amusement on his face, she rather thought he might be uncomfortable with her tears. Tears. Namas. With horrified mortification, she felt the thick, hot tears slide over her cheeks once more. She must look a mess! Yet she didn’t wish him to leave. 

His awkward one-armed hug was faintly entertaining—she felt it even through her self-pity as she cried. 

It wasn’t the first time she’d been in a man’s arms. She’d kissed a few of the boys in the village, and Namas had insisted on an embrace at the confirmation of their betrothal. She inhaled deeply. Namas didn’t smell anything like Sin. She rolled into Sin and pressed her cheek against his chest, inhaling again. A small thrill spiked her heart when he lifted his other arm and encircled her. She’d chosen Namas knowing she wasn’t attracted to the Satum—and that she didn’t particularly like him, either. She’d known all that. And she would do what she had to do when the time came. But surely she was allowed to weep in this man’s arms for a minute or two? A minute or two was all she’d get of this man’s attention anyhow.

The thought snapped her out of her misery, and she stepped back. Olorna dried her cheeks, determined to make sure the tears were over for good. She’d had her moment, and now she would get on with her life. To marry Namas was the right choice. Both she and her mother would be much happier for it.

“Why are you marrying him, doll?” came his voice. Olorna swore he could speak from a dark corner of the underground springs and she’d know it was him.

“Because it is a good match, and I respect him.”

Sin answered with a derisive snort. “I never saw so many tears from someone who was looking forward to marrying a respected partner.”

Olorna narrowed her eyes. “And what would you know about marriage?”

“Nothing, I hope!”

“Exactly, so stop interfering.”

Sin swept into a bow, the gallantry of the movement rendered to nothing by the large grin on his face. “As the lady says.”

Olorna looked pointedly to the door, and Sin shuffled backward to it, still half-bent in his foolish bow. He looked utterly ridiculous, and Olorna couldn’t help the giggle that slipped out.

He wrenched open the door and looked back to her. “You’re not crying because you’re secretly in love with me, are you?”

This time a full laugh burst from her lips.

“I’m sorry to crush your hopes, Sin.” Her lips stretched into a wide grin. “But I am quite certain that is not the case.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

Sin left Olorna’s room feeling unreasonably light. He was finally starting to crack through her standoffish personality. Without realizing it, doing so had become a sort of goal for him, a result of having too much time now he literally had no job. 

He had no purpose for staying on Osolis. 

The thought arrested his movement, and he stood frozen on the spot. Olina had been the object of his observation for months, and while he’d never thought of her as anything more than a friend, he would’ve thought he’d miss the habit of watching for her to screw up. Yet, he didn’t. Why had she manipulated him into staying? It made no sense, no matter which way he looked at it. 

Shrugging, he regained his ambling gait, walking through the palace to the gardens for lack of anything better to do now he’d been chucked out of Olorna’s suite.

Upon reaching the gardens, his gaze was draw immediately to Namas, who stood by the fountain. Two of the court members, the auburn-haired bitch and a tawny-haired middle-aged male, were hanging off his every word. Disgust rolled through Sin. Did Olorna know her betrothed held such sway over the court? And he’d done nothing to lessen her burden? 

Sin didn’t believe the respect shit Olorna was spouting for a second. The Satum didn’t give a rat’s ass about her, or he’d be ripping the court a new one for shunning her. He didn’t know much about marriage, but he knew things shouldn’t be like that. At least not at the start.

 

* * *

 

Sin stood in front of Tatum Olandon trying not to fidget.

“You said this matter was urgent,” the young man said.

The new ruler was scarier than Olina in some ways. At least Olina gave off a vibe she cared. Her brother, not so much. And for some reason, Sin got the impression the Tatum didn’t really like him. Too late, Sin realized the matter he was about to bring to Olandon’s attention possibly wasn’t all that dire.

Sin gave him a slow, unfurling smile. “Yes, oh firm yet fair Tatum.” He accompanied this with a flourishing bow. “I know you have many important matters to attend to during the day, and as I did for your sister, I have come to bring you tales of the more trivial—yet, in some ways, more important—matters within your court.” He spread his arms wide. “You have heard the saying, benevolent ruler, that we are only as strong within as we are without.”

This was a good angle of approach, Sin decided.

“Get to it, Bruma,” Tatum Olandon growled.

Sin eyed him. Did the Tatum think every person could make up that kind of speech on the spot? “In the last few days, I’ve heard tell of a betrothal between Afranca’s daughter, Olorna, and Satum Namas—whom I actually like to call Satum Dumbass.” Sin laughed, but cut it short when he observed Olandon’s grim face. “So . . . uh. . . .” Sin struggled to remember what he’d been talking about. “My point is Olorna doesn’t really want to marry him. And I’ve grown suspicious Namas orchestrated the court against Olorna so she feels compelled to marry him.”

Sin finished and stood straight, pushing his chest out. He couldn’t help feeling that going out of his way to show Olandon what was happening in his court showed him to be a generous and caring friend.

The Tatum sat in his tall-backed chair at the head of the rectangular table. “That is it.” 

Sin frowned at Olandon’s words. “What—?”

“I will remind you, Bruma, questions are not well tolerated on this world.”

Sin gritted his teeth. “My apologies.”

“As for your report. I was already aware of Satum Namas’s betrothal.”

Didn’t it take two people to become betrothed?

“And,” the ruler continued, “as for your further ‘observations,’ I’m surprised you’ve wasted my time with them.”

Anger churned in Sin’s stomach at the icy gaze accompanying the Tatum’s words. He had to remind himself of where he was. Damn Solati git. “Namas beat up a village boy a few weeks back. The kind of man to do that wouldn’t hesitate to bully someone into a decision they didn’t want.”

“Might have beat up a village boy. He has not been found guilty. And there is a contradiction in what you are saying. The kind of man to beat a villager boy would hardly marry someone who was formerly a villager.”

The cunning bastard. Sin blinked. Not only was the Satum using the court to bully Olorna, he had engineered the whole betrothal to cover his ass! He wondered when Namas had proposed. He’d stake his life it was the day after beating the village boy.

“And not that I am required to explain my actions to you, but I have set up a tribunal to decide on Namas’s guilt and fate.”

“Good. You can kick the cruel bastard into the Fourth fires.”

The Tatum frowned. “The tribunal will be the judge of that.”

“Let me guess. It’s made up of court members,” Sin said drily.

“Myself, Satum Jerin, Satum Afranca, and two court members will make up the tribunal. My vote counts as two.”

Satum Jerin would vote against Namas. The Satum of Resources held a widely known dislike of Namas. Olandon would probably vote whichever way the evidence pointed. The guy was a git, but he seemed like a fair git. And Afranca would vote against Namas. Sin’s eyes widened. Unless her daughter was betrothed to the man! 

“Who, uh. . . .” He adjusted in response to Olandon’s glare. “The two court members must be, uh, selected somehow.” Sin nearly groaned in frustration.

The Tatum shuffled some papers over. “The two court members sitting on the tribunal are . . . Orita and Afrid.”

Sin’s eyes narrowed. He’d seen Namas talking to Orita and another man before coming here. What’s to bet the other tawny-haired male was Afrid? How coincidental. This tribunal was stinking of a setup. And the only reason to organize a setup was if Namas had beaten the village boy.

“Namas will continue his Satumship if he is guilty, I suppose,” Sin ventured, scratching his chin.

“No.” The Tatum clearly wished to close the discussion. “Death or exile, as always. There are no other forms of punishment here.” He waved a hand in the air. “The reasons for Olorna’s betrothal to Namas are common enough reasons among the Solati court for entering into a marriage agreement.”

Sin forced another laugh. “You obviously don’t think he’s guilty, or you wouldn’t be condoning this.”

Olandon surveyed him, and Sin worked hard to keep his posture languid as his anger soared. “I doubt Afranca would let her child be intimidated into marrying anyone.”

That wasn’t an answer. “But—”

Olandon raised his voice. “And as her mother holds a position much closer to Olorna than either you or I, I will wait for her to approach me with any actual fears of misuse of power.”

“You truly don’t care about your people.”

“Careful, Bruma. Your presence on Osolis is merely tolerated. If not for my sister’s request, you would not be here, and further, it is only my respect for her that granted you audience today.”

Sin’s face tightened. His jaw clenched so he would not make the error of requesting to return to Glacium, but why he didn’t want to make the request, he had no idea.

The Tatum was still staring at him. “I am interested to know why you’ve taken such an interest in Olorna.”

The sound of Olorna’s name had hot flames licking his insides. “She’s a friend.” The sound was tense, and a soft smile graced the ruler’s face. Sin swore silently; he knew the Solati was picking up on every giveaway right now, and the fucker clearly found Sin’s anger entertaining.

“Perhaps,” the Tatum remarked, “you would do better to marry her yourself, then, if she is your ‘friend.’”

If anything could have snapped him out of his mounting fury, it was that. 

Sin threw his head back and roared with laughter, all traces of anger obliterated. It was the first funny thing Olina’s staid brother had ever uttered. He gasped from breath and burst out. “You’d have to give me half of Osolis! And I’d prefer a prettier wife.”

“Olorna is rather beautiful from what I’m told.”

Sin snorted. “If you like a stick for a bed partner.”

Olandon raised a curved eyebrow. “Likely the effect of starvation.”

Sin’s stomach lurched. What did he just say? Sin’s face fell. 

His reaction didn’t go unnoticed. “Your friend did not tell you she was a villager. A strong friendship indeed.”

“I, I knew she was a villager,” said Sin hoarsely. “But never connected. . . .” Sin had seen the starving villagers while rallying support before the war. Olorna was one of them? No wonder she was so skinny and gaunt. He’d been so quick to label her ugly; it had never occurred to him to connect her frailty to starvation. What a complete asswipe. His anger flooded back in torrents, this timed aimed inward. His only defense was the villagers he saw during his visits to Banya looked almost fully recovered. Olorna, on the other hand. . . . 

Olandon eyed him briefly. “That is exactly what I would expect of a person such as yourself.”

Sin felt a flush building up his cheeks as the Tatum turned his attention to the papers laid out before him.

Sin remained where he was, hands fidgeting behind his back where they were clasped. He tried to rid himself of the extra color in his face. He worked to regain his composure. He was prevented from fully achieving it, though, by the understanding Olandon held everything he was doing in disdain. Usually Sin wouldn’t give a flying fuck what Olandon or anyone else thought, but for some reason he did now. Sure, Sin was rarely serious. In fact, he was never serious. But he was telling the truth now, so why wouldn’t the Tatum listen? Maybe he could use Olina’s own childhood as a comparison? Sin kicked himself for not thinking of it sooner. That should pull on the heartstrings. “You know—”

Olandon lifted his head, a perplexed pinch between his brows like he was surprised to find Sin still in the room. “I have heard all I want to about this urgent problem of yours. You are dismissed.”

Sin held the ruler’s brown gaze for a long moment. He had the urge to knock the head off Olina’s brother’s shoulders. But there was a patronizing gleam to the Tatum’s look and while there was nothing he’d like more than to fulfill Olandon’s lowest expectations of him in highly dramatic fashion, the memory of Olorna’s tears rose, unbidden.

With a jerk of his head, Sin broke away from the stare-off with the Tatum and stalked from the room.

 

* * * 

 

Their skin reminded him of the cover of a drum. Stretched tight with no give.

The Solati villagers were grotesque. He’d never seen something that stirred more despair within him.

To die at the sharp end of a sword, was one thing. To starve over months, or years? That was unspeakable. These people—how they’d survived was beyond even his horror-filled mind. The strength these survivors must possess was something to be feared and respected.

Making sure to stay out of sight, he ducked into a straw house and fished around. Olina and King Jovan were standing outside by tables laden with food. But no one was taking them up on the offer.

Olina needed this to work.

There wasn’t anything much in the straw house. His eyes fell on a woman who lay unmoving on a bed of more straw. She remained motionless as he approached. Even when he reached out to stroke back some hair clinging to the side of her face, she made no move. He stared numbly as the clump of hair came away in his hand. 

Even her hair was too weak to hold on.

He knew with terrible certainty she would not survive. And though he did not know her, he would have given anything to change that fact. Because, simply put, a person should not die this way.

She hadn’t deserved this. None of them had. His eyes burned fiercely as he stared at the unknown woman. 

A whispering sigh had him whirling to the door and wiping his eyes. If Ice saw him crying, Sin would never live it down. 

The actual source of the sound had him stumped. 

. . . It was a baby.

A gaunt, malnourished, nearly-as-dead-as-its-mother baby. It was making noises, moving around. Sin wondered if the baby’s mother had given everything to ensure her child had a chance.

“You. I can help,” he whispered, kissing the baby’s cheek. It cooed in response. “But you have to earn it.”

He gripped the infant with gentle arms, and crept to the edge of the straw houses closest to the food table. The villagers still hadn’t approached.

Showtime!

He held up the wraith-like child. “It’s up to you now, my prodigy.” He placed the infant on the ground and gave it a light pat on the bottom. The baby began a slow crawl into the clearing, and a tense Sin watched from the cover of the thatch home, anxious that the tiny Solati would make it safely into Olina and Jovan’s arms.





CHAPTER NINE

“The more I think of it, Lorna, the more I come to see the good of it,” Afranca announced.

Dinner was done, and the mother and daughter wandered back to their suite to prepare for bed. They passed through one of the numerous palace courtyards, past which the stairs up to the next level were situated.

Olorna fixed a smile on her face. “I knew you would, Momma.” How could she tell her mother she’d started to regret her decision to marry Namas?

Afranca’s answering smile stretched across her face. Olorna eyed it, trying to remember when her mother had smiled so much. Indeed, the action looked a bit uncomfortable for her mother, like the muscles were unused to the movement. Maybe Olorna had forgotten what happiness looked like on Afranca’s face.

Her mother’s joyful mood warred with the unease in Olorna’s stomach. The court would migrate to the First in a fortnight, and then there would be only one week before she tied her future to that of Satum Namas. She needed to decide what to do.

“I hope you will excuse my reaction when you first told me the news. I am thinking now I’ve misjudged Namas. You’ve finally started to gain weight, and I know he must be the reason. The more I listen to him, the more I come to see you are right. He certainly has a keen mind, and . . . well, I look forward to knowing him better.”

Olorna thought her weight gain had nothing at all to do with the Satum, and everything to do with the words of the matron at the orphanage. “Thank you, Momma.”

“He just needs to get through that pesky tribunal first. . . .”

Olorna stumbled. “Tribunal?”

“Namas was accused of beating a village boy, and Tatum Olandon has decided to handle the matter through tribunal. Of course, I wouldn’t think of voting against my future son-in-law, so there’s no need to worry yourself about it,” Afranca said cheerfully.

The blood drained from Olorna’s face. 

Something she’d never understood about Namas’s proposal clicked into place. Why her? Olorna had been duped! That bastard. He had only proposed to her to ensure her mother’s vote. Her chest rose in anger, even as relief melted her from inside. His duplicity helped her come to a decision. Yes, she wanted acceptance and security for her small family, but there were other ways to secure it. Obviously, the path she was to take was the hard one. She wouldn’t allow her mother to be manipulated like this. And if Namas had beat up one of her village friends, he could rot.

“And to be certain, you’ll be one of the richest Solati on Osolis, my dear.”

Olorna blinked. “Y-yes, Momma.”

“Satum Afranca, my beloved Lorna,” called a voice.

Olorna’s eyes widened in alarm.

“Satum Namas,” greeted Afranca. “We were just speaking of you.”

Olorna watched as the man drifted into the courtyard. Namas had a slight hunch in his upper back. It gave off the impression he was always staring down his nose at you. He was tall and lean, like all male Solati, but he’d gotten the hunch somehow, and Olorna had decided it was because he’d towered over people his whole life. His features were pointed; his nose, his long oval face, his elbows and fingers. A tendril of disquiet weaved its way up her spine.

Her mother pulled her close and kissed her on the cheek. Too late, she realized her mother was leaving. 

Afranca disappeared up the stairs without a backward glance.

Maybe it was better to break their betrothal off now. Get it over with. Namas reached for her hand and she let him, suppressing a shiver.

Namas kissed her hand. “Lorna, my betrothed. You are in great looks tonight.”

Olorna dipped her head and smiled. Liar. She’d been without proper nourishment for over a year; she doubted she looked like anything other than a bag of bones. If the war had gone on another few weeks, Afranca would be childless. “Satum Namas, you flatter me.”

“Just Namas, my love.”

Olorna flushed. Namas had dropped the ‘O’ from his name without marrying. On Osolis, very few did this, but if you did, it signified you were married to your sense of duty. Olorna had only known the late Tatum’s evil brother, Cassius, to do it—though it was later found he was married after all—and a few of Tatum Avanna’s elite guard. To her, the gesture had always seemed factitious.

Namas stepped closer, and she took shallow breaths to avoid inhaling the scent of smoke clinging to him like a second skin.

“Three weeks until we are happily married,” he stated, though he did not look at her as he said this.

It made Olorna wish she were wearing five layers. “I need to speak to you on that matter.”

He leaned back and his eyes gleamed with danger. “That sounds . . . ominous, my love.”

She folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes. “You are under tribunal, Namas. And I was dismayed—” relieved, “—to discover you only asked for my hand in marriage to secure my mother’s vote.”

“That is preposterous.”

His face was telling her something different. “I will not be manipulated. And I won’t allow my mother to be forced into a decision, either.”

His face contorted, and Olorna’s breath caught. “You say this like you don’t have your own reasons for marrying me. I have made my peace with being used for my position and influence within the court. . . .”

His words were like a dozen tellio lizards slithering their way up her arms and torso. “They are not the same thing, Namas.”

The man stepped closer, his face forced smooth. Her heart hammered at the livid intensity of his stare. This man wasn’t just sinister, he was dangerous! Her instincts screamed at her to get away, and she shoved them back. How well he’d hidden it before. 

“I will have your mother’s vote.”

“If you do, it will be by her choice, and her choice alone. As of this moment, Namas, you can consider our betrothal broken and finished. I will be informing my mother of my decision immediately.” She turned to go, but was stopped by a bruising grip on her arm.

Namas whirled her back to face him and she gasped at the white fury on his face, unconsciously bringing a hand up to protect herself.

“I will have your mother’s vote,” he repeated. His voice was soft, and the contrast of this to the harsh hold he had on her was nothing short of terrifying. “You see, little village girl, there are other ways to ensure . . . cooperation.” He ran the back of his forefinger up her throat. “I have connections you could only dream about. People who would do anything I ask . . . for a price.” He tilted his head slowly. “And I am a very rich man.”

Olorna took a shaking breath, blinking back fearful tears as he traced her lips with smoky fingers. “A poisoned dagger during a village walk. A pillow over your face as you slept. A tragic accident.”

She turned her face and his hand fell away. “Your threats will not work on me, Namas.” Even she didn’t believe the wavering words.

“What about your poor mother?” 

The floor nearly fell away from under her. Namas caught her as her knees gave way. He had surprising strength in his hands and tears sprung into her eyes at the grip he now had on both of her upper arms. His face was filled with promise. “Do you know why my threats always work?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “It’s because they’re not really threats at all. So here is a new proposal, my love,” he whispered. “Marry me, or I’ll kill everyone you love. I’ve killed before—enjoyed it, even. I’d certainly enjoy killing your loud-mouth mother.” He paused with pinched lips. “I hope we have an understanding, Lorna. I would hate for your mother’s death to be on your conscience.”

Tears of pain trickled down both cheeks and she let out half a sob. She couldn’t stand against him. Not at the risk of her life and that of her mother. “I understand.”

He bent his head down. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear it. A kiss, my love—to celebrate our renewed pact of love.” 

Hadn’t he tortured her enough for one day? He was showing her how little power she had. As his mouth neared, Olorna resolutely shut her eyes. Namas’s leathery lips touched hers. But worse still was that though initially dry, this feeling was followed by an excess of saliva. She felt it coating the area around her mouth, and screwed her face while trying to remain still as Namas moved his mouth and hands over her.

And then Namas’s mouth wasn’t on hers anymore. Was he done? 

There was a muted smacking sound and she wrenched her eyes open. 

Namas had disappeared! She swiped her arm over her mouth several times and twisted to look behind her.

. . . Just in time to see Sin depositing an unconscious Namas in a collection of bramble.

 

* * *

 

Her eyes showed her panic. There were tears marks down her cheeks. Sin had never felt so wild.

He’d been returning to his rooms when he happened across Namas and Olorna. Her eyes had been screwed up in revulsion while Namas tried to eat her face off. 

Something in him had snapped.

He was connecting a fist with Namas’s face before he knew he’d crossed the courtyard, and was dragging Namas away from the trembling woman before he understood he’d punched the Satum at all.

Sin’s chest heaved as he strode back to Olorna, who was frozen to the spot.

“You’re not marrying that fucker,” Sin growled. “You—”

“What on Solis do you think you’re doing?” Olorna said. Her eyes had changed from relieved to panicked in an instant. The dying firelight flickered in her hair, turning it to a luscious brown color as she rushed to meet him halfway.

“Sin, what have you done?” She jabbed a finger in the direction of his face and he had the errant urge to pull it into his mouth and suck. “He’s going to be furious.” She clutched both of her pale cheeks. 

“I just saved you, ungrateful wench.”

“Saved me? You haven’t saved me. You’ve ruined everything!” 

Her panic was turning to anger. Good. “Doll, I don’t know how many times you’ve been kissed, but that’s not the face you make when you’re enjoying it. Unless you’re really enjoying it.”

“Don’t tell me how I looked!”

The unreasonable words made him smile.

“Don’t laugh at me, either,” she snarled.

She really was something to behold when she was steaming mad. He grabbed her hands as they flew dangerously close to his face, but the rest of him was lost in seeing her as he never had. He could see it now. She bore a resemblance to the starving villagers. Of course, she wasn’t starving now. Just bony and frail, but her appearance made sense. Protectiveness reared up within him.

“Why did you do it?” she sniffled.

Sin had often observed tears followed angry feminine outbursts. He hadn’t run when he had the chance, so he guessed he should pull her close now. He did so. It felt nice. “Because I care about you,” he said.

She started. 

Sin stared as he heard his own words. Blood pounded in his ears. 

Why did he say that?

But her eyes. . . . He groaned. Those eyes were so gorgeous up close. She just looked so damn kissable right now, all bewilderment and confusion, that in his confusion he dipped his head down, never taking his eyes off hers. “I care about you,” he whispered again.

And touched his lips to hers.

 

* * * 

 

A soft sigh escaped her lips as Sin’s mouth pushed against her own, warm and silken. He made her feel alive. No wonder they flocked to him. She couldn’t help pressing her body to the length of him, and when this elicited a guttural groan from him, she renewed her kiss with vigor. Everything was gone from her mind. She could not have said where they were, or what the slight alarming twinge she felt in the far recesses of her mind could mean. She could kiss this man forever.

And it felt like forever as they became further intertwined, his hand at the base of her neck, her hands fisting in his golden curls. She moaned, moving against him, and opened her eyes to look at him. Her heart leaped into her throat at the unadulterated lust in his burning blue eyes. She grinned saucily and was leaning in for another round when their surroundings caught her attention.

Courtyard. It was all that was needed to break the spell. 

With a gasp, she shoved free of him, mortified to see her leg had somehow hitched up around his hip. She covered her mouth with both hands and looked towards the shrubs, nearly sobbing in relief when she saw Namas hadn’t moved.

“What’s going through that head, doll?”

Anger unleashed, hot and fast. “I didn’t want that!” She didn’t care she was all but yelling.

“What?” Sin spluttered.

Olorna turned away from him, shivering through her reaction for him, desperate to put some distance between them. “I’m not one of your nightly whores! How dare you kiss me when you know I’m betrothed.”

He let out a flat laugh. “I kissed you.” 

She whirled and threw him a withering gaze. “What? You couldn’t find a woman for the night, and happened across me?”

He looked stupefied for a moment. “That’s not what happened. . . .”

“And you expect me to believe you?”

“Yes,” he roared. “I saw you kissing Namas. I only meant to get rid of him. You looked so revolted. Do—”

“So you kissed me instead,” she said sarcastically. Sin took a step toward her, and she shifted farther away. 

What if Namas had woken during their kiss? She couldn’t lose her mother. And Namas might kill Sin, too, she realized! She touched trembling fingertips to her mouth, feeling the kiss that had been there. She needed to protect Sin, for her sake as well as his. And she knew exactly how. She glared at him. “Never touch me again.”

Olorna watched as he worked to control his anger. It took him several moments, and she couldn’t help but notice she’d never seen him this tense before. “Doll, I’m sorry if I’ve frightened you. It wasn’t my intention. It’s just. . . . Olorna, I’m telling you the truth. I didn’t even plan to kiss you. It just happened. I don’t understand it, either.”

Curse the lump rising in her throat. It wasn’t for him—she was determined it wasn’t.

“You can’t marry him, Olorna. He scares you. You don’t love him.”

She pushed her hair aside. “Did it occur to you I have my reasons?” She darted a look at Namas to make sure he was still unconscious.

“You want acceptance from the court.”

Olorna froze. An hour ago, he would have been right. Had she really been planning to marry someone for such stupid reasons? She didn’t correct Sin. It was better if he continued to believe this. “And to help consolidate my mother’s position.”

He stopped in front of her. “But you don’t need their damn acceptance. You don’t owe them a thing. And your mother wouldn’t want you to do this. I don’t understand why you’re throwing it all away!”

Her patience snapped. “That’s because a selfless act is beyond your selfish comprehension! How could someone who never cared for anyone’s feelings above his own understand? I don’t expect you, or want you to grasp why I do what I do! I don’t even know why I’m wasting my breath. You need to stop. Right now!”

Sin had reeled back at some point during her words. For a long time, he stared at her with unseeing eyes. Olorna held fast. She needed him to leave her alone.

Before her eyes, Sin’s languid demeanor returned. A false look of sparkling mischief entered his gaze, and a drawling smirk took its place on his lips. He sauntered toward her and tilted her chin with a crooked finger.

“You’re right, doll, I don’t understand how a caring, intelligent woman could throw her life away on a piece of filth like Namas.” His eyes darkened. “And I might appear to be many things, but I’m not selfish when it counts. Or about those I’m loyal to. You’re so determined to pity yourself, to make up for some misplaced sense of guilt, you’ve completely lost your reason. You’re throwing your life away for nothing. No parent could want their child to do what you are about to do.”

Tears burned her eyes. “Don’t lecture me on values or responsibilities when you have neither of those things,” she said in a cracked whisper. “I want you to listen when I tell you, I do not want you to care for me. And that I do not care for you.” Lie.

“Nothing you haven’t said before, doll,” Sin said coolly.

The tears flowed freely as she sobbed, “I just wish you would go back to where you came from.”

There was a long pause. 

“Why didn’t you just say so?”

The slight pressure of the finger under her chin disappeared, and when she blinked away the blurriness from her eyes, the courtyard was empty.





CHAPTER TEN

Sin left Osolis the morning after his argument with Olorna, pilfering a Soar and passing on a message to Tatum Olandon, who would probably celebrate his departure. He’d gone straight to Tricks’s barracks. His old friend welcomed him back without comment and granted Sin’s request to re-enter the pits without delay.

The fighting pits. Why did he ever leave the Outer Rings? 

Sin inhaled the stale smell of several hundred sweaty, unwashed, half-naked bodies and reveled in the familiarity of it. He realized after he’d left he had only stayed to make sure Olorna was safe. And she’d made it clear to him, while also ripping apart his personality, that she didn’t wish him to stay. So fuck it all. Sin was back in Glacium after a three-day Soar ride through the Great Stairway. 

Sin sauntered into the pit, topless, in leather pants, watching as Bruma of all classes screamed his name; half-naked females, splashing goblets. This was his home. He puffed his chest out and ambled around the arena as though he had not a care in the world. He winked suggestively and flexed his arms at a few ladies. These people loved him. He didn’t need anyone else’s approval.

He blew air kisses to the opponent entering the pits behind him. The wall of his screaming fans began their unified chant: his name. He smirked at his slight, chubby opponent and saw the man gulp. 

The bell rang.

Something wasn’t right, he knew, because he’d never felt such fury upon the bell ringing. But he did now—utter fury. His opponent backed up in fear and Sin closed the distance between them in seconds, drawing his right fist back. 

The man threw up his guard in time to deflect the powerful blow, but his body turned with the force of it, opening up his defense to Sin’s left jab.

The dull sound when Sin hit the man with all his strength really didn’t do the hit justice. The man had already lost and knew it. But Sin couldn’t stop. He’d act however the fuck he wanted to, and fuck everyone else.

He hammered the man senseless. Part of him knew he’d never gone this far. Even as the man was falling to the ground, Sin was on him with a final uppercut, and then, when his unconscious opponent hit the ground, he added a vicious kick to his side.

Sin stood, stumbling and grunting as he tried to catch his breath. Speckles of blood dotted his hands and forearms. He looked down and saw his chest was the same. 

He raised his head to the crowd to find they’d gone silent. 

No one in the crowd screamed at him to do filthy things to her.

None of the men regarded him with jealousy. 

No one chanted his name.

 

* * *

 

He sat across from Tricks in the dungy, run-down dankness of the Slime. The shadowy depths of the Outer Rings bar hid all sorts of Bruma, from all kinds of places. Sin had spent more time in here than he cared to admit, and was quite at home.

“Didn’t think ya’d be back,” Tricks muttered.

Sin grunted. “Yeah.”

He saw the cursory glance Tricks aimed at his split knuckles. 

“It’s been too long since I fought; must’ve had a bit of it pent up,” Sin explained.

“Bit of what?”

Sin had no answer. No answer he wished to admit to himself, let alone vocalize. He wondered how many drinks he’d need in his gullet before he forgot the hazel eyes with green streaks through them, and the longest lashes he’d ever seen.

“The barracks have changed a bit since you were here.”

He could say that again. Sin hadn’t noticed the changes at first glance, but after a couple of nights there it became apparent the feeling of the place had changed, now many of the fighters Sin had fought with in Tricks’s barracks had moved on. Tricks didn’t seem to hold the same sense of fun and camaraderie they’d had before he left Glacium. And it was something else, too. Something Sin couldn’t quite put his finger on.

“We’re glad to have ya back, anyway,” Tricks continued. “Even if it’s only for a little while.”

Sin threw back his drink and glanced at the barracks owner as the burning liquid coursed down his throat. “I plan on staying, old friend.”

Tricks raised his hand to a bar-wench and she sashayed forward with more drinks, snatching a copper coin off the table. Seeing Sin, she thrust her chest out and ran her eyes up and down him. Seeing no resistance, if not a reassuring welcome, she grazed his shoulder with her side and drew a fingertip down the skin showing through the open neck of his tunic.

Sin knocked back another drink and threw her hand off with a warning look. She tossed her hair and added a nasty scowl before storming back to the bar.

He looked back at the barracks owner and raised his eyebrows when he caught the man staring at him.

“You’re staying, you say?”

Sin nodded.

“If you say so,” Tricks replied, an amused gleam in his eyes.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Olorna peered into the water in the garden fountain. Here at last. She expected to feel some triumph. . . .

The court had experienced a sudden change of heart. Olorna knew it was due to Namas’s influence. He’d accepted her frantic explanation of Sin’s actions. She’d said Sin thought a random court member was being harassed. It had helped when Sin ran off back to Glacium. Her heart sank.

Namas had been nothing but nice to her since the courtyard. But she wasn’t fooled for a second. He’d shown his true colors, and his death threats were all she could think about when he came near—as he no doubt intended.

“Olorna, how lovely to see you joining us here.” Orita had lowered herself to come and talk to her. How nice.

“I now feel strong enough to return to social activities,” Olorna replied pleasantly. Despite her unusual mood today, the fact this was the first time Orita had spoken to her didn’t elude her. This was her life now, so she’d better get used to it.

“Indeed. How terrible, to starve. I shouldn’t like to starve, I don’t think. But then I’ve never lived in a village—I imagine villagers are used to such things.”

Fury struck hard and fast. Olorna blinked it back and tapered down the tongue-lashing she wished to hurl at the air-headed woman. “I do not think anyone is used to starving, Orita. But I hope for your sake you never have to experience it.”

“You are too kind,” Orita simpered.

It was odd, but as Orita leered and sneered, all Olorna could think of was how Sin would respond. She nearly burst out laughing as she summoned elaborate ways in which he would express his disgust. 

Olorna missed Sin. 

She’d grown accustomed to his inappropriateness and the flashes of vulnerability he showed.

“I saw you with the Bruma in the courtyard, you know.”

The words jolted Olorna from her thoughts. For a moment, she feared she’d spoken aloud. “I don’t know what you mean.” Her heart beat furiously. A cursory glance around showed no one else within hearing distance. Orita’s voice was low also.

“I saw him with his hand under your chin,” Orita said gleefully. “In an intense exchange from what I could discern.” She fixed her eyes on Olorna, and Olorna held herself still. “It is not what I’d expect of someone who is betrothed.”

Olorna kept her face smooth. If Namas found out. . . . She had never felt more relief at Sin’s absence. “We were having a discussion,” she replied. “Nothing else. Do not think more on it.” Orita had seen too much, but at least she hadn’t witnessed the kiss, or the shouting.

“No,” Orita mused. “I doubt it would be in your favor for Namas to find out his beloved has been sampling the Bruma goods.”

Bruma goods. She dug her fingernails into her palms. Sin was more than that! What would happen if she pushed the crow into the fountain? With great difficulty, she forced the anger back. It awed her—that she actually felt something other than fear in Orita’s presence. It amazed her more that she’d become so angry over a petty insult aimed at Sin.

“You wish something for your silence, I gather.”

Orita clapped her hands together. “Look, you are not at all as dim-witted as you appear.”

Perhaps one little shove into the fountain would be all right.

“You will be the wife of one Satum, and the daughter of another,” Orita continued.

“Very clever.”

Orita jerked back before smoothing her features into a serene mask. “There is no need to bring your uncivilized village manners to this discussion.”

Heat suffused her cheeks and the woman smirked, clearly noting Olorna’s embarrassment. Crow, thought Olorna. How she hated her.

“All I ask,” the auburn-haired beauty said as she studied her nails, “is you show me favor when you are exalted beyond your wildest hopes and dreams.”

Olorna gathered being the wife of a Satum was Orita’s wildest hope and dream. A closer look confirmed the spark of jealousy in the woman’s eyes. A savage pleasure lit within her. Orita wanted what Olorna had? How bizarre. 

She leaned forward and patted Orita’s soft hand. She shouldn’t provoke the powerful woman who had enough evidence to make the real Namas rear his head, but honestly, Olorna found it too entertaining that the coveted court member could be jealous of her. Soon, no matter how unwillingly, she would be a Satum’s wife. In that the court’s most popular crow was correct. 

Why was she cowering in front of this woman? 

Olorna smiled widely. “Tell you what. You act how you see fit. I shall take note of your actions, and react accordingly when I am the Satum’s wife, and daughter of another Satum.”

Confusion swept across Orita’s face, but given a few minutes the crow would figure out the hidden warning there.

As Olorna rose to leave the gardens, she decided for all her furtive glances and wishing to be at the fountain, the fountain was the last place she ever wanted to be.





CHAPTER TWELVE

There was a first time for everything. 

For instance, Sin had never been drunk in the pit. And now he was.

He swayed on his feet and belched loudly. He noticed the crowd seemed more inclined to chant his opponent’s name, and Sin shouted at them to go fuck themselves.

Fickle fucking fans, he thought. He smiled at the rhyme and repeated it once more. He liked that.

Smack!

Sin stumbled back and fell against the side of the pit. Rolling along the wall for a few meters, he came to a wavering halt and glared at the other person in the ring.

A woman!

One of Alzona’s damn fighters. Just what I need. And when did the bell ring? He turned to glare at the bell-keeper.

Smack!

Shit. He shook his head. Couldn’t turn his back on this one. Maybe he should lift his arms to protect his—

Smack. 

This time she didn’t stop, and Sin’s face whipped side to side before the air was forced out of his lungs from a kick to the gut. He doubled over. Uh-oh, his belly felt swirly.

Belly swirlies only meant one thing.

On all fours, Sin uploaded the contents of his stomach all over the pit floor. Groaning, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and glanced to see where the woman was. A foot rapidly approached his face and he looked at it with interest; the thought to move out of its trajectory only occurred to him as the foot connected.

 

* * *

 

Familiar eyes swam above him and Sin raised both arms and placed his hands either side of the face to keep it still. Damn world was spinning.

“Wrath?”

“Warren,” was the reply.

“Warren, my first true love,” Sin slurred. “What happened?”

Amusement lit Warren’s eyes. “Well, you entered the pit pissed as a chook, got the beating of your life, vomited, and fell into it when you got knocked out.”

Sin rubbed his hands over his face. “That’s—”

“Epic.”

“Did anyone see?”

“No, I think all five hundred people turned their backs before it got ugly.”

“That’s a relief,” muttered Sin. “Help me up.”

Warren did help him up. Right into a bucket of freezing water, which he dunked him in three times.

“I’m awake!” Sin shouted, scrambling back.

“And now you smell like a pig, instead of a two-week-dead pig.”

Sin sniffed himself. “It’s possible I’ve smelt better,” he said indignantly. 

“And looked better,” Warren replied.

“I think I liked you better when you were Wrath. What are you doing here, anyway?”

Warren looked around crowded warm-up area. “Not here.”

 

* * * 

 

“You sure you need more?”

Sin rolled his eyes at Warren and knocked the drink back in answer. He’d all but lived in the notorious Outer Rings pub The Slime recently, but he wasn’t going to admit to that. “Why’re you here?”

“Keep this to yourself, yeah? Queen Olina wants to re-open the Dome and shift the pit fights there. She’s asked me to get in touch with a few of the barracks owners to see what the feel is.”

“So she’s queen now?”

“They got married straightaway. About time, I reckon. I mean, everyone knew King Jovan had made up his mind to have her ages ago.”

“About time,” Sin echoed.

“Yep, and aside from that, we’re just trying to clamp down on the attacks on the Ire folk. Some of our fellow Bruma have decided it’s fun to shoot them down and steal their goods.”

Sin frowned. “That doesn’t bode well.” 

Warren nodded. “Right you are. From what I’ve heard, Osolis is also having similar troubles. Heard anything?”

“Nope, but the current Tatum is not my greatest fan.”

“Can’t imagine why. The attacks aren’t doing anything to help the tri-world accords. But I suppose people think it’s better to stick to the enemy they know, rather than the flying people they’ve just heard of. Never thought I’d see the day when Glacium and Osolis were on the same page . . . but enough of that. What’s got your balls in a vise?”

Sin stared down at his lap. “Shh, don’t listen to him. No one’s gonna put you in a vise.”

“Sin.”

Warren was Sin’s oldest friend. They began their training at Tricks’s barracks at the same time. Even before this, Warren lived not far from Sin and his father when they moved from the house they’d shared with her. 

Warren wasn’t Wrath anymore, but he and Sin had been through a lot together, and time spent apart didn’t erase the ease and trust between them. 

“I met a . . . female.”

Warren smiled. “You meet a few of them.” 

He signaled for a drink, and the bar-wench gave him the finger before turning to serve someone else.

Warren turned to him quizzically.

“Pissed that one off last week, I’m afraid. She wanted a piece of the Sin, and I wasn’t in the mood to oblige.”

The hand holding Warren’s drink slowly lowered until the drink was on the table. Sin slipped sideways on the seat, and Warren leaned forward to right him with a sigh. “This female,” he said seriously. “Tell me more.”

“She’s a Sluti,” Sin burped. “Skinniest thing I ever saw, but she starved for a bit, so I gets that. Long lashes, never seen them so loooong. And green streaks.” Sin nuzzled his cheek against the back of the bench seat. “Love th’green streaks. Should see her angry,” he mumbled, then pouted. “But doesn’t like little ol’ me.”

A hand reached across and slapped him.

“Ouch!” Sin complained, blinking through bleary eyes. “You fuckin’ fucker.”

“I’ve never heard you talk about a woman this way.” Warren looked at the bar-wench again and back to his friend. “What did you do? You’ve screwed up, haven’t you?”

“I didn’t do anything, bitch,” Sin said, his voice high-pitched and extremely affronted.

Warren grinned. “Well, why aren’t you with her now?”

Sin stared at his friend for a long moment. “She’s betrothed to someone else, someone she doesn’t even like. I told her I care about her as a friend, accidentally kissed her—maybe out of habit, I dunno. And then she got angry and called me mean things. She hurt my feelings, so I came back here. Can’t trust a woman farther than you can spit.” His words lacked the necessary heat.

A groan filled his ears, and he realized the sound had come from across the table.

His friend leaned forward, or Sin leaned forward—it was hard to tell who was moving. “Sin, you’re my oldest friend. So believe me, what I’m about to say next comes from the bottom of my heart.”

Sin pointed a swinging finger. “You, sir, are about to insult me.”

“Listen!”

His spine snapped into line and he blinked at his friend.

“You’ve spent your life running,” Warren said. “And hell knows, I understand why. Your mother left you, and when the one person you’d depended on died, you felt there was no one else left. And so you went through every woman you could find, treated them the way your father did. And though I knew otherwise, I didn’t think to interfere because you were happy, and, honestly, I thought you’d snap out of it when you met the one for you.”

Sin’s head throbbed. His mouth was dry; it was like he’d been dunked another three times in cold water, but this time he was being dunked in the river back on Osolis, clinging to a log while Blizzard shouted at him his father was a pig.

“You loved your father, Ethyn,” Warren continued, using Sin’s real name. “And I’m not saying he wasn’t undeserving of your love. But I think your memories of him, and your memories of your mother aren’t . . . accurate.”

Sin tensed, very sure he didn’t want to hear what came next.

“Your father hurt your mother, Sin. He beat her, he slept around, he drank—you know how much he drank. She left because she was in danger.”

“Stop!” Sin said numbly, lurching to his feet.

“You need to hear this!” Warren slammed him back into his seat with a hand to his shoulder. “You mistrust women because your mother left, and your father was too cowardly to tell you the reasons why. So he let you think your mother was to blame. He drank himself to the grave, when he should have been caring for his son. Have you never blamed him?”

Sin clutched his head and sank down to the table, a strange lump rising in his throat. Warren was lying; his father loved him. “My father loved me,” he repeated in a low voice.

“No one’s saying he didn’t. But it’s common knowledge he wasn’t the hero you thought. Somehow, you’ve come through thinking nothing of women, when really you should think the opposite.”

“Enough.” The word was guttural. 

Sin was relieved when his friend finally stopped talking. Neither of them spoke for several minutes. 

It had to be a lie. Sin wanted so badly for it to be a lie. A story from one friend, he could choose to ignore. But the same story from another friend, and not just any friend . . . Warren.

Sin remembered the betrayal he felt when he found his father dead in the gutter, lying in his own vomit, an empty flask of brew beside him.

Kind of like you were lying in your vomit earlier, a snide voice said in his mind.

“How do I know what you’re saying is the truth?” Warren wouldn’t lie to him, but maybe he’d been misinformed. . . .

“You don’t have to believe anything I say.”

Sin frowned, and met his friend’s blue eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Your mother,” Warren replied. “She’s alive. And I can find out where.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Namas had started coming to her rooms. After another bout of slobbery kisses, Olorna now only returned to her suite when she was at her mother’s side. 

The disgusting kisses only made her long for another kiss from Sin. Solis knew she thought about it often enough.

“The seamstress asked if you could go down to her fitting room tomorrow morning, my love,” her mother was saying. “She wants to put the final touches on your wedding robes before we leave for the First Rotation in the afternoon.”

Olorna nodded and flitted around the chamber hanging her mother’s robes in the trunks for transportation, and wiping a drop of water from the basin. 

“Lorna,” her mother called. Olorna scrubbed at the basin harder.

“Lorna!”

She jerked up and looked to her mother, only to see Namas in the doorway. Her cheeks flushed. But as suddenly as her embarrassment appeared, it was gone, and she discovered she didn’t care one jot if he did see it. He was marrying a former villager, what did he expect? Olorna bet she was a damn sight more useful than anyone else in this forsaken court—excepting her mother. She’d challenge anyone in this palace to spend a week as she had!

“Namas,” she greeted coolly.

She felt her mother’s sidelong look and belatedly set her face into a smile.

“My beloved. I wanted to check you are packed for the First.”

Olorna glanced around the room, which was clearly packed up and ready for travel. “We are.”

He walked toward her, arms outstretched, and repressing her revulsion and fear, she allowed him to draw her into his embrace. The kiss he placed on her neck was another matter. Her face screwed up before she could help it. Her heart beating loudly, she searched to make sure her mother hadn’t seen, only to find Afranca directly in front of her. A smile swiftly replaced the disgusted expression. She released a sigh when her mother’s concerned look smoothed into an answering smile. 

Her slip had gone unnoticed.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“This is it?” Sin asked, staring up at the Middle Rings dwelling. It bore an eerie resemblance to the first house he remembered as a child.

“According to Ice.”

Sin didn’t know how Ice found out the things he did, but Warren had pulled aside an orphaned child for a whispered conversation, and three hours later, the same child had returned with an address, their hand outstretched for payment.

“Want me to come in with you?” Warren asked.

Sin cleared his throat. “Nah . . . but could you wait here? I won’t be long.” In and out.

His friend clapped him on the back, and Sin thought he might fall down, his knees were shaking so hard. His mother might be inside.

A good sleep had seen him sober up. The morning had also brought an array of colored bruises to his face, and he regretted meeting his mother looking like piece of shit, but the matter was urgent.

It was possible Sin had made a rather large mistake.

He knocked on the door gently, then scowled at Warren, who weaved an arm around him to the door and banged on it with force.

Three seconds passed.

“She’s not here,” Sin said, sighing heavily. “Let’s go.”

“Don’t be a pussy.”

Another few seconds went by.

“Maybe—”

“We’re waiting, Sin.”

The words were no sooner out of Warren’s mouth when the heavy wooden door creaked open. Standing in the middle of the doorway was a woman only slightly shorter than himself. Gray streaked her hair, but it did not change the fact she was striking. A slight smile sat upon her face, and her expression and stance held a certain charisma he’d always associated with . . . well, with himself. 

Unsure whether to feel dread or delight, he met the gaze of the woman. He wondered if his eyes were the same shape as hers, rounded in shock. Her face tugged at something within him—something scabbed over, but not healed.

“Ethyn?”

The wound tore apart at the sound of his name on her lips, and Sin staggered back half a step with the force of it.

Should he say the word? Should he say it? What did it mean if he said the word? Would she expect anything of him?

He closed his eyes and spoke. “Mother?”

 

* * *

 

He was grateful when she didn’t touch him or pepper him with kisses, or give him a warm, motherly hug. Sin was certain he wouldn’t like a warm, motherly hug.

Sitting on a comfortable cushioned chair, he glanced around with unfettered curiosity. It was . . . homey. Everything looked to be made with love, yet was slightly worn, as though each object held sentimental value. The tablecloth, the blankets, and the chairs. The goblets he could see lined up on a shelf were tarnished, but shined nevertheless.

Sin shifted for the tenth time in two minutes. “How long have you been here?”

His mother’s smile faltered. “Since I remarried. About eighteen years.”

He tensed at the reminder.

She sighed, and fixed her eyes on him. “You must have questions, Ethyn.”

“Sin,” he said brusquely. “That’s my name now.”

Her eyes widened. “How long have you gone by that name?”

“Nine years.”

She passed him a steaming drink. He eyed it with mistrust. “That would explain why I couldn’t find you when I heard Grian had passed.”

“He drowned in his own vomit.”

Calm blue eyes met his. “I can’t say I’m sorry, other than to know how it must have affected you.” Sin glanced away and sipped the drink. Warmth spread through his body and he glared at the cup. “You looked for me then?” he asked.

“For a very long time. I’d come to the conclusion you didn’t want to be found.”

“I was only told of your existence last night.”

Her beaming smile had him taking another hasty sip from his goblet. He’d been in here long enough. How long did he have to stay before it was okay to leave?

His mother shifted forward on her seat. “You must have many questions, Eth— Uh, S-sin,” she pressed.

Sin leaned back. Did he have questions for her? Yes. He wanted to know the truth. But admitting he cared was proving to be difficult. So he started with a simple question. “What’s your name?”

He cursed a moment later when she began to cry. Why did they always cry?

“He never told you my name.” She sobbed into her hands. The woman was clearly anguished by that fact, and if Sin had known she’d react this way, he would have never asked.

“Uh, well. . . .” Somehow, mentioning his father only ever referred to her as whore, bitch, and slut didn’t seem appropriate. He remembered liking her name—he thought it started with a ‘B.’ He remembered feeling happy when he heard the name as a child; sometimes, in dreams, he even thought he could remember the sound of it. But for the life of him, he didn’t know his own mother’s name.

She wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. That was a bit of a shock. My name is Beatrice. Or Bess, if you like.”

Bess had a familiar ring to it. She was telling the truth. “Beatrice,” Sin said firmly. Beatrice, he could do. He actually preferred it to Mother, or Bess. He took a long gulp of the warm drink. “What is this?”

“A vanilla cinnamon mix I like to make.”

“It’s good.”

The woman smiled. “Thank y—”

“Why did you leave?” Sin winced. It wasn’t the smooth segue he’d envisioned.

Beatrice put her goblet down and placed her hands on her knees. Sin tensed, worried she may cry again. If she cried again, he was leaving. There was only one woman whose tears he thought he might be able to tolerate, and it wasn’t his mother.

“I hoped you’d ask,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted to tell you why I left since that night. Knowing Grian never even told you my name . . . I can only guess at what he’s told you.” She cast a furtive glance his way. “I. . . . There’s no easy way to say this . . . and I don’t want to you think less of your father.” She glanced at him again. “I would never try to replace him, because I know at the end of the day he was the one who was there for you. I made the mistake of not taking you with me when I left that night. But I never thought he would keep you from me. And—”

Sin watched her ramble, and he knew Warren and Blizzard had been right. He’d seen too many downtrodden women in the Outer Rings to think otherwise. His father never let a day go by without insulting this woman, or screaming his hate of her to anyone who would listen. And yet, in the first few sentences she uttered, she made sure to comfort him and preserve his memories of his father. “He hurt you,” Sin interrupted.

Beatrice looked up, startled. “Yes, he did.”

“Tell me,” Sin said. “I want to understand.” He saw his mother’s throat work to regain her voice.

“He did. Regularly,” she added. “He slept around and made no secret of it. But I didn’t mind that so much, as time went on. It was when he drank he became dangerous. It grew worse and worse, until I feared for my life. I met a woman at the market shed, and through her I met her brother. He fell in love with me, somehow,” she mused, “and he offered me a place of safety—an escape. I resisted for months, unhappy with the betrayal I felt accepting his offer would mean.” She looked up, and Sin saw she was crying again. “Until one day when Grian came home blind drunk, and reeking of another woman. I hardly know what was different about that night. I . . . I think I’d just suddenly had enough. We fought,” she said dully. “You were hidden under the table. I saw you hide, and knew you were frightened.” 

She leaned forward and grabbed Sin’s hand. “I told Grian I was leaving, and he grew violent. He knocked me on the head, but I, I hit him back. I’d never done anything like it before and it sealed my fate in his eyes. He struck me again and again. I knew I was about to die. And I looked to the spot where I knew you hid, and saw your little b-booted f-feet,” she choked. “I grabbed my rolling pin, and I hit him as hard as I could. And then I hit him again, and again, and again, until I couldn’t lift my arm anymore.”

The silence settling in the room was heavy. Sin heard his mother’s words, but it was as if he couldn’t correlate what she was saying with his memory of the father he knew. He felt disloyal for even considering what she was saying, but at the same time her words rang of truth. After her recount, he was in no doubt she had been treated this way. Sin’s memories of his father might be tweaked, and he might have conveniently forgotten his father’s many vices, but he would never have thought his father capable of this.

“I thought he was dead,” she said. “I was in bad shape myself; he’d hit me in the head repeatedly. I wasn’t thinking straight and I left to seek the aid of Aydun, but partway there I collapsed in the snow. Why didn’t I take you with me then?” She covered her face with trembling hands. Sin sat silently until she continued. “I was found hours later, near death, and only recovered after many weeks. By that time, your father had recovered and refused to let me near you, even though I returned with Aydun by my side. The third time I came for you, we found the house empty. Your father had moved on, taken you with him. It took me years to find out you were in the Outer Rings, and by then I was so scared he’d pick up and move again if he caught wind of my presence I never approached either of you. Then, when news of his death reached me—”

“You came to find me, only to find I’d disappeared all on my own.”

A tear dripped down her pale cheek. “Yes.”

Sin’s mind buzzed so loudly he couldn’t hear his mother’s sobs. His life was based on lies—as were his beliefs. He should have seen the truth.

When it came down to it, Sin was the one who’d followed blindly in his father’s footsteps.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It is not a nice feeling to be dragged places. 

Even less so when you have a mother of a hangover caused by three days of solid drinking.

Sin cracked open one eye when he woke, already in transit. From that blurry visual, he gathered he was being dragged through the Middle Ring. Ten minutes later, he braved cracking an eye open once more only to see he was now in the Inner Ring. His mushy mind caught up enough to conclude he was being dragged all the way to the castle. Curiosity then prompted the need to throw his head to each side to see who was dragging him. When he saw Shard was under one of his armpits, and Warren was under the other, he let them know that by heaving him across the cobblestones they were bruising his dancing feet. 

When they maintained a grim silence, he had enough self-preservation left to shut his mouth.

Or so he thought.

“Why are you boys draggin’ me around?” he slurred. “You know I like to be taken to dinner first.”

Shard and Warren shared a look over his head. Damn, it hurt his neck and head to keep looking between them.

 Shard spoke. “You’ve been summoned by the queen.”

“Always so serious, Shar-shar.”

“Don’t call me that.”

Sin ignored the king’s advisor and rolled his head to the side to look at Warren. “Wrathy-Warren, what’s hap’nin?”

Warren’s face was pinched. He glanced away without meeting Sin’s eyes.

Sin contemplated this as he was dragged through the castle’s portcullis and up two flights of stairs. He was 30 percent sure he’d done nothing wrong, and had no inkling as to what this was about.

Shard and Warren jerked to a halt before a large doorway at the far end of the second floor hall. The door was slightly ajar and voices filtered out.

“Jovan, sit down, they’ll be arriving soon.”

“Taking them long enough. The fool must be in the dankest drink house on Glacium.”

The second dankest, Sin silently corrected.

“You know this needs to be done, Jovan. Namas has pledged much-needed financial aid to help us protect the Ire convoys. And all he asks for is the girl.”

Sin stiffened.

Warren darted a look at him and leaned forward to knock, but the sound went unheard by the royalty within.

“I know. But why reason with him, Lina? I have some nice, shiny dungeon cells below. He’s probably so drunk he wouldn’t even notice the difference.”

Sin pulled his feet underneath him and wavered for a moment before finding his footing and ripping his arms from the support of Shard and Warren.

“Sin is my friend, Jovan. If I tell him not to pursue the girl, he won’t. It’s merely precautionary. Landon said Sin asked him to break the betrothal, but with further questioning it was clear he held no real feelings for the girl.”

Like fuck!

“Don’t blame him. I’ve seen the girl. Not his type at all.”

Something simmered deep in Sin’s bones. His ears rang, and not because he was still highly inebriated. Warren gave him another nervous look and gave a louder knock.

There was a brief pause on the other side before a booming voice called, “Enter.”

Sin strode in, sandwiched between Shard and Warren. They halted him, one hand on their weapons, three meters from the cushioned chaise where Olina sat.

Sin stared at the queen in mutiny.

In his peripherals, he saw the king of Glacium circling the room like a dog protecting its owner. Sin held back his scowl. Just.

“Sin,” she began. “I nearly didn’t recognize you. Your . . . scent is . . . pungent.”

He didn’t smile. How could she pretend friendship with him with what she planned to ‘tell him’? Clearly, Olina wasn’t aware the three of them overheard the conversation.

She frowned at him, and glanced at Warren. “Is he sober enough to have a conversation?”

“He is.” Sin grated the words out through clenched teeth.

“Very well.” She arranged a cushion beside her, “I’ve called you here because Tatum Olandon brought it to my attention you have raised questions about the betrothal between Namas and Olana.”

“Olorna.”

There was a coughing sound from the king behind him.

Olina waved a hand in the air. “Yes, Olorna. We are friends, Sin—”

Sin had a strong urge to throw his head back and laugh. He couldn’t believe he’d fallen for her nice act this whole time!

“—and so I feel compelled to warn you it’s important this betrothal proceed. There are certain dangers to the three worlds at the moment, and Namas has kindly agreed to help if we forc—uh, make certain the binding ceremony goes ahead.”

Sin inhaled sharply. She’d nearly said ‘force.’ Olorna’s changed her mind. She didn’t want to be married to Namas. The royal powers were making her do it! It had to be true. Why else would they have to force her? 

“Is Olorna aware these deals have been made?” he asked.

“I doubt it. By all accounts she is a stupid, boring thing.”

White-hot rage overrode his senses. “If she’s stupid and boring, why is Namas interested in her?”

Olina sighed wearily. “I do believe he’s always had a soft spot for young women. None of the matrons in the court would let their daughters near him, but Olorna, being a villager and new to the court, with a mother who is just as desperate to hold her position, has no one to protect her, alas.”

“And you’re fine with that?” Sin snarled. “That she’s being used because of her vulnerabilities?”

Olina’s eyes flashed. “It is the way of the world.”

Her comment sickened him. “You’re not the person I thought you were.”

“Careful, scum.” The king’s gravelly voice raised the hairs on the back of Sin’s neck.

“Jovan. . . .”

“Let’s chuck him in the dungeons. There’s only four days until the binding ceremony.”

Four days! Sin thought over the last few days, counting furiously. It cannot have been that long! It took three days to reach Osolis from here with a Soar. His mouth went dry. There was barely enough time to save her. And he definitely couldn’t do it from the inside of a dungeon.

Sin let a drawling smile cross his face. He sauntered a few steps forward and bowed low before the traitorous bitch. “As always, I am a slave to my queen’s wisdom. You’re right, the chit is boring and ugly to boot, and if you are not concerned about her fate, then who am I to object?”

“You are my friend, Sin. You can always object,” Olina whispered.

Sin held his smile carefully, feeling more than seeing the king circling behind him. “No objections from me, oh beautiful and moral queen of Glacium. And now you have my reassurances, I would beg to be dragged back to the hole whence I came, to drink and whore the rest of my life away.”

Olina studied him. It was exactly what he’d been trying to avoid. He tried to stand naturally, as the Sin they all knew would stand—without a care in the world.

“I trust you mean what you say,” she said finally. “But too much rides on this to let you wander about aimlessly.”

“I told you, the dungeo—”

Olina glared at Jovan. “You cannot be serious, husband.” Tossing her blue-black hair, she turned back to Sin. “You will reside as a guest in the castle for the next two days so I can reassure my brother you will not interfere, and then you will be released to live as you choose.”

A weight sank in Sin’s heart, but he waved his arm in an elaborate gesture, sinking into another bow. He stayed bent this way, composing his face. It was better than the dungeons; the castle, he could escape from. “As you say, my queen,” he said, rising. “Will my quarters be next to yours? Perhaps in the adjourning room?” He waggled his eyebrows until she laughed.

Her husband quickly crossed to her side and dropped a kiss on her head, placing a hand protectively on her stomach before fixing his eyes on Sin. 

Olina was pregnant, it dawned on him. Now he looked, he could see the soft curve of her stomach.

The king and queen were about to have a family. 

Something foreign churned in his gut as he looked at the couple. He’d never felt the sensation before in his life. In some shock he realized he wanted what the king and queen had. He wanted it fiercely.

“Shard will show you to your quarters,” Olina said.

Sin turned on his heel, forcing Shard to step out of the way. He couldn’t help throwing an angry look at Warren, who looked guilty enough Sin almost regretted it. He knew no one could go up against Jovan and Olina. And Warren had taken an oath to obey their orders. It didn’t stop the ugliness in his gut from chopping and churning more than it already was.

Sin had lost three good friends today, and everyone present in the room had lost his respect. He’d never expected such underhandedness from her. Perhaps he’d been so focused on what was transpiring between Olina and Jovan he’d missed the signs. Was Olorna the only female in existence worthy of his trust? And was he worthy of hers after leaving her behind on Osolis to fend off those more powerful than herself all alone?

Shard pulled the door to the royal chambers closed behind them as they left. The door bounced back.

“Warren,” the king was saying, “I want him watched while he’s here. You can stand guard overnight.”

“Yes, my King,” Warren replied.

Shard gripped his arm and began to move down the torch-lit stone passageway. “This way.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Sin spent the day preparing. Which is to say he slept off the effects of his drinking binge for fourteen hours before going to dinner. Pilfering extra food for his journey was easy, and after another few hours’ kip, Sin now sat on the side of the bed, wondering how best to beat Warren senseless and slip out of the castle undetected.

He glanced around the bland castle room. It didn’t cast a flame on the royal suite, and though Sin would never expect the same luxuries, it served to remind him of the differences between himself and the royal family. He would always be on the fringe. And he was beginning to see he couldn’t count on his friends. Everything had changed with Olina’s arrival: Wrath was gone, Shard was gone, and soon the barracks would move from the underground arenas to the Dome. Sin scratched the light stubble on his face.

“So what are you going to do, Ethyn?” he asked himself. “Rush in, save her, and then what?” They’d be running from three worlds. There wasn’t anywhere to hide—nowhere he could take Olorna. Jovan and Olandon would be furious, not to mention the scariest one of them all: Olina. He doubted the Ire would take them in and risk tension with the neighboring worlds they’d just made peace with.

Sin needed a way to smooth things over. And he had no idea how.

The firelight from Osolis had all but disappeared, casting Glacium into pitch blackness. It was time to move. He’d have to figure out the particulars on the way. He’d need something good to get Olandon on board; his last interaction with the Tatum still drew a faint sense of humiliation to the fore when Sin dwelled on the memory.

Sin made for the door and swung it open, startling a chest-plated, spear-holding Warren on the other side. Sin leaned against the doorframe. “Warren, Warren, Warren . . . we have a problem.”

Warren eyed Sin warily. “Why?”

“Because you are guarding my doorway, and I mean to leave the castle in the next few minutes.”

“You’re going after the girl? Are you insane?”

Sin frowned. “You’ve known me for how long? I parted ways with good sense long ago.” 

Warren stared at him, tightening and loosening his grip on the spear. “If you care for this woman, how can you commit her to a life on the run? You’ll be caught, Sin. Is she worth it?”

“Yes.” 

Both he and Warren started at the vehemence in Sin’s voice. 

“She’s worth it,” Sin repeated in calmer tones. “And I won’t put her in danger. I’ll think of something. . . .” Hopefully.

The two men stared at each other for a long time, Sin completely occupied with the shocking revelation he’d made about his feelings, and Warren assessing how his friend had changed.

Looking to the ceiling, Warren sighed and stepped out of the way. “Go on, then. It took you this long to find someone. I won’t stand in the way of your happiness.”

Sin frowned. “You’re just going to let me go?” Sin asked. “What about your orders?”

“Are you trying to change my mind?” Warren joked. “I’ll say I fell asleep. Or I heard a disturbance down the hall. Now get out of here before I change my mind.”

With a grin for his friend, Sin set off down the hall at a jog, only to pull up short after a few meters. “Where are the Soars kept, do you know?”

“Don’t waste your time. They’re guarded too closely with all the Ire attacks.” Warren hesitated before groaning loudly in defeat. “They keep a couple at the guardhouse at the entrance to the Great Stairway. Don’t tell anyone about them.”

“Tell everyone about them. Got it!” 

Sin took a last look at his friend. If he was able to pull off the next three days, he may not see Warren again for a very long time. 

 

* * * 

 

Getting out of the castle proved to be no hard thing. He remembered Olina describing how she’d let the dogs out of the kennel to distract the watchmen and then jumped from the top of the wall surrounding the castle. The lack of snow wasn’t ideal for a long drop off the castle wall, but Sin found he hardly felt the impact, such was his focus on getting off Glacium.

On the way to the tiny guardhouse, all he could think about was a frightened Olorna being forced into Namas’s bed. His Lorna. No one would touch her. And if he got there too late, she was going to be widowed soon enough.

It was the earliest hours of the day and a flame was burning within the shack as Sin approached. Two watchmen guarded the path to Osolis at all times. The guardhouse provided shelter from any snowstorms, which really weren’t too common in the First anyway. Laughter rocked the walls and Sin crept forward, hoping his ears deceived him and there weren’t actually three guards here.

The guards laughed again. There were definitely three.

He could do three in a pinch, he decided, from where he crouched behind a tree. Especially in the close confines of the guardhouse. Yet so much hung on his success, he found himself hesitating. He was weaponless, and if he didn’t save Olorna, no one else would. 

Too late to think about that. Shoulders tight, Sin took a deep breath and crept to the door. He knocked three times.

He arranged a pleasant look on his face, hoping to disarm whoever opened the door, but the expression slid off his face when the door was opened by none other than Shard.

Fuck.

Shard arched a brow. “Took you long enough. I’d begun to think you were going to be a good little boy and do as you were told.” 

Sin might’ve waited until the last moment to admit he couldn’t live without Olorna, but he wasn’t generally a fool. Warren would go against the king and queen for him, but Shard was part of their council. He tensed for a fight. He couldn’t take out Shard and two other guards, but he was going to try his best.

Shard thrust an object into his hands and instinct had Sin taking it.

“What?” he blurted.

It was a Soar. 

“I think you can consider me befuddled by current events,” Sin said slowly.

Shard laughed and pushed past him, another Soar tucked under his arm. Sin caught the amused expressions of the two guards, before turning to follow his . . . friend.

“Olina thought you might need that.” Shard pointed to the Soar.

Olina. Sin dropped the Soar on the ground. “Time to tell me what’s going on.”

“Warren is going to be unhappy he missed this,” Shard mused.

“What the fuck is going on?”

“Your hair just grew back, Sin. Let’s keep it on, shall we?” Shard’s eyes twinkled. “Warren came back from the Outer Rings a week ago. Said you met someone on Osolis and you were being a typical dumbass and he was worried you were going to screw it all up.”

Sin pondered. “Ruthlessly put, yet entirely accurate.”

“Anyway, Olina overheard and decided you needed a bit of a push in the right direction.”

Sin’s jaw dropped as he put together the rest. “That was staged?” No way. No way! 

To give the man credit, Shard clearly wanted to roar with laughter but was holding himself together. “Cam was watching for our arrival. The first conversation was staged. You should’ve seen your face!” Shard said.

Sin glared. “Please, don’t hold back.”

“And then . . .” Shard gasped for air. “. . . you fell for it, just as Olina said. I bet Warren you wouldn’t be stupid enough to do the exact opposite of whatever Olina ordered you to do. But seems I was wrong.” Shard suddenly frowned. “I lost money.”

“How sad for you,” Sin said drily. But a real grin was crossing his face. He hadn’t been wrong about the queen. He still had his friends, and he still respected his king. “Why didn’t you guys just sit me down and. . . ?” He trailed off in response to Shard’s raised brows.

Sin scratched the back of his head. “Okay. Maybe that wouldn’t have worked. And honestly, I’m not sure this will either. Wait.” He brightened. “Does this mean I can bring Olorna back here?”

Shard shook his head. “The king and queen can’t be seen to be a part of this. If word got out they’d swayed Tatum Olandon’s decision, or superseded it somehow, the Solati would be outraged. Olina said you need to find a way of smoothing it all over with Namas and Tatum Olandon.”

“And was she joking about the ‘four days to go’ thing, too?”

“Nope.”

“Great.” Sin sat down on a log. “How am I supposed to pull this off?”

Shard picked up Sin’s abandoned Soar and tossed it toward him. “Sin, I’ve known you, what, nine years? Believe me when I say you have one of the most enterprising minds I’ve ever seen. You have enough charisma to charm the pants off anyone you choose. You’re a natural showman, and you’re intelligent. You don’t have to confine these qualities to the fighting pits or to the pursuit of meaningless sex. Redirect them; put them to good use for a change.”

Sin cleared his throat. “Should we kiss now?”

“I’m being serious.”

“I know. But I think you’ve forgotten who I’m up against. I. . . .” Sin closed his eyes, and spoke the truth. “Shard . . . I wish I’d done something noteworthy in my life. You might not know this, but I’ve spent most of my life either fighting, or sleeping with any female who came near me. I’ve never taken myself seriously, so why would anyone else? If I’d done something, I wouldn’t be scrambling for a rock to hold on to right now.”

Shard shrugged. “You’re looking at this wrong. In situations like this I like to think, WWAD.”

“Huh?”

“What would Alzona do.”

Shard had fought in Alzona’s barracks. Sin shivered. “That woman gives my willy nightmares.”

“And the answer is: she would make herself indispensable to whomever she wanted something from.”

It made an odd kind of sense. . . .

“For instance,” continued Shard, “you might put yourself in Tatum Olandon’s boots.”

“Sandals.”

“Sandals.” Shard’s eye twitched. “Try to imagine what the most important thing to him is right now.”

Sin straightened. “The Ire attacks.”

“Correct. And you might think about what he wants.”

“Peace. And a sense of humor.”

Shard smiled. “And then you would come up with a way in which you, with your particular skill set, could help the Tatum with his problem, and with helping him to get what he wants.”

Sin’s mind blanked. He had money. A lot of money from winning pit fights. He stood by his motto, “All in or not at all,” but he was afraid his ‘all’ wasn’t enough. Namas had money and was a Satum, and respected—though old and more unattractive than the back end of a dromeda. If Sin could win Olorna with looks alone, there’d be no question of his success. But as it was. . . .

“The journey to Osolis takes three days,” Shard interrupted softly. 

Sin stood. “I hoped to do it in two.”

“Not possible. And Queen Olina has requested you help guard a party of assembly members traveling to Osolis for the monthly exchange.” 

Sin clenched his jaw, and made to complain, but Shard intercepted him. 

“I believe you mentioned something about noteworthy actions?”

 

 

 





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Olorna absently swished side to side, making the light layers of her white wedding robes rustle. The seamstress had just finished taking the dress in—again. Olorna had steadily been losing all the weight she’d put on over the last three months. 

It was a beautiful design. She couldn’t have imagined anything prettier, and she would never have received anything even one-tenth as pretty if she wasn’t in the court.

It hid all of her new bruises, given to her courtesy of her betrothed.

The neckline of the cream robes tapered into a ‘V’ which dipped down beneath her collar bone, showing more skin than she’d ever displayed in her life. The sleeves were long, but split into two parts just below the elbow, exposing both of her forearms. The material of the sleeves trailed down to below her knee on each side, making her look a lot more graceful than she truly was. The robes were composed of two main layers: The outer layer parted as flower petals did, just above her hips, to expose the underlayer—an intricately worked piece of thick, white lace.

Olorna finally felt like she was equal to the other court members, and yet she’d never felt so trapped, nor so deathly afraid.

Her eyes were drawn to the window opening and to what she could see through it in the far distance: Glacium. Would things have ended differently if she’d told Sin about Namas’s death threats? A double-edged blade of guilt and regret stabbed into her whenever she weakened enough to let the memory of that kiss replay in her mind, and of the horrible things she’d said to him.

Whatever happened in the next few hours, at least she’d felt what it was like to burn for someone. Without realizing it, Sin had given her a precious gift. And though Olorna knew he’d been with countless others, the look on his face after kissing her, and his flustered speech, made her wonder if their kiss was special for him, too. No one had ever made her feel so blissfully uncomfortable in her whole life and she’d realized that was what intense attraction felt like. 

He’d punched a Satum for her. 

She almost smiled, remembering how Sin dumped Namas in the bushes. 

Sin had dropped his mask for her. Her smile faded. 

It hardly made sense to dwell on such things, but Olorna felt if she wasn’t being forced to marry Namas, she could have been enough for Sin. She could have soothed his past, and worked past his defenses and exposed the man she’d seen flashes of. That was a man she would’ve loved with all her heart.

“You look beautiful, daughter.”

Olorna was roused from her thoughts. “Thank you, Momma,” she said woodenly.

“My one child, grown up and about to marry the man she loves.” Afranca beamed at her, and Olorna forced her lips to move. 

“I do love him,” she said.

Olorna looked out the window once more before resolutely turning her back on the sight of Glacium. She consoled herself that even if Sin had professed to care for her and had kissed her as though she were the only person in his world, he would never settle for just one woman. And never for someone like Olorna.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Sin landed at a run, knees jarring painfully. The assembly members and Shard were landing behind him in a quiet space at the back of the palace. Sin completely forgot about them, eyeing the Tatum, who was waiting to greet his Bruma guests.

“Sin!”

Patience stretched to the limit, Sin whirled. Shard was holding out a message. “Olina asked if you could give this to her brother.”

Shard couldn’t have delivered the stupid message? Sin was only about to embark on the most important moment of his life. Sure, he could pass on a fucking note!

He snatched the message from Shard’s hand and collapsed the Soar, leaning it against a tree before jogging toward the Tatum. He knew the moment Olandon caught sight of him. . . . The Tatum started to turn away and pretend he hadn’t noticed him. Sin grimaced; not the best start.

Sin stopped in front of Olina’s brother and bowed low. “Tatum Olandon, I realize you will wish to welcome your guests, but I would beg for a moment of your time.”

He was going to refuse, Sin could tell.

“I have a proposition which will help with the attacks on the Ire, and help build relations between the three worlds,” he blurted.

“You.” Olandon surveyed him with derision.

Sin could work with derision. He rubbed his hands together, realized he was crinkling Olina’s message, and dropped his hands to his side. “Picture this, Tatum Olandon. A way for the three worlds to unite without being forced away from their families for these ‘exchanges.’ Before long all three worlds will begin to view these trips as a chore.”

With a hefty sigh and a longing glance to someone over Sin’s shoulder, Olandon nodded and led him away from the landing Bruma.

“Continue. I am listening.”

Except he wasn’t. His attention was torn between the person behind Sin, and Sin himself. Irritation flickered and Sin stomped it into non-existence. Now was not a good time for the Tatum to see Sin was pissed off. “At the moment, the trips between worlds are seen as a novelty. But surely you can see the novelty can only last so long. You need something more, something that will make people want to continue interworld relations.”

“And you know what that something is.”

“I do. You know of my background from Queen Olina. I am a showman and an excellent fighter. For nine years I have commanded the audiences of the pit fights on Glacium. I have earned a reputation there, and respect.”

“I am aware of your reputation.”

Blast the damn Solati! Who the hell was he looking at?

“Until now I haven’t used my skills to help anyone other than myself. I’ve never had a reason to. But now I have a reason. So I’ll tell you the answer to your problem is . . .” He paused for dramatic effect. “. . . the Interworld Games.”

The seconds following this weren’t as amazement-filled as Sin had hoped.

“The games could be anything. Spear throwing, accuracy with a bow, the fastest runner,” Sin said grandly. “Each world could enter its own team, and we would also create three mixed teams to compete. We hold the games once a revolution, rotating between Glacium and Osolis. People would flock to watch these ultimate displays of strength, agility, endurance, and cunning. People will not gladly travel over and over again because they’re told to, but they will travel between the worlds to get a glimpse of the biggest players in that revolution’s games. Especially one well run, by myself, as Master of Ceremonies. The Interworld Games will give us all common ground with our fellow races. It will strike up friendly competition between the worlds. It will show everyone the three races can work together, and it—”

“Would take many years to set up.”

“Yes. But it would be well worth the trouble.”

“I did not say it was a bad idea. Merely it is not an immediate solution to a very current problem.” The Tatum cast another glance behind Sin, and this time Sin turned in time to see who was returning the Tatum’s look of longing. Interesting.

“You said you had a reason now . . . for using your skills to help. I would know that reason.”

“Olorna,” Sin said without hesitation.

“The same Olorna who you asked to be freed from her betrothal to Namas. The one who is to be married in two hours.”

Sin blanched. Two hours. Sweat broke out over his forehead. “The same,” he croaked.

“Namas, a Satum. A man who has earned his position—and my time. . . .”

“Namas, a man who has made a young woman feel like she has to marry him in order for her, and her mother, to feel welcome within your court.”

Olandon blinked.

“He controls the court like puppets. And I know she is only doing this for her mother’s sake.”

“She loves you,” the Tatum ventured.

Sin swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“Ah. But you love her.”

“If you will not do this because it is the right thing to do, then what does it matter what I feel for her?”

The Tatum’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I believe I have warned you about questions once before.”

Sin held the Tatum’s gaze for a beat, then gave a stiff bow. “My humble apologies, Tatum Olandon.”

“All this anger over such a simple question.”

Sin opened his mouth, but was halted by a raised hand.

“Your idea for interworld games is a good one. I would even consider you for the role you have so quickly assumed. As for Namas—”

“I’m willing to donate the sum of two thousand goldies to hiring more guards for the Ire convoys and to the task of securing the culprits responsible for the attacks.”

“Two thousand goldies. . . .” The Tatum’s eyebrows lifted.

Clearly Olandon didn’t believe Sin was in possession of such a sum. “I’ve won a lot of fights.”

“I am more surprised you have made such an offer.”

Sin set his jaw. “I’m willing to match Namas’s contribution.”

“The Satum’s contribution. . . ,” mouthed the Tatum before coughing. “My sister told you about this.” 

Sin nodded, and Olandon cleared his throat again, continuing. “Your generosity is unexpected. Namas has pledged a sum equal to . . . uh, four thousand goldies.”

Sin’s heart dropped, along with his face. “I cannot match four thousand goldies. But I will give you everything I have. It is nearly three thousand goldies.”

“It is your life savings.”

“Yes.”

“All of this to buy Olorna’s hand.”

“To buy her right to choose the life she wants.”

Olandon sat on a bench and tapped a finger against the black wood beside him. Excitement stirred within Sin. Money, he scorned inwardly. He could always make more. And he truly believed organizing the Interworld Games could make him happy, especially now the pit fights were changing. If Olandon would allow him to take up mantle as Master of Ceremonies, then he would also have a title to woo Olorna with. It was an entirely new position, and he could make it as important and coveted as he wished to. By the time the first games rolled around, the Master of Ceremonies would be a position equal to Satum, and held in a much more popular regard, one Olorna could be proud of.

The Tatum’s eyes shifted behind him once more, and Sin smiled. “I can help you with that little problem, Tatum.”

Olandon’s eyes snapped back to his. “What did you just say?”

Sin’s smile disappeared. “You want the Bruma girl . . . I thought. Maybe I’m mistaken. Just . . . if I wasn’t mistaken, then I could help you. Off the record, of course.”

“I am willing to take the matters of your donation and your proposal for the games further. However, I am not willing to anger a Satum who has served his world for longer than you’ve been alive, and who, as you’ve already noted, holds much sway within my court.”

A buzzing noise filled Sin’s ears as he listened numbly to the words coming out of Olandon’s mouth. Why the fuck had Sin opened his fat mouth? Everything he’d done was for nothing; his frantic plan pulled together over the three longest, most frustrating days of his life was going to go ahead without fulfilling its intended purpose. 

It didn’t seem fair one person could decide his fate so objectively and without feeling.

Sin hadn’t come this far to take no for an answer. But as he opened his mouth, Olandon did the same, and uttered a few sentences that crushed him.

“And even if I were inclined away from Namas, I have to think of the girl herself.”

Woman, Sin thought.

“She has chosen to be where she is, marrying Namas. I have watched her closely after your previous complaints about their betrothal. She seems to be entirely focused on marriage to my Satum. My innocent Satum, I might add—the tribunal made their decision before migration. You are certain you have not misread her troubles, and have not invented her regard for you. You cannot have spent much time in each other’s company, and yet you are willing to throw away a lifetime of savings, change your life to please her, and beg me for help—whom you have always thought boring. You have formed this romance in your head; your loneliness is finally taking shape. She might not love Namas yet. But she will be safe with him, and cared for. A life with you might not give her these things. She would be unsure of who is warming your bed when she is not at your side, and never entirely sure if you loved the idea of winning her more than you actually loved her. How do you know she would not see your interference in her wedding as an annoyance? As an embarrassment?”

“Stop,” Sin whispered. “That’s enough.”

“That is what people think of you, Sin. That is the reputation you have proudly built until now. You want to be taken seriously . . . accept my offer and forget the girl.”

“I cannot.”

“Then leave my world, and do not return.”

“No,” Sin snarled.

Olandon gave him a cursory glance and waved a couple of his guard forward. “Lock him up until the wedding is done. Then send him on his way. Kill him if he returns.”

Sin tensed at the approach of the two guards, curling his hands into fists. Doing so drew his attention back to the message in his hand. He held the Tatum’s gaze and slowly unfurled his hand to let the note drop to the ground.

“A message,” he said curtly. “From your more deserving relative.”

 





CHAPTER NINETEEN

She’d put it off as long as she could. The Solati court had been waiting for her presence for over an hour. Olorna thought she’d finally settled into a calm enough state of mind that she could go through the proceedings with a tranquil smile.

Two court children picked by her mother carried her train as she swept through the castle. Afranca walked alongside her, completely silent, and Olorna was grateful for the lack of conversation. She felt she might burst into tears with the slightest hint of kindness or attention.

She passed out of the palace into the gardens, blinking a few times to accustom herself to the light. 

The gardens were transformed. White was the color of celebration on Osolis, and every decoration, seat, and robe held true to this tradition. A hundred people dressed in white finery sat between her and the fastening tree—the single kaur tree in the gardens. It was the black tree with purple-red leaves hanging over the bench where Sin had pestered her time and again. Their bench. 

Olorna took a deep breath and forced her eyes away. She looked instead at the multitude of important people in white. The people she hated more with each passing day. Her life. But . . . one person in the back row was not wearing white. 

The person turned, and Olorna’s entire body jolted to a halt. 

Sin.

What was he doing here?

Her eyes drank him in as though he were the last drop of water in the Third. And he looked just as thirsty as she. But, her brows furrowed, what had happened to him? Blood was caked on the side of his face. He looked like he’d been rolling in dirt. She’d never seen him so disheveled . . . or so flustered.

And never so attractive.

“Olorna, my love,” came her mother’s voice.

Olorna jerked back to the present without any inkling of how long she’d stared at the beautiful Bruma man. Her mother kissed her on the cheek and gave a gentle push in the direction of the kaur tree—the fastening tree. 

Veni! Namas! Olorna gazed out in the direction of the fastening tree and saw her future husband waiting in the shadows. He’d always be waiting in the shadows, ready to strike down those she cared about.

The strongest sense of wrong came over her. 

Olorna cast her eyes to her mother’s face—just one more look, to remind herself of why she was doing this; to fortify her. Her insides jolted as she took in her mother’s grave face.

Blinking in confusion, Olorna turned from her mother’s disapproval and began the slow procession to Namas’s side. But that she would need to pass Sin to do so was all she could think about.

Why was he here? Was he here for her? She desperately wished for him to save her, somehow. But it was completely unfair to think like this after their last meeting. Why hadn’t she realized her feelings sooner? Back in the courtyard when he’d kissed her. Surely she’d known then? Or was that when all of this began?

This. . . .

Olorna stopped in her tracks, and lifted her eyes to Sin’s. She knew what ‘this’ was. 

She loved him. 

A few giggles broke out from the court, and with panic rising in her throat, she stumbled onward in a daze, the three words clamoring in her mind. Not long ago, she would have named him the most annoying person she’d even known. How had this happened?

Olorna didn’t realize she’d been looking at the ground until a pair of sandaled feet came into sight. Unwillingly, she tilted her head back, knowing Namas would see her utter shock and indecision. But if she’d expected disappointment or despair on his face, she would’ve been wrong. Olorna watched as Namas’s expression tightened and cooled. In the next instant it had been whisked away, but the air reeked of anger. Her breath came short as she realized she might have just delivered Sin his death.

Namas jerked her forward to stand beside him. Another bruise to add to her collection. “Begin,” he snarled at Satum Jerin, who was conducting the binding ceremony.

Satum Jerin ignored Namas and fixed a friendly smile on her. “You are ready to start, Olorna.”

Olorna’s heart thumped in her chest. Could Satum Jerin see her tumultuous thoughts? A flush rose in her cheeks and she had to swallow twice before she could answer. “Y-yes, Satum Jerin.” She resisted the urge to look back at Sin just one more time. “I am.”

 

* * * 

 

Sin couldn’t take his eyes off her.

Olorna appeared at the garden entrance and everyone and everything melted away. His breath hitched in his throat. His heart wanted to leap out of his chest, his legs wanted to race to her, his arms to hold her, his mouth to kiss her. Despite his body longing to rip him in twenty different directions, his entire being was in agreement: there was only her.

He’d never seen a woman in white before today. And she was blushing—shy of the attention, clearly afraid. Sin wanted to protect her.

When her eyes found his, his heart fell onto the cobblestones beneath him. How had he ever thought of her as anything other than the most beautiful creature in three worlds?

She looked at him like he was a hero. He damn well didn’t deserve her, but he was selfish enough he wanted her anyway.

Olorna was starting her walk to where the old prick stood waiting for her by the tree. 

All Sin could think of was soon Olorna would pass him by. They’d be the closest they’d been since that evening in the courtyard, since the kiss that rocked him to his core. His mouth went dry as she stopped in front of him. Somehow, inexplicably, he could see the war inside of him in her eyes. She felt something for him. And if it wasn’t love yet, Sin was determined he could make her love him, given a chance. The Tatum was wrong; Sin hadn’t invented anything.

He was also out of time.

Olorna continued her gliding steps toward the kaur tree. To their bench. 

Sin scrambled to put together some kind of plan. Could he steal Olorna, evade what had to be at least twenty guards, including the Tatum sitting at the front—who had yet to spot him—and all of the guests? With no weapons, no dromeda, and no Soar? Or. . . . Or! He could kill Namas—no one liked him anyway—and go on the run by himself, and somehow earn a pardon and return for Olorna. . . .

“Tatum Olandon has two questions for you,” a deep female voice whispered in his ear.

Sin froze before regaining his tongue. “Yes?”

“The ‘little problem’ you referred to. He wants to know if you’ve ever had . . . intimate relations with it.” The voice sounded confused.

Sin wracked his brain and answered truthfully, “No, I haven’t.”

“He also says he will accept your donation of two and a half thousand goldies, due within the month.”

“Done.”

“Tatum Olandon said if you answered as you have, then you can consider the coming moments your interview.”

His eyes widened. What did that mean? What the fuck did that mean?

“And I was instructed to give you this.” A rolled-up parchment was dropped over his shoulder, and Sin picked up the wrinkled note with trembling fingers.

“He said it was the message given to him by his ‘much more deserving relative.’”

Sin winced and unrolled the message to its full length, holding it in front of him. For all its grand size, the message only held three words.

He loves her.

Sin stared at the words. He loved her. He loved Olorna. His eyes closed as he repeated the words to himself. He’d known, but he’d never said the words aloud. Was it that obvious he’d fallen for Olorna? 

He was just beginning to realize how much denial he’d been in. 

He loved her—Olorna, who was about to marry a pitiful excuse of a man.

“I had wondered what Tatum Olandon’s questions referred to, but I can see from those three words, and the fact my daughter could not take her eyes from you, I have missed a few things lately.”

Sin turned in his seat and met the eyes of Afranca. He gulped.

She gave him a curious smile and nodded slowly. “You’ll do just fine.” She readjusted her grip on a heavy-looking pan. “Now, my boy, we have a wedding to stop. And don’t you worry about Namas—Cook Afranca’s going to take care of him.”

He realized Afranca rolled her ‘r’s’ when she spoke. Is that what Olorna had been trying to get rid of? “I like to call him ‘dumbass,’” he offered.

“Dumbass,” Afranca tested, and nodded. “I like it.” She gave Sin a sharp jab in the shoulder with the pan’s handle. “Now hop to it, laddie.”





CHAPTER TWENTY

Olorna knelt on both knees upon a padded white silk cushion before the fastening tree next to Namas, close enough to feel him through her wedding robes. Her stomach roiled and she inhaled deeply, sure the day had suddenly become sweltering hot. Sweat rolled down her nape, and she followed its track between her shoulder blades as a means of distraction.

After saying their solemn vows, she and Namas would stand on opposite sides of the kaur tree—the Solati symbol for strength and endurance—and their hands would be tied around the tree with two lengths of white silk, representing unity.

Except they weren’t unified at all. They never had been.

She couldn’t help looking over her shoulder one last time, though Olorna could sense it made Namas furious. He’d exact his wrath later, she guessed.

Her heart sank. Sin was gone! 

He left me.

“Lorna, my dear, please pay attention,” Namas said through clenched teeth.

Lorna. It should have been a term of endearment. Olorna faced the front again, her face numb. 

Of course he’d left. She was all but married. It was probably the honorable thing to do in this situation. She sniffed. He was doing the right thing for once, and she wished he hadn’t. Would she ever see him again, trapped for much of the time in the Fifth as she would be? Perhaps it was better that way; she didn’t think she could bear—

She frowned at an angry noise behind her. 

Some of the court members were . . . moaning. 

The sound was only faint, but seemed to be growing louder. More voices joined in the guttural sound. Namas noticed the sound and turned to look. He whipped back around and ordered in a snarl, “Do not look.”

The moans grew louder. What on Solis?

She resolutely faced the front, sensing her mother’s presence as she finally joined Olorna and Namas at the fastening tree. But Olorna’s ears strained to hear what was happening behind them. 

The moans were now interspersed with gasps and thrilled squeals. Olorna tilted her head to watch her mother and saw Afranca wasn’t looking at their binding ceremony, but in the direction of the sounds, an expression of faint interest and amusement on her face. 

Ignoring Namas’s violent pull on her arm, Olorna twisted to look. Her eyes ran across the gathered guests and noted every female head was turned toward the fountain. She followed their gaze. . . .

Her jaw dropped. 

Sin.

One leg resting up on the fountain rim, the other foot resting inside the fountain itself stood a half-naked Sin. He’d taken off his tunic to dip it in the water, and now that water was being wrung out over a head of golden hair just long enough to pull. Over a sculpted face, and the golden skin of his chest, and—oh Solis—his ridged stomach.

The firelight caught on the drops, making them sparkle. Olorna, along with every other woman there, watched as the droplets of water rolled over his chest, over his torso. She gasped as the drops encountered the waistband of his pants, and disappeared to a place she was suddenly most curious about. She licked her lips.

There was a shake on her arm, and she scowled at the person shaking it—harshly enough for them to drop the limb in surprise. Olorna wasn’t missing Sin’s bath for anything. In fact, she clambered to her feet to better see.

Apparently done bathing, Sin stepped out of the fountain, tossing his tunic over his shoulder into the water. Olorna watched as a court member ran to retrieve it and hugged it to her body. For the first time she realized what she was seeing. Olorna jolted back into herself with a sharp inhale. What had come over her? She’d walked away from Namas without thought! She could feel his glare stabbing pinpricks into the back of her head.

She should turn back around and kneel beside him . . . but Sin was sauntering toward them, eyes fixed on her.

Her heart raced, even as her terror mounted. She took half a step back, her breath coming fast.

“I’m so sorry for keeping you all waiting.” Sin finally spoke. He didn’t take his eyes from Olorna’s face, and she shivered as his voice vibrated through her. She wasn’t the only one, judging from the sighs. “Satum Jerin was very kind to run the ceremony while I made myself presentable. But I feel now, seeing as I am the newly appointed Master of Ceremonies, I should take over.”

Olorna narrowed her eyes.

“I hardly think—” Namas’s interruption was overridden by a collective gasp. These were gasps of a very different nature than the moans from earlier. 

What was Sin up to? Olorna turned to her mother to find her watching the Glacium man, gripping a pan in her hand . . . odd. Olorna shook her head and turned back to Sin. 

What was he talking about? Master of Ceremonies? She’d never heard of it. She twisted her hands nervously as it occurred to her Sin wasn’t done upsetting the wedding. How angry would Namas be after the binding ceremony? 

“I hear your curiosity, Solati court, and I will assuage it, my dear people. I never was one to delay another’s pleasure.” 

Several titters sounded behind her, and Olorna rolled her eyes.

In a swift movement, Sin was past her, brushing her stomach on the way and a fluttering sensation erupted within her. Then he was standing atop the bench, calling out to the court. “Tatum Olandon has appointed me Master of Ceremonies of the Interworld Games!”

Interworld Games, Olorna thought in shock. She’d never heard of them either. People were turning to each other with excited murmurs.

Sin bowed in the direction of the Tatum. “By your leave, Tatum Olandon.”

The Tatum gestured for him to continue, to everyone’s shock. This was true?

Sin shouted out, “A test of each world’s strength, a coming together of the three worlds in the greatest contest the tri-worlds has ever seen!”

Sin leapt off the bench and approached the crowd with both hands outstretched. “Archery, hand-to-hand combat, agility, power, and swordplay.” He stopped in front of a guard and stood by his side. “Imagine the fever of the crowd. The booming chants around you as everyone screams for their favorites.” He gestured at the strong man beside him. Olorna couldn’t help thinking Sin appeared to be the much more powerful of the two. There was strength in every muscle, and she could not take her eyes from him.

Sin’s voice had dropped to a whisper, and the crowd leaned forward to catch his words. “Can you imagine, ladies and gentlemen, the danger?” Half of the court had their mouths open.

“This announcement couldn’t have waited until after my wedding,” Namas sneered.

Olorna glared at him for interrupting. She wasn’t the only one.

“Well, no,” Sin said congenially. “Because the wedding isn’t going continue.”

 “Sin,” Olorna whispered. “Stop.” She tried to say the words quietly, but her mother and Namas both heard.

Sin looked at her, and Olorna gasped as she saw him. Without the mocking amusement; without the thick barrier to his true emotion. Sin wasn’t pretending anymore. He wasn’t pretending to her. He was laying himself bare, and she had never been more entranced.

She swayed, and Namas gripped her arm. His fingers dug into half-healed bruises, making her wince.

“Too late, Bruma. She has consented to be mine.”

Sin didn’t take his eyes from her. “She consented, yes, but for reasons no woman should have to consider. Doll, I think it’s time you told your mother the meaning behind all of this.”

Olorna paled. No, no, no.

Spittle flew from the Satum’s mouth. “You think she will settle for a Bruma?”

“Master of Ceremonies,” corrected Sin, with a hasty look over his shoulder at the Tatum. “And I’m not asking her to do anything.”

Olorna’s heart grew heavy.

“That is for her decide, later, when she is free of you. But I do know one thing. This woman isn’t about to marry the man who has been orchestrating her misery in the court since she arrived here.”

“I have no idea—”

“You haven’t been instructing the court to treat Olorna and her mother like dirt? You didn’t tell them to welcome her into their nest after the betrothal was announced?”

Olorna wanted to burst into tears. If only Sin knew that was the least of her problems. She didn’t want to spend her life with this cruel, empty man. Indecision warred within her as she wondered if she should speak up, show her mother the bruises and tell her about the death threats. But it was her words against one of the most powerful people on Osolis. 

Namas’s face was showing color for the first time: purple. Olorna couldn’t tell if it was because of Sin’s allegations, or because he’d had the gall to ask him questions.

Afranca hummed, a wicked smile on her weathered face. “How . . . interesting.”

The rapid exchange of words was lost on Olorna as she attempted to pull from Namas’s bruising grip. “Namas,” Olorna whispered. “You’re hurting me.”

She turned back to see Sin’s angry eyes on where Namas clasped her wrist.

Sin strode forward, growling, “I suggest you let go, before your face gets very ugly, very quickly.”

“Learn your place, savage!”

Olorna stumbled as Namas wrenched her back to the kaur tree. His hand lifted and, terrified he was about to strike her, Olorna turned her head, squeezing her eyes shut.

Clang!

The grip from her wrist disappeared. 

When no blow struck her, Olorna cautiously opened her eyes. Namas lay crumpled on the ground several meters in front of where she’d just been standing. She stared up to where her mother stood over Namas, brandishing the pan. She didn’t!

A movement caught her attention and she shifted her gaze down to where a golden arm was clamped around her waist. She twisted to look behind her and came face to face with the most beautiful person she’d ever seen in her life. 

Her heart stopped, and her lungs ceased to move as their lips hovered so close together she could feel his breath on her cheeks.

“Sin,” she whispered.

His lips didn’t touch hers. Her gaze flickered up to meet his and she sucked in a painful breath. This man was hiding in there this whole time? 

“It’s Ethyn, doll,” he said softly. “Please call me Ethyn.”

 

* * *

 

He’d never had as little to work with in his life. The lighting was wrong, the mood subdued, the crowd rigid, and the focus fixed in the opposite direction from where he stood. Yet he’d gotten through it and now, somehow, he stood with his arm around Olorna’s waist, staring into her green-streaked eyes.

“Ethyn,” she tested.

His chest tightened almost painfully as his real name passed her lips. He looked into her sweet face. If given the chance, he’d make her his forever. He handled her gently, tentatively—her waist was so tiny. The first thing he’d do was feed her, he decided. 

Their faces were close as his head dipped down to hers. He swallowed a groan at the proximity of her moist lips to his own. If so much didn’t rest on the outcome, he’d damn them all just to kiss her again. With a weary sigh, he lifted her and placed her by his side. 

Sin took hold of her hand and tilted his head toward her mother.

The woman beside him sighed. “I think Mother might be rather angry at me.”

Sin thought she might be right. “Can you blame her?” Olorna’s eyes darkened and he hastened to add, “I’ll confiscate her pan.” It worked; a small smile curved her luscious lips. 

He followed as the woman he loved tugged him with her to talk to her mother.

Namas gave a moan as they approached. 

Clang!

“Mother,” Olorna said quietly. “I think Namas is well and truly rendered unconscious.”

“A couple of bumps is the least I could give him for how he’s treated you,” Afranca ground out.

Sin snorted and spoke. “I’ll leave you two to chat while I take Satum Namas away for a little man-to-man.”

“No you don’t, laddie,” scolded Afranca. “Dumbass is mine. And I assure you,” she said, seeing Sin was about to argue, “he will be dealt with.” Sin’s gaze fell on the pan and he cocked an eyebrow. “I believe you,” he said.

“As for you, daughter. . . .” Afranca turned the full weight of her glare on the woman at Sin’s side. He squeezed her hand in reassurance, but didn’t move to protect her. Olorna needed to hear this, and honestly, Sin wanted to lecture her for days about the choices she’d made, but on reflection he’d realized Olorna would be significantly less likely to kiss him if he did so. Best to leave it to her pan-wielding mother.

Afranca drew herself up to her full height. “Explain yourself.”

Olorna stepped forward. “Momma, I . . . wanted to marry Namas to make things easier for us. But then I found out Namas was—”

“Using you to manipulate my vote.”

“You knew,” Olorna gasped. 

“I told you, daughter. Of course I knew. I was hoping you’d see and break off the betrothal, but you didn’t.”

“I tried, Momma. But . . .” She glanced at Namas and swallowed. “. . . Namas told me he would kill us both if I didn’t. 

Blood rushed into Sin’s ears. 

“Everyone I cared about.” Olorna trembled. “He. . . .” Terror flashed across her face. “I believed every word he said.”

“What!” Sin roared. White-hot rage exploded. The shock was visible on Afranca’s face, too. She hadn’t known, either! Sin made for Namas with outstretched hands. He’d break the fucker’s neck! 

He was stopped by a pan. Sin glared at Afranca, waiting for her to step out of the way.

“He’s mine,” Afranca said quietly.

No fucking way. He shook with fury. He’d never been so angry.

“I need to do this, laddie,” Afranca whispered. She gave him a look that reached into his very core. He’d been planning to snap Namas’s neck, but Afranca? Sin looked into her deep brown eyes and saw she’d already planned a very slow and painful demise for the bastard.

“You need to think about how your actions would affect my daughter.” She pressed again.

Shit. Olorna’s mother was right. She was in a better position to end Namas without consequence. Somehow Sin doubted the Tatum would be grateful if Sin offed one of his Satums. Clenching his jaw, he gave a tight nod and stepped away.

He stalked back to Olorna’s side and took her in his arms. She was red-faced and avoiding his eyes. She could damn well count on him giving her hell about not telling him when they were alone later on, but for now he held her close, only moving a tiny distance away when Afranca stepped in and pulled her daughter into her arms.

“My girl, my dear Lorna.” Afranca pulled back and stared at her daughter, obviously struggling to form words. She placed her hands either side of Olorna’s face. “You should have told me. As soon as he threatened you. Out of all of this, that is what I’m angriest about. But . . . you are also right.” Olorna was staring blankly at her mother. “I’ve allowed the court to wear me down,” Afranca admitted. “And by doing so I’ve enabled them to trod all over my flesh and blood, too. If you thought your marrying Namas would make me happy, you were gravely mistaken, my love. For the last month I’ve despaired at your choice, only playing along because I thought you somehow cared for the vermin lying at my feet. If I’d known the truth. . . .” Judging from the mother’s expression, Namas’s body parts would be boiling in a homemade stew by now.

A scuff on stone alerted Sin to the approach of another—Tatum Olandon. Sin looked past the Tatum, a bit surprised to see the court; he’d completely forgotten they were there. The crows clustered together in groups whispering and watching.

“You marrying someone you didn’t love would have broken my heart, Lorna, nothing else. And I’ll thank you, child, to leave the looking-after and parenting to me.” Afranca blinked furiously as she untangled herself from Olorna’s arms and looked at the pan in her hand. “You don’t need to worry about the court anymore.”

Sin choked back a chuckle at the menace in Afranca’s voice. It was no empty threat.

 “And, I might add, you have a man in front of you who has just touched on his potential, and will love you until the day he dies.”

“Momma!” Olorna’s cheeks flooded with heat.

“I don’t see how you could be in any doubt after what a fool he just made of himself.”

That was the thing, though—Sin was at the tattered edges of his patience. The decision wasn’t up to her mother, or Sin, or Olorna. 

The Tatum held that power.

“Tatum Olandon, I have a few things I wish to discuss with you,” Afranca said in a stern voice.

Tatum Olandon flicked a gaze to Afranca, who stood defiantly over the Satum’s unconscious form. “It would appear so, and I am desirous to hear your reports on Satum Namas, considering your vote in his favor not so long ago.”

Pink stole across Afranca’s cheek. 

“Though it is clear Namas has made life very uncomfortable for the both of you, and for that I apologize.”

Would ‘I told you so’ be too much? Sin wondered. By the sharp glance Olandon leveled at him, he thought it might be.

“I will be sitting down with my Satums, immediately.” He looked over to the fastening tree where Satum Jerin still stood in position, grinning broadly at the unconscious Namas lying at Afranca’s feet. “To decide if there will be an opening for a new Satum.”

Olorna dipped her head. But Sin stared at Olandon. “You can’t be serious. This fucker needs the sack, pronto.”

Tatum Olandon sighed. “I thank the Master of Ceremonies for his ever-wise council.”

Afranca clasped a hand on Sin’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll be making sure Tatum Olandon is aware of each and every death threat.” 

The Tatum blinked twice. It was the only sign he’d been taken aback. “Afranca, Jerin, come with me.” He gestured two guards over and ordered them to drag Namas inside. The Tatum turned back. “Sin, you are about to become one busy man. There will be meetings between the three worlds, effective immediately. You will need to build a council for your Interworld Games. I expect everything to run smoothly and without fault.” He eyed him with displeasure. “And put on a shirt.”

Sin bent down to Olorna’s ear. “I think he likes me.” She whacked him in response, a warning in her eyes, and Sin watched as the Tatum’s back tensed, but Olandon did not turn back. 

Sin contemplated Olina’s brother with interest. He might have been mistaken about that one.

Olorna and Sin watched as the court returned inside, no doubt ordered to do so as they never would have done it otherwise. Namas was dragged inside by the guards, with Afranca and Jerin trailing close behind. In a few minutes, only Sin and Olorna were left in front of the fastening tree. 

Sin swallowed, at a loss of what to say.

Olorna smiled at him and took his hand, pulling him to the bench where they first met. “Why did you come back here?”

He knew what she wanted to hear, only because they were the same words he wanted to hear. A part of him wondered that this had been so hard, when, in the end, the words slipped from his mouth so naturally. “I love you.”

She stared at him. There wasn’t surprise there—just wonder. She’d known he felt something for her, but there was the flicker of hesitation on her face, too. . . Sin could hardly blame her for hesitating after witnessing his antics within the solati court. He leaned forward and grasped both her hands in his. “When we last spoke—”

“I’m so sorry for what I said to you, Ethyn. I didn’t mean any of it. I don’t even know why I said those things.”

“You were right, doll. I was just too angry and stupid to admit it at the time.” He caught her eyes and saw there was certainly surprise there now. He sighed. “My mother left when I was very young. I was raised by a father bitter over his wife’s desertion. I was taught to think of females a certain way; I’ve feared some, laughed with others, helped a few, but I have never once trusted a woman, or deemed her capable of loyalty—or worthy of mine.”

“Your father taught you to hate females.” She scowled. 

He’d never seen that particular expression on her face. He wondered how many other expressions she could make. He fidgeted at the thought and resolutely turned his mind to other things. He frowned. “I’m not sure. I haven’t wanted to think too much about my father lately. I don’t think he did it on purpose; I hope not . . . but every child follows in their parents’ footsteps.” He shook his head. “But this is no excuse for my behavior. They are beliefs I should have outgrown long ago. I just never had a reason to.”

They sat in silence for a time before she spoke. “Something changed your mind.”

He nodded, playing with her hands. “I was made aware my childhood was not entirely as I chose to remember it. I saw my mother for the first time since I was five years old.” 

Olorna gasped and shuffled closer on the bench. She smelled like his Bess’s vanilla tea and flowers. His mouth nearly watered at the thought of what her skin would taste like. “My father used to . . . hit her. And she left, but he’d hurt her badly. She lost consciousness out in the snow. It was weeks before she recovered, and when she came for me, it was too late. My father wouldn’t let her see me, and he wouldn’t give me up.”

“And you never knew,” Olorna said, eyes shining and a hand on her delectable throat. “You grew up thinking your mother didn’t love you. Your father sounds horrible.” 

Sin stiffened, and suddenly her hand was on his forearm, gripping. “But I can understand how much of a shock this must have been,” she said. “It will take time to come to terms with it.”

He drew her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss on the back of it. “Perhaps you are right, doll.”

“That doesn’t explain how you got here,” she pressed. 

It didn’t? Seemed obvious to him.

“As soon as I left Osolis I knew I’d made a mistake, but I was too stubborn to see it until I was dragged before the king and queen of Glacium. They forbade me to return to you.”

“What?”

He eyed her reaction with consternation.

“You defied their orders? We’ll have to stay here forever! And what about when the Tatum finds out? He’s the queen’s brother. Solis, we can’t stay here. Where will we go?” Olorna stood. “I’ll pack. We’ll leave immediately. Go . . . somewhere.”

Sin drew her back down. “Lorna, love, it was a setup. The queen forbade me from returning because she knew I’d do exactly what she said not to.”

Olorna blinked. “That . . . makes no sense.”

“A lot of the things Olina does don’t make immediate sense to people.” Sin shrugged. “She sent Shard to the base of the Oscala with a Soar for my use with a message to Tatum Olandon. Which I think helped the Tatum change his mind about breaking the betrothal between you and Namas.” It was clear from Olorna’s bafflement she no more understood the queen of Glacium’s mind than any of them did—excepting King Jovan—and Sin suspected Jovan was caught unawares on occasion.

“I flew here, trying to form some plan, some way of convincing Tatum Olandon to break off your betrothal.”

“The Master of Ceremonies thing? And the Interworld Games? You’re telling me you thought that up three days ago?” 

He shrugged and responded, “All in, or not at all.”

Olorna burst out laughing, choking on the strength of it. He couldn’t help joining in as the tears streamed from her eyes, though he decided not to tell her he’d only come up with the plan yesterday after two days of blank frustration. 

He’d never been more terrified in his life than these last few days.

“Lorna,” he said seriously when she paused for breath. Sin inhaled deeply. “I came back because I could not bear for you to tie yourself to a man who would make you unhappy. And if that’s all that comes from today, I will rest easy knowing you are safe.” He swallowed. “I know you might not see me as the kind of man who can make you happy. My past might be too much for you to accept.” He looked into her green-streaked eyes. “But I want you to know if you choose me, I will make you the happiest woman alive. I will feed you, I will clothe you, and I will protect you.”

 

* * *

 

Her breath caught with the intensity of his words. I will feed you, I will clothe you, and I will protect you. There was a ceremonial weight to them, and she wondered what the phrase meant on Glacium.

Sin was rambling almost incoherently, she realized. He was nervous! She bit back her smile that someone such as he could be nervous around someone like her. And if she had needed convincing Sin could make her happy, this, more than anything, would have told her he spoke truth.

“I love you, too,” she interrupted him.

He didn’t hear her, checking off a mental list. “You will never be hungry. I guarantee two orgasms minimum, every time.”

“I love you!” she said louder.

“We don’t need to stay here. We can travel. I’ll show you Glacium, and the Ire, and fuck the court, we don’t have to live here. I can buy you a house wherever you like. You just—”

Olorna stood up, hands on her hips. “I love you,” she shouted with gusto.

That shut him up. 

Too completely. The way he was staring at her, mouth ajar, made her a little uncomfortable. He hadn’t changed his mind, had he? Her heart began to beat in her ears.

“You love me,” Sin said in a quiet voice.

Her heart broke for him. “I will feed you. I will clothe you, and I will protect you,” she continued, solemnly.

He pressed his lips together with obvious effort, and she frowned as he made an odd strangled sound. Was that not how it was done?

“Though,” she added with a cheeky grin, “I was rather hoping I’d be helping to unclothe you.” Honestly, his bath in the fountain had left her feeling hotter than the Fourth fires. A red color stole across his cheeks and she nearly burst out in laughter again. Surely he wasn’t embarrassed! 

He got down on one knee before her, and she wondered, in confusion, if he’d dropped something. It seemed like an odd way to pick it up.

“Lorna, I didn’t even know how miserable my life was until the day I met you. I want to be with you every day for the rest of my life. Will you marry me?”

A tear coursed over her cheek, and Sin, his hand trembling, reached up to brush it from her face. She couldn’t speak; she could only nod. 

And then Sin had her in his arms, and was crushing his lips to hers.

A moan escaped her. The feel of his skilled mouth against her own was better than she remembered. Black spots danced in her vision before she remembered how to breathe. Using the excuse her feet weren’t on the ground, she threw her arms around his neck, pressing herself against him. His answering groan made her heart leap. 

He nipped at her bottom lip, seeking entrance, and she opened her mouth willingly, gasping as his tongue entered her mouth. 

To her disappointment, it was he who broke off the kiss, but she was pleased to see his breath was uneven. 

“If we don’t stop now, there’ll be a new ceremony at the kaur tree,” he said in a husky voice.

Olorna shivered from her head to her toes. “Ethyn, if you promise to kiss me like that every day, I will happily marry you.”

A beaming smile overtook his face, taking her breath away, and he let out a sound of frustration before crushing his lips to hers once more.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Sin sat on the edge of the bed staring at his betrothed, who slept deeply, nestled in the blankets. He snuck into her chambers every night to sleep beside her, certain every night he’d be killed by her pan-wielding mother, who slept next door.

Her luscious brown hair fanned over the pillows, exactly as he’d imagined it would. The last few weeks had seen him feeding her to the bursting point, and finally her cheeks were filling out and color was returning to her complexion. It shouldn’t be possible she got more beautiful each day, but somehow she did.

Did his father feel the same for his mother? Sin didn’t think he could have, or how could he hurt Beatrice? Sin would sooner fall on his own sword than hurt Olorna.

A soft sigh sounded, following by the fluttering of her long, dark lashes. The sound was enough to have Sin glaring in betrayal at his lap and dragging the blanket across before Olorna could see his arousal.

“Ethyn,” she whispered. “Why are you not in bed?”

His eyes darkened, taking in her light form draped in the sheets. He was a starving man and she was a feast. “Because, doll, you press against me when you sleep. And while I enjoy that, it makes it rather hard to stick to my promise.”

She gave him a dry look. “You’re the one who made that stupid promise in the first place. I’ve told you I’m ready. I don’t see why we should wait until the wedding. I want you now.”

Two weeks. A light sweat broke out on his forehead. Two weeks. His fiancée had proven very eager to get into his pants, and honestly, that quality on someone he knew was entirely reserved in public made him crazy to tear off her robes. 

Sin avoided her gaze and scratched at his stubble as she fixed her green-streaked eyes on him. She’d told him more than once he tended to blush while discussing ‘intimate relations’ between them, and he’d begun to suspect she brought up the subject on purpose. “It’s important to me we wait, doll. I want us to be married first. You can understand, can’t you?”

She smiled saucily. “My mind can, but my body seems to be having trouble.” She ran her eyes down his chest, and his whole body hardened in response. He groaned—he couldn’t help it. 

If he hadn’t known Blizzard hadn’t gotten any in six months, he’d be half-inclined to think you could die from waiting this long.

More from the need to distract himself, he tensed his chest muscles, making them dance. Olorna giggled at his display, and he continued to flex, adding in some hip movements for her amusement.

The laughter died from her face. “Do you think I could do that?” she asked, tapping her mouth.

Sin’s eyes dropped to the swell of her chest—as she no doubt intended. His mouth went bone-dry. He tried several times to speak, eliciting yet another bout of giggles from her. Warmth suffused his chest and he watched her for a long moment before allowing a drawling smile to cross his face. 

“I don’t know, doll. But we’ve got two weeks to find out.”
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I would like to thank my manuscript team; Melissa Scott, Robin Schroffel, Jill Wright, Chelsey Dean, and Philippa Cox. Aside from the work you all do toward the final version of each book, more than anything you make the layers of the story click into place. The release date of Sin marks my two-year publiversary, and most of you have with me the whole time! The Tainted Accords world would not be the same without your input.

Thanks to Patrick Hodges, Jaye Cox, and my cover designer, Tracey, at Soxsational Cover Art, for their help in making the final product of Sin extra shiny. Sin is pretty chuffed with how hot he looks on this cover.

To my husband, friends, and family – you da best.

 

Happy Reading,

Kelly St. Clare

 

P.S. How many of you hate me for not telling you who Olandon is looking at? *evil author cackle* A small part of me—the reader part—apologizes on the author part’s behalf for being so mean, and I swear you’ll find out in Olandon’s novella!





Books by Kelly St. Clare

The Tainted Accords:

 

Fantasy of Frost

Fantasy of Flight

Fantasy of Fire

Fantasy of Freedom

 

The Tainted Accords Novellas:

 

Sin

Olandon (Late 2017)

Rhone (2018)

Shard (2018)

 

The After Trilogy:

 

The Retreat

The Return (June, 2017)





Olandon

(The Tainted Accords: Novella Two)
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Coming Soon!





 

The Retreat

(The After Trilogy, #1)

[image: ]

 

Earth was ruined. Humankind destroyed. And it's old news.

Romy's life is simple—for a genetically enhanced space soldier: pick up space junk with her four friends, and stave off the invaders fixated on stealing Planet Earth.

It isn't much. But it's temporary—only another 850 years to go, give or take. Then the four thousand space soldiers can reinhabit their beloved homeland once more.

When her crew tangles with a gulp-worthy alien mothership, Romy's return to Earth is brought forward at hurtling pace. And what she finds on the ground defies everything she's been told.

Strength comes from the unlikeliest of quarters.

As does leadership.

....As does betrayal.

Now Available





Sign up to my newsletter to receive once-monthly emails with release information, giveaways, and guest authors at:

www.kellystclare.com

And receive these FREE gifts:

*Chapter extras from Jovan’s point of view

*The Tainted Accords mini coloring book

*Translucents (a paranormal short story) by Kelly St. Clare 

 

 

For more regular updates, follow me on: 

Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram

 

 

And if you are a SUPER fan, join the Barracks, for book chats, group reads, advanced reader opportunities, and more.

Kelly St. Clare’s Barracks





Have You Enjoyed This Book?

Thanks to your reviews and support, The Tainted Accords is an internationally bestselling series!

A review takes a couple of minutes and means a huge amount to a self-published author like myself. They help my book reach a larger audience.

I would like to bring you the stories you want to read. Help me to do this by telling me what you liked and didn’t like. (All kinds of reviews are welcome.) 

Your time and effort is greatly appreciated.
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