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CHAPTER ONE
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Joy suffused every molecule in her body as she possessively stroked her hands over the flight console of her new, beautiful LUX32. 

The indulgent, indecently appointed cruiser had been custom built with ultimate pleasure in mind. 

Every one of the personnel decks was lined with plush carpets of fur, the cold metal walls covered in glossy wood from real trees, each opulent bathroom equipped with the choice of an enzyme or an actual steam shower.

It would cost a mint to fill up the water tanks, but between she and Angel Eyes, a real shower once every other week would be alright. 

The crew quarters were immaculate and far more luxurious than anything she had ever stayed in, the med-bay was equipped with the latest and greatest automated systems guaranteed to treat any illness or injury in hours. 

It was powered by a gravimetric pulse engine, top of the line and powerful enough to reach speeds capable of inter-dimensional travel. The LUX32 was fully stocked, fully weaponized, fully shielded, and allllllllll hers.

Her over-achieving siblings all claimed Jalia was wasting her talents, but Jalia couldn't agree less.  

So she wasn't some military genius like her oldest brother Jared, or a galactically recognized doctor who created cures for incurable diseases like Jade, or terraforming moguls like Jeremy and Jacob. She might be the baby of the family, but Jalia was doing very well for herself.

Jalia chuckled as she settled into the decadently soft leather of the flight chair, victoriously wallowing in the memory of Baviel's expression when the game ended, and Jalia's name had been displayed as the high score winner. Her screams of disbelief would keep Jalia laughing for months. 

The fight Baviel had gotten into with the Fruja who ran the gaming hall—the one holding the pass codes and transfer credentials to Baviel's LUX32—had resulted in the poor princess being banned from every gaming establishment on Sasilli Theta.

It didn't pay to try and renege on one’s bets!

If anyone ever found out Jalia had cheated by practicing on a pirated feed, on conning the system by counting code, she too would be banned from the gaming halls. Cheaters never prospered...if they got caught.

"This LUX is insane! There's a holo-room dedicated to pleasure sims! Like, top of the line, sensation stimulating programs to make you feel like you're being waited on hand and foot by nude, nubile...holy farking trionic blasters! Is that a neural flight interface!?"

Angel Eyes ran for the co-pilot's station, salivating over the control nodes set in their special niche. Smack those two pads to your temples, and the LUX could literally read your mind, interface with it, and you wouldn't even have to touch the console to input navigation destinations.

Hell, Angel Eyes could program a ten-course banquet, set the bath water to the perfect temp, and schedule a visit to the on-board beauty salon for all the treatments she could imagine, all from that seat with her hands tied behind her back. 

Jalia smiled at the wild, blue haired waif she ran around the bridge like a child set loose in her favorite toy store. 

"Looks like it. I call dibs on the princess's cabin. Don't blow us up or send us through some wormhole while you're getting all up in my new ship."

"Uh hu, yeah, no boom-holes." Angel Eyes agreed, giving a distracted wave of her dainty, destructive little hand.

Jalia rolled her eyes as she became invisible and left the bridge to take a wander around her new home. She made it all the way to the stern where an enormous viewing window looked out on the space they left behind. Jalia stood tall and proud on the metaphorical spoils of her victory. 

This ship was the largest, most expensive prize she had ever won. 

This ship was going to change her life. Take her far, far away from the reputation of her genius family. Somewhere she could be her own person, somewhere the Justus family name would no longer haunt her. 

"We're going places, you and I," she promised her LUX softly, "Exotic, far off places."

"Hey, Jalia?" Angel Eyes voice filled her ear, breathless excitement painting every word, "You better get back up here. I think I found us our next big score!" 

*****
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Angel Eyes was so excited she was visibly sweating, bouncing in her flight chair, pointing to the holo-screen at the gilded page floating in the air between them. 

It seemed Baviel hadn't opened her mail yet, or the princess would have never put the title to her LUX in the pot. No one in their right mind would turn down an invitation to Minos! 

"I checked it out and it's totally legit, Jalia! The invitation says six females and their entourage will meet at a pre-determined location and be picked up by a Minoan ship, then transported to the planet surface. 

“You have to prove you're a female of consenting age, do a med check to make sure the atmo isn't poisonous to humans, and solve nine labyrinths. Puzzles. Probably a riddle or two, but that's no problem for you! 

“All you need is an entourage; I'll create a royal pedigree so solid it would take your brothers months to unravel it...farking hell, this is IT! You win this, and we're on our way to Rysor 12!"

Rysor 12. Jalia looked away from the holo-screen to an ancient pamphlet tacked to the wall. She took that piece of decaying paper everywhere with her. The dream of dreams. 

Her father had been too proud to admit he had a daughter with such a distasteful disregard for his rules. He'd sent her to a hellish reform academy on another planet, cut her off from all friends and family, and no one had raised so much as an eyebrow in protest. 

None of her friends had tried to communicate with her, not her brothers, not her sister, not even her mother. 

They had all abandoned Jalia to the fate she apparently deserved, her father informing her via his eldest son, she could come home when she'd grown up. It was as though Jalia had never existed.

Alone, feelings of abandonment and pain burrowing through her, Jalia had lay awake at night in the narrow bed of her dormitory at the Telantes School for Girls, huddled under the scratchy blankets that smelled of burnt hair and acrid detergent, making secret plans to escape the cruel matrons trying to shape her into a proper lady. One too traumatized to ever consider disobeying orders.

Jalia hadn't been able to imagine a worse fate, and until she'd come across a box of contraband in the Head Matron's office with the pamphlet tucked inside, Jalia had despaired of ever finding a way out.

Rysor 12, a planet at the very edge of the Anrion Galaxy, with white sand beaches, private islands where someone with enough money could live like a queen for the rest of their lives in absolute luxury. 

A place where it didn't matter if you were the screw up of the family, or the embarrassment no one wanted to speak of, or the shameful, willfully disobedient child who escaped curfew, gambled with recruits, and partied with low-lifes.

On Rysor 12, if you could pay, you could stay. No questions asked. 

"What do you think?" Angel Eyes squealed, her cybernetic eyes glowing brightly with eagerness. 

Visions of her dream within reach, Jalia was suddenly full to bursting with energy. Labyrinths? Puzzles? Riddles? Child's play. 

"What about the entourage?"

"Boudreaux and his crew! You know them, they know you, you could have the advantage of a small entourage and bodyguards all in one!"

Jalia screwed up her face at the idea of roughneck mercenaries following her around, but Bloody Boudreaux was good about keeping his word. Their contract would have to be airtight to keep him from squirming through every loophole there was...the pamphlet caught her eye again, and she couldn't say no. 

"What the hell, let's do this!"

*****
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"This was such a bad idea," Jalia moaned under her breath. "Why didn't I read the fine print?"

If she had bothered to read it, she would have realized she had signed up to become queen. 

Queen of farking Minos!

In her presentation, Angel Eyes had reported 'the winner receives a Queen's Ransom.' No mention of becoming an actual queen, or the fact that once having signed her consent to participate, dropping out would cost Jalia the equivalent of a billion credits. 

A consequence in the fine print she hadn't bothered to read until after she'd signed the digital line in the waiting room about to undergo a med check. 

Only it wasn't a standard med check to ascertain whether she would be able to survive the atmosphere and conditions of Minos. 

Oh no, too easy. 

The med check was to ensure her farking fertility! Jalia had come out of the exam room walking funny and aching from the instruments used to confirm she was physically able to couple with a Minoan male, and safely carry his demon spawn to term without dying in the process. 

Oh, lucky day, wouldn't you know, humans were compatible with Minoan bulls!

And it got even better!

The fine print she had so hastily overlooked also stated she waved any rights to declare war should she die during the contest or be murdered by one of the other female contestants. But the winner? She got to be the Queen of Minos. 

QUEEN!

As in, contractually obligated to marry the king of this tropical, beautiful, rich, amazingly isolated planet. 

Finding out she was here as a prospective bride, one who could potentially be murdered by the other prospects was not what she'd agreed to, but it was apparently what Jalia had rashly signed on for, and there was no escaping it unless she found a billion credits stashed somewhere on the LUX.

Which of course, there wasn't. And yes, Jalia had looked. 

"Jalia, I swear I didn't know about the whole crown or death, thing. I wouldn't set you up to die." Angel Eyes passionately promised in her ear, safely tucked away in orbit around the nebula with a veritable army of nubile holo-sim pleasure slaves.

She believed Angel, but Jalia wasn't exactly in a mood to be forgiving.  

Bloody Boudreaux had been busy cooling his heels in a UC prison for having gotten caught smuggling a shipment of bootleg Zoilarian wine, thereby unable to join her with as an entourage slash bodyguard. 

It just so happened two of his crew—who had not been caught and subsequently arrested—were in need of a place to lie low to escape the authorities, and wouldn't you know it, Minos wasn't a UC affiliated planet. No extradition, as the UC hadn't been able to even get past the Minoan nebula.

Tom 'Phantom' Brone and Prowling Bancroft aka Croft, had jumped at the opportunity to escape the law for a while. Croft was a ladies man, blonde, blue-eyed, slender as a whip and drop dead gorgeous. 

A master thief, and all around fool. She liked him well enough, but Tom...Tom had always given her the shivers. 

He was half human, and half something else. No one had any idea what the something else was, and Tom had never offered to share. 

Physically, there was nothing to suggest he was anything other than human, with hair blacker than space, eyes to match, and skin so pale he almost appeared devoid of life. But there was most definitely something about him that screamed, other.

One might not guess simply by looking at him, but Tom was an assassin. 

A really, really good one.

Part of the deal she'd made with the two of them was to cut them in on whatever winnings she got, so long as they remained absolutely silent to her true origins, and unless they were asked a direct question, they weren't to speak. 

No bullshit, no charming lies, just stand there like a normal pair of bodyguards, do what she said, and no stealing anything.

I bet Jared would have read the fine print. A dark, snarky part of her mind whispered tauntingly

Angel Eyes interrupted Jalia's half-panicked thoughts with her overly cheerful voice, "But it's no problem, right? You said the test games they gave you already were child's play."

"Shut up, Angel. If anyone figures out what we've done, I'm going to die before I can win anything." 

"Find out? Who'll find out? No one will find out. You'll be fine!" Angel insisted dramatically, but Jalia wasn't so sure.

Jalia stood with her entourage on a gilded platform over the pink sand beach, surrounded by towering white walls and glistening blue water on all sides. 

The two suns ensured the kingdom of Minos shone so brightly it dazzled anyone who dared lay eyes on it. 

The entire solar system was protected by the asteroid studded veil of a nebula, untouched by invaders due to none of them ever reaching the planet in one piece. 

Only the pilots of Minos knew the ways in and out of the treacherous nebula, ensuring the wealth of the planet remained unspoiled. 

To be a queen of the most gorgeous planet she had ever set foot on? Sure. It sounded fantastic.

Problem was, she was a fraud, and the king was rumored to be a monstrously brutal sonofabitch. He reportedly ordered entire bloodlines destroyed at his whim, threw traitors and trespassers into a maze designed to kill them in hellishly creative ways, and was mercilessly cruel to anyone who dared oppose his rule. 

She couldn't even imagine what he would do to a woman who'd lied her way into the contest to become his wife. And should she win? Jalia shuddered to think about what horrible fate she would suffer for her deception.

She was distracted from imagining being creatively murdered by a monster as the rest of the passengers began to disembark behind her. 

Sequestered to her quarters with only Croft and Tom to keep her informed on the goings-on aboard the ancient transport vessel that had brought them all here, this was the first glance she got at the other potential queens. 

The first female to stomp down the ramp was a gargantuan Duggan. Jalia sized her up, having never met a Duggan in person before, but the stories of their mercenary forces were impressive. 

Hire a squad of the subterranean warriors, and you were guaranteed to win your war. Which naturally made their services insanely expensive. 

Her skin was a dull earthy brown, her thin black hair scraped into a tight braid, her fluffy tuft of bangs looked a bit like a mustache. 

Jalia could see the point on the female's tusks from here, her nose, lips, and eyes completely disproportionate in her blockish face. 

Too small for such a large, muscle strapped woman. She looked like she could take on an entire fleet of starships and rip them apart with her bare hands. 

The second female was as dainty and childlike as the Duggan was huge and masculine. Her silky black hair fluttered around her knees, framing her short little skirt and military style jacket dripping with jewels to proclaim her rank as a royal princess. 

The tufted ears situated high on her head and the flick of a white tipped tail peeking out from beneath her skirt, proclaimed her a Chentian. 

The only thing Jalia knew about them was they were extremely susceptible to human diseases, and the royal ones were touched. 

As in, psycho. 

Jalia almost groaned to see the crew of robotic servants following the third female. With vibrant violet skin and garish purple hair glittering beautifully, the alien woman sailed from within the ship like she was taking a stroll down the catwalk of some inter-galactically broadcasted fashion show. 

Disher's were some of the most arrogant beings in the universe, certain every other lifeform but their own was inferior and little more than a bug on the toe of their expensive shoes. 

They were also known as Shitter's, because they shit three times more waste than the food they consumed.  

The Pergonae VIII who followed the shitter looked positively dowdy in comparison. Her species was easily recognizable, with enormous bat-like ears, no hair, and shining geometric tattoos on her face. 

Pergonae were known to create insanely complex computer systems that made up the majority of all financial security for half the credit unions in the galaxy. Smart. Super smart. A contender Jalia made a mental note to keep a close eye on.  

With skin black as the vacuum of space, patches of white here and there in no discernible pattern, horns protruding from her temples and curling back like a crown over her dark blue hair, the last of Jalia's competition was a Nirian. 

The Nirian government believed all members of society should be equal, and actively redistributed wealth from the rich to the poor. Arguably, the most progressive people in the galaxy 

Jalia, Croft, and Tom were the only humans present in a gaggle of aliens, and while Jalia knew how to take care of herself, she could see now why there was a 'no revenge or war' clause in the contract. One punch from the Duggan and Jalia was a goner. 

Jalia had spent her life playing games, taking risks, gambling she could beat the odds, and subsequently, she hadn't lost a game in twenty years. 

The stakes had never been higher, and her life hadn't ever been on the line, but she was confident in her abilities.

"No risk, no reward," she told herself, and began the climb.

Why were there so many farking stairs?
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Dhega slowly looked away from the females currently sitting at his private dining table and pinned Nivir with a stare so harsh, anyone else would have been running. 

"What have you done?" he snarled.

"You said the last batch wasn't ferocious enough and none so far have progressed past the Thorns, so..." Nivir waved his hand at the mixed group as if the gesture explained everything. 

Dhega snorted an aggravated breath, forcing himself to give the females his attention.

Dhega had been given their details and committed them to memory, but the reality before him was markedly different than the report made to him by Nivir. 

To have a Duggan as his queen would offer him access to a horde of military forces should Minos ever come under attack. 

Axtasusa was a fertile female, and while their species was compatible for breeding, the sight of her actually made Dhega's cock shrivel. 

No military force in the world would be able to make the Duggan pleasing to look upon.

He quickly moved on to the Chentian Princess, Akeyko. According to the information Nivir had gathered, Princess Akeyko was clever, wealthy, and despite her petite figure, was said to often perform executions on her father's behalf. 

Dhega tried to envision the dainty princess covered in blood, and surprisingly, he didn't find it too difficult. A vicious and bloodthirsty queen Akeyko might be, there was no way Dhega could breed with her and not break her.

The female surrounded by a small army of robotic servants must be Princess Cockinti. Dhega could picture her seated beside him on a smaller throne, demanding a bigger one in the same arrogant tone she was demanding more food from her drones. 

Her shrill voice grated on his nerves already. A lifetime with such a female? He shuddered at the prospect.

Prima Rynathi had enormous ears, no hair, and gold tattoos on her face. She was physically appealing enough, strangely so, and if she won her way through all nine Labyrinths, he would have an ally to bring his people forward into an advanced technological age. 

He wanted that for his people. Minos was too isolated, too behind the times, vulnerable as babes should their nebula someday fail to protect them. A queen with access to such technology was ideal, even if she was oddly formed.

Seated beside the Prima was a Nirian Elite, Lady Entayta. Entayta had experience in matters of state, and with her horns and patchwork skin, Dhega found her to be the most like his species. 

Their offspring would be attractive and well educated, however, there was something about the female that put him off and he couldn't say what it was.

His final prospective bride sat closest to his end of the table. She had no horns, no fangs, no claws, no scales or hard plates of bone to be seen beneath the sun-kissed smoothness of her skin. Not even a tail. 

She wore a vibrant orange gown that caressed her body and swirled around her feet with every step. The simmering fabric left her entire back exposed, only the thinnest of strings holding it up on her elegant shoulders. 

In contrast, her hair was as pink as the first rays of dawn. Somehow, she managed to be offensively vibrant and captivating all at once.

Her name was Marchesa Jalia, a human, her royal rank unfamiliar to him. He'd never seen or heard of a human before, yet the more he lingered on the generous curves of her body, the more his cock hardened with desire.

"So?" Nivir prompted hopefully. 

Dhega's fantasies of the human on her hands and knees in front of him, eagerly waiting for him to mount her was interrupted when the Duggan released a belch loud enough to rattle the glasses on the table. 

"You traded physically appealing, for...this?"

"Ah ah ah!" Nivir tisked, waggling a finger at him that was at risk of being broken. 

"You demanded I base my choices on intelligence, ferocity, cunning, and future alliances. Not physical appearance. All six of these females have the qualities you asked for. 

“Except maybe the human. She looks nothing like what I expected and doesn't appear to be especially ferocious, or even mildly confrontational."

Marchesa Jalia's shockingly pink hair swung forward as she leaped to her feet and shook her fist at the Chentian. 

"Say that again, you pointy-eared bitch, and I'll sneeze on you after I tit punch the Shitter."

Nivir's brows shot up in surprise. "Perhaps I spoke too soon."

The Chentian cringed back into her seat, while the purple-skinned Disher threw a piece of bread at the Marchesa. Dhega hummed thoughtfully, watching the drama begin to unfold.

"My name is Cockinti, bottom feeder!"

"Cockinti?" the human drawled mockingly, "Sweetheart, I'd stick to Shitter if I were you. Cockinti...Stars, your parents must hate you." 

While the Nirian and Pergonae both tittered with amusement, the Duggan sprayed her side of the table with half-eaten food as she brayed and pointed a thick finger at the Shitter. 

"Bull's balls," Dhega cursed in revulsion, dragging his hand down his face. 

"Let me introduce you to your prospective brides, my king." Nivir chortled, dancing out of range when Dhega would have cuffed him. "Ladies, excuse me. May I present to you, his majesty, King Dhega of Minos."

Dhega decided to rethink Nivir's position as captain of his guard. Clearly, he had begun to enjoy this assignment far too much and was not taking the future of Dhega's monarchy seriously. 

Hissing out a breath, Dhega squared his shoulders and forced himself forward, noting all six females turned to give him their attention, but of all those gazes, the most powerful punch of sensation came from meeting the pale pink eyes of the human.

Though she didn't take her gaze from him, the Marchesa was the first to stand and respectfully dip her head. 

It wasn't fascination or fear that made her do this; she was sizing him up, deciding if it was safe to lower her eyes. 

She waited until he seated himself before returning to her chair, the light glinting off a large iridescent shape in the center of her forehead. 

Dhega had to squint a little to see the upturned crescent moon. He wondered if it was some sort of decoration or identifying mark of her royal house.

"I trust all of you have found your quarters sufficient," Dhega finally stated gruffly, not for the first time wondering if he'd made a grave error in judgment by opening this contest to outsiders. 

All at once the females began to claim they were satisfied with their accommodations, heaping praises on his world, his palace, himself. 

All, except the human. 

The little Marchesa made faces at her plate and rolled her eyes in exasperation as Cockinti's patently false appreciation grew in volume as she tried to make her whiny voice heard above the rest. 

"Marchesa Jalia, nothing to say?" he called, causing her to freeze with her fork at the threshold of her plump lips. 

He watched her politely chew and swallow before answering, meeting his stare head on without shyness or uncertainty.

"No, your majesty."

"No?"

Her obscenely pink eyebrow arched sardonically. "I'm afraid I don't speak sycophant."

Against his wishes, Dhega found himself fighting a smile. "Excellent. Your quarters are...?"

The Marchesa gave a pensive frown, taking a moment to think before she spoke, her answer every bit as candid as before. 

"Excessively opulent. I confess the view is my favorite part but having spent the majority of my life surrounded by the silence of space, the sound of the ocean is loud. Not unpleasantly so, just different."

"Well, I thought it was divine!" Princess Akeyko shrilled fervently. 

"Really?" Jalia murmured, taking a sip from her delicate cup. "I was certain I heard your ear-piercing shrieks from across the city as you verbally ripped the hide from your attendant about the...what was it? Oh yes, the excessive moonlight keeping you awake. It sounded like quite the tantrum."

"You misheard. Little wonder with such tiny ears." Akeyko hissed wickedly. 

Jalia seemed unimpressed by the tiny princess's venom, leaning forward to circle her fork in Akeyko's general direction. 

"I've been curious, princess. How do you hear anyone speak with so much hair growing out of yours?"

Axtasusa once again brayed and sprayed, which made the others lean back to stay out of the line of fire. Safe at the opposite end of the table, Jalia shot the unsightly female a saucy wink. 

Akeyko sucked in a shaky breath, her childlike face turning red with outrage, murderous intent shining obviously in her dark gaze. 

"Silence!" he barked, making all but Axtasusa and Jalia jump and startle with the volume. Axtasusa barely blinked, Jalia sighed and returned to picking at her food. 

"You all know why you are here; tomorrow will see the second challenge in your contest to solve the Minoan Labyrinths.

"All reigning kings and queens who have come before were required to complete the tasks to prove themselves worthy to rule. My queen will do no less. 

“Twelve royal females have come before you, and all have tried or died. Thus far only one of you has successfully solved the first challenge. The Maze of Stars."

It was apparent none of his prospective brides had any idea what he was talking about, but Jalia was the only one who didn't raise her voice to make an excuse as to her ignorance. 

She simply looked thoughtful, and perhaps a little irked. He wondered why.

"What Labyrinth? Where? Why did no one tell us we were expected to begin the competition upon our immediate arrival?" Cockinti demanded petulantly. 

From the folds of his robe, Dhega produced a small, ten-pointed star. It had begun as a much larger shaped object, one placed in each of the women's quarters, but with the correct manipulation, the individual points twisted and clicked into a single solid piece small enough to fit in the palm of his hand.

"You were told, Princess Cockinti. Did you not read the contractual agreement before signing it?" he purred dangerously. 

Axtasusa snorted, violently elbowing one of Cockinti's robots when it got to close to her. 

It collapsed with a clang, a sizeable dent in the otherwise smooth surface. "Everyone knows Disher's can't read. Their bots do it for them. I thought that thing was some kind of ornament."

Dhega hummed, turning to offer the star to Jalia. "The Marchesa thought otherwise."

She plucked it from his palm with a quick smile, rolling the star between her fingers with a shrug. "It was an enjoyable way to quiet my thoughts enough to sleep."

He waved his hand when she offered it back to him. "It belongs to you now. Each of you has agreed to attempt to solve the Labyrinths of Minos. The only rules of the game are that you solve the labyrinths without outside assistance.

"You will have no attendants, no maps or devices of any kind to aid you in navigation. Each morning you will be presented with a new set of clothing and searched. 

“If you do not comply with the rules, you will be executed without mercy. You are all present; therefore, you will not claim ignorance later should you be caught having disobeyed my commands. Am I understood?" 

Dhega looked to each in turn and saw fear on a few of their faces, a hint of respect in others, and absolutely no inkling into what the Marchesa thought of his decree.

"Good. You may finish your meal in peace; I will see all of you tomorrow at the beginning of the next labyrinth."

*****
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"So, what was he like?" 

Croft lounged on the other side of her dressing screen, his bare feet visible and bouncing at the end while she lay naked on the other side, basking in the sunlight and studying the winding whorls and twists of the labyrinth painted on the flagstones below. 

It was as beautiful as it was intricate, and her thoughts were every bit as twisted. 

"Big. Imposing. Not what I thought. I've met all manner of different kinds of men, from UC chancellors to murderers. None of them frightened me," she admitted softly, setting her chin on her folded arms as she thought back on every single moment spent in the presence of his majesty, the King of Minos. 

Based on his reputation alone, Jalia had been expecting an unreasonable, demanding, crazed brute possibly covered in blood wearing the bones of his enemies around his neck. 

Not a majestic, towering male with a head of glorious golden-brown hair. He was crowned with a beautiful pair of bone white horns, capped and ringed in gold, as thick as her arm at his skull, tapering to deadly points. 

Even without the horns, Dhega was taller and broader than any man or male she had ever encountered. His physical presence was diminutive compared to the power of his energetic presence, the magnetism of his deep brown eyes, the punch of his stare, the cruelty in his gaze...

Once Jalia had gotten over staring at his horns and memorizing the shape of his face, the hard angle of his jaw, the wide flare of his nose and thick, generous lips, she had felt entirely transparent beneath his focused attention. Her choice to be as colorful and vibrant as possible felt like a mistake. 

She had certainly stood out. Again and again, the king's gaze had fallen on her skeptically. 

Raking over her and darting to the other females to compare them, leaving her to wonder if he found her lacking. 

"He frightened you?" Croft guffawed like such a thing was absurd. 

None of the others, the worst of the worst, the beauty of beauties, richest of the rich...not a single one had held her attention past what she could win from them. 

Not a single one made her heart race or her skin heat, or struggle to maintain her game face.

King Dhega was dangerous because she liked him. 

She liked the way he scowled. She liked the deep rumble of his voice. She liked his horns and the small jeweled ring which pierced his nose and rested at the indented apex of his beautiful mouth. 

She liked the way he wore his loose white trousers low on his hips and the floor length, sleeveless robe embroidered with labyrinthine patterns that put his muscular chest and arms on display. 

She especially liked the way he sat at a regal angle in his great chair at the table. Sprawled with his legs spread wide, certain he was master of all he surveyed.

"Yes."

Croft made an unconcerned sound, as though he hadn't a care in the world. But then, he probably didn't. "What about the other contenders?"

"The Pergonae and the Nirian could pose a problem. The Duggan I expect will attempt to kill us all, the Chentian..." 

A low humming sound made Jalia glance up and shake her head before she turned over onto her back to face the intruder hovering above her. 

"The Shitter is lazy. She won't make it past the next Labyrinth. Be a dear and inform the guard at our door Princess Cocktease is utilizing her drones to spy on us."

Playing his part to the letter, Croft leaped to his feet and ran for the door, taking pleasure it sounded like in berating the guards for the invasion of his mistress's privacy. 

Jalia smiled as she lay basking in the warm sun, making sure Cockinti got a good long look. 

It was music to her ears not long later, to hear the spoiled bitch screaming about her drones. "You cannot take those! I have no other servants you fool! No, No, NO! Put that down you festering bag of meat! A single one of my beautiful drones cost more than your worthless..." 

The crash of metal and Cockinti's scream of horror made Jalia cackle with glee. She forgot to be nervous about what the labyrinth would bring tomorrow, enjoying the sounds of woe from someone who just learned they were going to have to wipe their own ass.

Jalia stretched and hauled herself up, putting on the transparent robe left for her, peeking around the screen before venturing into what was her temporary bedroom. 

She ate her fill of the fresh fruit overflowing the bowl on the closest table, rinsed the heat from her skin in a real water shower, and let the air dry her skin before deciding to lie down. 

With the warm, gentle breeze and the sound of the crashing waves, Jalia fell asleep in the most comfortable bed she had ever lay on, under sheets softer than a whisper. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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"What have you done to yourself?" 

Jalia looked up from lacing the soft soled shoes she had been given to find her potential future husband bearing down on her with a thunderous expression on his broad, handsome face. 

She hooked her hair behind her ear and stood up, enjoying the way his gaze raked over her intently. The other women had gone still at his arrival, each looking at her with mixed expressions of uncertainty and smugness, no doubt thinking she was about to be pulverized. 

Or given another extensive body search. 

Jalia decided she wouldn't mind another search at all, so long as it was Dhega's hands doing the searching.

"Done to myself, your majesty?" 

He circled her with a snort, his nostrils flaring wide. "Your hair, your eyes, your skin. You've changed them. How?"

Ah. That. Jalia concentrated for a moment, meeting the king's gaze when he came around to face her. She had changed her hair from pink to crystalline white. 

It now swung to her hips in gentle waves with hints of palest blue, pink, and orange. A prism of color reflected in her eyes. She had modified her skin to a darker olive, ensuring she looked exotic and strange. 

Under his unhappy scrutiny, Jalia reached up and smoothed both hands over her hair, pulling it over her shoulder to change it to darkest black, her skin to pale pink, her eyes to deep red. 

Jalia smiled to see the outright shock on Dhega's face when she reached up and tapped her forehead. 

"My Luna Patch offers me the opportunity to modify the color of my hair, skin, and eyes at will."

Cockinti gasped and surged forward with greed in her gaze, her hand outstretched in a lusty claw. 

"I will pay you thrice whatever you paid to purchase it if you give it to me now."

Jalia leveled a dirty glare on the purple princess and very clearly enunciated, 

"No."

"What's a Luna Patch?" Axtasusa grunted, curiously squinting at Jalia's forehead.

Denied her desires, Cockinti threw a haughty look her way. 

"Something to make even someone as ugly as you, passably attractive."

Jalia saw the female Duggan's eyes flinch ever so slightly, but she stood proudly and curled her lip at Cockinti. 

Ignoring the behemoth of a male still towering over her, Jalia turned to Axtasusa and offered her a smile. 

"A Luna Patch is a little alien creature called a Nylalunae. They're from a world that no longer exists and are all but extinct now. 

“I know of only one being in the universe who breeds them, and he does so very carefully." She reached up and traced the soft, barely raised shape on her forehead and felt an answering pulse of sensation. Sort of like a tender kiss as her Luna responded. 

"My Luna affects the melanin in my cells and produces a chemical that allows me to change the pigmentation to whatever I wish. 

“If I were to shave my head bald, in a few hours my Luna could stimulate the follicles to produce more hair until I was satisfied with the length and thickness. 

“She gains life from me, her microscopic tendrils wrapped around my head, feeding on the energy I naturally produce. 

"I can change my coloring to suit my mood or vanity, but not my shape or my personality. Even if Cocksucker were to get her shitty hands on one, she couldn't do anything about her insides. 

“The things she spews from both ends are uglier than you could ever be, so don't pay her any mind. You could crush her with one finger, which also makes her stupid for baiting a powerful female such as yourself."

Jalia winked at the Duggan warrior and almost, almost got a smile out of her. 

"So, which is your natural coloring? The pink, or...this?" Dhega grunted skeptically.

Jalia did what she did best and took a gamble. "The day I become your queen, I'll show you."

Dhega's eyes flared with challenge, staring at her silently for a moment before turning on his heel to leave them standing in the staging area. 

Jalia's heart raced, triumph and eagerness of her own surged through her veins.  

This was it. This was the way. 

It would be a potentially treacherous game, more so than running the labyrinths, but it just might work! Jalia had the chance to bait the beast within and give him good reason to savor the chase. 

"The day you become his queen? You won't live past the sunset." Cockinti hissed in her ear. 

Jalia shrugged, used to the insults and threats before a contest from insecure losers. 

"Then I won't have to worry about the smell of your toxic farts for much longer. Eat something that disagreed with you?"

Axtasusa bent in half with her boisterous guffaws, Akeyko even cracked a smirk as she finished raking a rough-edged file against her claw-like fingernails. 

That one had a psychotic look in her eye and was glancing around at each of them, no doubt cataloging where their significant veins and arteries were located. Entayta appeared mildly amused, but Ryanthi gave no indication as to whether or not she cared for humor. 

"My ladies, it is time." An attendant ushered them to board the transport that would take them to the Stepwell Labyrinth. 

It was a short trip, and the aerial view they got of the maze lasted only a moment, but a moment was all Jalia needed to realize she could solve it.

Assuming her competitors didn't murder her first. 

They disembarked on a wide stone platform, before them an enormous stone chasm lined with moss covered stairs and an emerald green pond of water below six doorways. 

"The Stepwell Labyrinth is the second in your journey," Dhega called out from a tall tower that gave him a perfect view of the maze below. 

Her competitors looked up at his face, but Jalia was looking down into the chasm. 

"You will climb down and make your way across to the doorways that will gain you entrance into the maze. You may begin!" the king's voice boomed out over the entire area, and all at once the others raced for the stairs while Jalia remained crouched at the edge of the precipice. 

Axtasusa fell first and fell hard, cracking the stone when she finally hit bottom. It didn't seem to phase her despite the horrific drop, she stood up after only a moment and glared upwards at the stair which had given way beneath her large feet. 

Ryanthi fell a few steps later, and she didn't get up. The reality that this contest was life or death became all too real as Ryanthi's bright orange blood began to pool around her bald head. 

The climb seemed suddenly dizzying, but Jalia had no choice other than to move forward. Ryanthi hadn't screamed, hadn't had time to do more than gasp and instinctively try to claw for purchase. 

Jalia had to focus; her goal was to win, to live. Jalia tore her gaze away from Ryanthi's sightlessly staring eyes so far below and watched Akeyko, Entayta, and Cockinti cautiously make their way down. 

Jalia could taste her pulse, but she realized the steps she needed to avoid were the ones clean of all moss. She reached the bottom before the other three still climbing and paused at the lip of the pool. 

She could make her way around it, but a careful examination of the glassy surface and a pebble tossed out onto the water revealed shapes just beneath the water's edge. Stepping stones. 

Jalia took a deep breath and cautiously stepped out onto the first sunken paver, finding it stable beneath her weight. She took her time crossing, choosing her steps as carefully as she could, struggling not to laugh when Cockinti went running past her around the edge of the pool and wound up falling face first into the water. 

Her splashing and the wake of her weight disturbing the water revealed more steps, allowing Jalia to nimbly hop across the length of the pool quicker than she thought possible.

When she took the final step and left the pool, she hesitated before the wall of stairs and doors in front of her, wanting the others to think she was confused and uncertain about what to do next. Jalia even let Cockinti shove her aside.

"Move, bottom feeder! And don't follow me!" the princess ordered, soaked to the skin, a bedraggled looking mess, dashing through the center doorway right in front of her like her ass was on fire. 

Jalia wanted to roll her eyes but restrained herself admirably. Axtasusa appeared at her side, freakishly light on her feet for someone so large. 

"That was quite a fall, Susa. Are you hurt?" Jalia asked, sincerely concerned. 

The female looked at her as though she'd just done like Cockinti and broke wind. 

"From a fall like that? Do I appear so weak to you, human?"

Jalia smiled and shook her head. "Not in any way."

"Your hair changed again." The Duggan grunted.

Jalia pulled a lock over her shoulder to find it an unflattering shade of ochre. 

"Sometimes I can't control the colors when my adrenaline is high."

"The longer you two stand out here falling in love, the better for us who wish to become queen of Minos." Akeyko bounded past them on fleet feet, leaping up to the second level to disappear through one of the doors to the right. Axtasusa grunted, gave a jerk of her chin and made her way. 

"It will do you no strategic advantage to befriend any of us." Entayta murmured, looking at her with a bland, emotionless sort of curiosity as she too passed by. 

When Jalia could no longer see any of the other females, she let a smile slip. 

"No, but it certainly makes you underestimate me," she whispered, skipping to the last door on the left. 

The door that looked like it was about to collapse at any second and made her way straight through to the heart of the maze.

When she reached the center, she turned and looked up, shading her eyes to find Dhega staring at her with the smallest of smirks twisting his handsome mouth.

He pointed to a stairwell hidden in the shadows of the smooth, sandy walls and beckoned her with a jerk of his chin. She began the climb, pausing when she heard Cockinti shriek with frustration and Axtasusa's constant grumbles of annoyance. 

The staircase Jalia climbed led to another mossy path, and to the top of the tower where Dhega and nine princes waited. 

Her thighs were burning by the time she made it to the top, her lungs fighting to take in the thinner atmosphere. 

Tom and Croft rushed forward to support her, leading her to a padded seat with her fabricated house sigil emblazoned on the white cushion. Tom brought her water, and Croft got a cold cloth to mop the sweat from her brow.

"You boys have truly missed your calling," she teased as they silently waited on her hand and foot. Tom grunted, and with his back turned to the Minoan's, Croft rolled his eyes. 

"Well done, Marchesa. You solved this labyrinth with startling ease." Dhega praised, towering over her with his muscled arms crossed and strong legs spread akimbo. 

Jalia smiled and took another sip of cold water. What she wanted was an oxygen mask, but there didn't appear to be any nearby. 

It was all she could do to catch her breath in a ladylike manner and not allow herself to pant raggedly for every much-needed lungful of air. 

"One might say, too easily." 

With her mouth and cheeks full of water, Jalia looked at the narrow-eyed, narrow faced, homely looking male with a pair of squatty little horns. 

He was a dull brown color, splashes of red and white around his right eye and down his throat made him look like someone had thrown dirty water on him. 

His eyes, hair, and horns were all that same dull, muddy brown. He was just...kind of drab looking. Constipated too. He had been the one to perform the search on her this morning, after presenting her with the clothing she wore. 

She swallowed, tilting her head at the male as she sat back in her comfortable seat and stared at him silently until he blinked. 

"I'm sorry, your name is completely forgettable. Councilor...?"

"Jansus. Prince of Horn River," he snapped peevishly. 

"Right," She replied, crossing her legs to let her foot bob with boredom. 

"It sounded like you just implied I cheated somehow, Jansus, Prince of Horn River. Are you admitting to not having thoroughly searched me for devices or navigation aids?"

Jansus spluttered indignantly, looking from her to Dhega and back, his large snout of a nose shooting up in the air like a haughty little girl. 

"I was quite thorough in my search of your person, Marchesa."

He had indeed been thorough, his hands not lingering a second longer than they should have, "So you're just a prick, then?"

"A what?"

"A prick," Jalia repeated clearly, Croft and Tom snickering from their places behind her. 

"An annoying, obnoxious person with a contemptible nature? I mean, it's either that or you're accusing me of cheating. So, which is it?"

"Jansus is most definitely a prick, Marchesa. I am Kalphius, Prince of the Jawbone Mountains." 

Kalphius gave a moderate bow, the thick, straight locks of his ginger-colored mane falling across his brow. 

It was a purposeful move, knowing just how handsomely his hair framed his sky-blue eyes. 

His skin was a patchwork of buttery yellow and shining crimson, his horns wider than any of the other Minoan's present, almost entirely straight before curving up at the ends. 

There was plenty of space around him, made so because every time he turned or looked around, anyone within touching distance risked a face full of those horns.

She wondered how he didn't fall over with such a huge rack. 

"How many princes do you have?" Jalia directed at the king. 

He grunted, his scowl intense as he looked down at the others still running the maze. 

"Over forty. Any Minoan who completes the Nine is given the title of a Golden Bull, a prince. 

“Not all have territories they govern, but the title and the golden horns identify who of us have survived the labyrinths."

"I see."

"Jansus is being obnoxious because he bet against you, Marchesa," Kalphius told her with a saucy wink.

Jalia lifted a brow, letting her lashes flutter prettily. 

"You're taking bets on who'll finish the labyrinths? How gauche of you not to invite us to join your sport." she pushed past the dizziness of acclimating and strode to the edge of the tower to look down at the others still running the maze. 

"How much did his highness of the river lose on me?"

"A rather fine jeweled chain." Kalphius drawled, shooting Jansus a triumphant grin. Jansus was scowling hard enough to support Jalia's assessment of constipation. 

"May I see it?" she asked. 

Kalphius produced it immediately, and Jalia struggled not to let her eyeballs bug out of her skull. 

The length of gold braided chain was studded with blue gems as big as her thumbnail, and long enough to have wrapped around her waist three times. A chain like that would have most certainly bought her way into Rysor 12.

Her brow shot up, and she tore her gaze away from the chain, to Jansus's ruddy, petulant expression. 

"I feel oddly flattered, Jansus, and somewhat sorry for your loss. It is a beautiful chain."

"You may have it with Jansus' apologies for his rudeness," Dhega grunted, giving his subordinate a sidelong look, watching Kalphius with intense scrutiny as he offered her the gem-studded rope of gold.

"I would be perfectly satisfied with a sincere apology, your majesty," Jalia stated, noticing the pained expression on Croft's face, his gaze fixated on the jewels. 

Dhega snorted, giving her a cool, calculated once over. "You will have that as well."

Jalia saw Jansus visibly shrivel under his king's glare, the stammered apology he immediately made sincere enough, but an apology made from fear wasn't one of genuine regret. She'd take it for now. 

Dhega jerked his chin at her and turned away, appearing to have returned his focus to the other women still trying to solve the maze. 

"Marchesa," Kalphius murmured respectfully, nodding for her to take the chain from his outstretched hands.

It was heavier than it looked, cool to the touch. The most expensive piece of jewelry Jalia had ever touched. 

"I would appreciate it very much if those of you betting against me would continue to be so extravagant." 

A handful of the princes chuckled. Their voices droned on in the background as she remained beside Dhega's enormous bulk, her gaze fixated on the labyrinth below her, watching Entayta get closer and closer to the center while her thumb rubbed back and forth over the face of one of the gems.

"How did you solve it so quickly?" Dhega asked, too softly for the others to hear. 

Jalia found herself smiling, inclining her head when Entayta looked up and saw her standing beside him. 

"The day I become your queen, I'll tell you."

With that parting shot, she retreated to her seat and under Jansus' disapproving eye gaze, she carelessly handed the chain to Croft. 

"If I get back to my room and even one link is out of place, I'll be wearing your balls as earrings."

Croft cleared his throat uncomfortably, "Yes, ma'am."

*****
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Bathed, rested, and refreshed, Jalia yawned as she followed the Minoan guards down the hall to the king's private dining room. 

Entayta had finished the maze after her, then Akeyko, Axtasusa, and just as the suns had begun their descent, finally Cockinti. 

Jalia would have preferred to flop face down on her plush bed, but the promise of more delicious, non-processed food was too tempting to deny. 

The heat of the day hadn't cooled yet, so Jalia had chosen a lightweight white dress from her closet of appropriated clothing and wound her new chain around her hips. 

She had cut her hair off to a short, sleek cap, the color now a gradient mix of blues and purples, her eyes she changed to match the gemstones she wore. 

When she entered the dining room, Cockinti was the first to comment on her new look. 

"Ten times what you paid for the Luna Patch."

The poor Shitter was sporting a pallid complexion; her hair was frizzy without the attention of her beauty drones, her dress wrinkled. 

In short, she looked like a hot mess. Jalia snorted and took her seat, sending a smile Axtasusa's way before answering. 

"Struggling to dress without your little bots, huh Cockeye?" she asked with a facetious coo. 

Cockinti growled, thumping her fist on the table irately. "Twenty times!"

Jalia wondered how much Cockinti would be willing to part with, but she didn't deserve such a lovely creature as Jalia's little Luna. 

"First, I didn't buy her. I won her in a card game from a smuggler. Second, I can't remove her without killing her, in which case all you'd be paying me for is a dead Nylalunae. Third, no."

"You consort with smugglers?" Akeyko chortled as if Jalia had just admitted to participating in something risque and sexual. 

Jalia lifted her shoulder and leaned back in her chair, noticing the vacant seat directly beside her. Ryanthi's seat. 

"All the time."

She wondered if Ryanthi had anyone at home who would mourn her. Parents? A lover? Siblings? Jalia knew nothing of Ryanthi, if she was a good person, a good ruler of her people, but Jalia found it impossible to sit beside the empty chair and not see the Pergonae Prima's sightless eyes staring up at her, or the growing pool of blood beneath her. 

"That's a lovely chain you're wearing." Entayta murmured, her quiet voice jolting Jalia out of her memories to find all eyes on her. Or rather, the jewels she wore. 

"Thanks. It seems the princes of the planet are placing bets on which of us will make it through the labyrinths first."

Cockinti mulishly threw herself back into her seat, crossing her arms over her tiny breasts. 

She no doubt had something ridiculous to say, but just then Dhega entered, and her childish pout evaporated to sickly sweet, simpering expression, so fake it nearly put Jalia off her food.

"Congratulations to you all for completing the second labyrinth," Dhega said as he sat, looking at Jalia with a mix of uncertainty and then distaste when he looked at her hair. 

She offered him a winning smile and was grunted at, and though he wasn't a fan of her newest look, he continued to glance her way as a feast of food was brought in and set out before them. 

"Where is the meat?" Axtasusa bellowed, the fist she slammed on the table startling the young kitchen attendant so severely, he leaped a foot in the air and dropped his tray with a clang. 

When the boy turned a white-faced, terrified look at his king, Dhega shook his head and gave a dismissive wave of his hand. The kid grabbed his tray and ran for cover as fast as he could. 

"Minoan's do not consume the flesh of other living creatures. You will find no meat here, Axtasusa."

The Duggan warrior's jaw unhinged, swinging wide with shock at Dhega's answer. She spluttered, clearly at a loss for words, but made no sounds other than inarticulate squeaks. 

"I am interested in Minoan agriculture, your majesty. These dried fruits are luscious. Where do they come from?" Entayta asked, lifting a wizened black sphere to show him. 

Jalia was partial to them as well. The flesh was thin and shiny, the thicker layer of fruit beneath soft and moist, sweet to the point of almost making her tongue curl. 

It was soft enough to be spread across the crusty bread, and with a thick layer of the creamy white cheese on top? Heaven. 

Dhega watched Jalia build her little creation with a bland expression, "Those particular fruits are called, iphlori. They grow wild in the desert regions, near water sources and harvested as a staple food source for the herds who live there. Each region grows their own collection of staple crops, veg, fruits, grains, spices, nuts."

"More wine!" Axtasusa shouted, again giving the table a bang, making the dishes jump and rattle. The same poor boy from before came running with a large pitcher, shocked to be ordered by the large female to leave the jug. 

They all watched the Duggan female fit the container to her lips and chug the contents in a handful of loud swallows. Her belch was impressive, but no one else seemed to think so. 

"You brew anything stronger than this sweetwater?" she asked rudely. Dhega stared at her incomprehensibly for a moment, until Axtasusa rolled her beady eyes. 

"Ale? Beer? Mead?"

"Hallin, Prince of the Winterpools, brews something he calls Harth. He would be...delighted to bring a barrel for you tomorrow." Dhega offered haltingly. Susa thumped the empty jug down and decreed she would have it.

"I find this wine to be quite refreshing." Akeyko chirped, taking a dainty sip from her nearly empty glass. 

Jalia lifted her brows when Akeyko weaved a little in her seat, realizing the Chentian princess was drunk. 

Dhega grunted, rubbing his hand across his jaw a few times before speaking. 

"It is from the Islingrane Pastures to the west. Tomorrow's challenge will be held there, in the Labyrinth of Thorns."

Jalia finished sampling the fruits and salads in front of her, not bothered at all by the lack of synthetic meat or chalky protein blocks. 

The food was fresh, amazingly seasoned, and thus far she hadn't tried a single thing she didn't like. 

"I can say with honesty, I have never had food or drink so delicious as this, but I'm interested in the story behind the labyrinths. 

“When were they created? Before it became the test of royals, did they have another purpose?" she asked, once again the sole focus of Dhega's attention. 

He was silent long enough to make her wonder if she shouldn't have asked, his gaze unwavering on her face until Akeyko hiccuped and broke the spell.

"Fifteen generations ago, this planet was home to a species known as, Rir," he began, his voice taking on a deeper cadence. "The Rir were a soft people, slight of stature, technologically advanced, driven by greed. 

“They created the nebula that now surrounds our solar system and protects Minos through methods unknown to us. Hidden from the rest of the galaxy, they engineered my people with the intent to sell us as slave labor and entertainment fodder on their homeworld.

"The first labyrinths were created to test the strength of our bloodlines, to separate and cull the weakest members of the herd quickly. 

“Once only the intelligent remained, more elaborate mazes were built, the intent to isolate the strongest. Those who solved the labyrinths under a specified time were immediately destroyed. 

"The ones who passed these tests were slated to be sold as the galaxies most violent, bloodthirsty prizefighters. 

“But the Rir made a fatal flaw in allowing the strong and intelligent bloodlines to thrive. Our ancestors rose up, cut a bloody swath through our creators, destroyed their cities, and claimed Minos for their own."

"Didn't the other Rir come raid the planet later?" Cockinti asked, shoving every food item within reach into her mouth with greedy abandon. 

Dhega lifted a bulky shoulder, swirling the darker red wine in his glass around and around, staring into it as though seeing images of the past on the surface of the liquid. 

"There are stories told by the fire, of the Burning Days, when pieces of starships rained from the skies, and charred remains of bloated bodies washed ashore for weeks after. They tried but did not know the routes to pass through the nebula unharmed.

"As our herds grew in numbers, leadership was required. Young males who desired to lead their herds underwent the rites of passage by completing the Maze of Stars, the Stepwell Labyrinth, and the Labyrinth of Thorns.

“When they reached the age of majority, they again had to pass through another three labyrinths, the Vanishing Labyrinth, the Labyrinth of Mirrors, and the Labyrinth of Cups. 

“Should they finish those six and dare to dream of absolute rule, they faced final three. The Labyrinth of Tears, the Maze of Two Souls, and the Labyrinth of Darkness."

"What if there was more than one victor?" Entayta murmured from Jalia's left. 

Dhega's smile took on a harsh edge. "Then they entered the Red Labyrinth. The sole survivor then had claim to the crown."

Fascinated, Jalia set her chin in hand, her elbow resting on the table as she leaned forward with interest. 

"So, your title of king is not hereditary?"

He gave a dip of his head in acknowledgment. "It is not. Anyone who completes the Nine Labyrinths may challenge me. 

“We would then enter the Red Labyrinth together, and whoever emerges alive would then be king."

"How many times have you run the Red Labyrinth?" Axtasusa garbled as she chewed on an enormous loaf of bread.

Dhega pointed to the red lines scored around the base of his left horn. 

"Three."

Jalia noticed the hungry light of bloodlust in Axtasusa's gaze, the Duggan obviously impressed by Dhega's ferocity. 

Jalia thought about today's challenge, of Ryanthi's shockingly swift death, and the complete lack of information they had been given regarding what they would face.

Giving away the maze's secrets would defeat the purpose of this contest, but still, a little warning as to what the risks might be would be appreciated. So, she asked. The worst Dhega could do was decline to answer.

"Today our every step was potentially treacherous, your majesty. Without giving us it's secrets, can you tell us what dangers await us in the Labyrinth of Thorns?"

Dhega made a thoughtful sound, his gaze moving from her belt of gems, her hair, her eyes, all while he rubbed two fingers back and forth across the swell of his lips. 

Jalia swallowed thickly, her body reacting, igniting as she imagined the caress of his lips on each place he touched her with his stare.

"Poison. One kiss from the thorns of Blushing Sorrow flower, one sniff of the sweet perfume from the Pheppe, or a touch of the Ileacamp, and your corpse will become fertilizer for the hedges."

Jalia's lashes fluttered in response, words failing her as visions of herself lying dead among a heap of flowers filled her head. 

"I see. And you said thus far, none of the other competitors have passed beyond this third maze?"

Dhega gave a regal nod and inhaled deeply, "Correct."

Axtasusa gave what remained of her loaf a wave, "You have many women here, why invite outsiders to compete for the opportunity to become queen?"

As was becoming habit, the Duggan asked the question without any tact at all. Dhega's smirk took on a cruel edge, 

"There are many women here, but none are willing to brave the dangers of the Nine and find me waiting for them at the end."

He made it seem as though the women of Minos weren't sure which was more terrifying. The labyrinths, or marriage to the king. 

If an entire planet full of women were refusing to even attempt to become queen, there obviously was something horribly wrong with Dhega. 

He pushed away from the table and stood up, giving them one last look before taking his leave, 

"You will have a day of rest tomorrow at Islingrane Palace. I suggest you all make use of it."
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Her hair was a fiery mass of crimson, orange, and yellow this morning, streaming behind her like a banner as she turned her face to the wind and smiled. 

Dhega had lain awake all night, wondering what color would suit her fancy next, pleased beyond measure to see her hair had grown again to brush the backs of her thighs. 

From the moment Marchessa Jalia had found the heart of the Stepwell Labyrinth and looked up to seek him out, the truth had become glaringly obvious. 

Dhega was fascinated with the clever little human. She had not rushed forward yesterday, desperate to beat the other females to the center of the maze. 

Jalia had crouched and patiently assessed the challenge ahead, watching the others take their paths, watching them fall, feigning fear and uncertainty to ensure the door she planned to take went unnoticed. 

Twelve potential queens had come and gone, three solstice moons passed, and Dhega had begun to wonder if his hunt for a bride from beyond the safety of their nebula would come. 

His impatience and annoyance mounted, having made him fouler tempered than usual, and when Nivir had brought the current candidates back, Dhega hadn't held much hope for their success. 

At first blush, Dhega had considered wringing Nivir's neck before he sat to pen a list of qualities beyond ruthlessness, strength, valuable allies, and royal blood. 

It seemed, the royals of any world were as unimpressive as the royal females of Minos. But something about Jalia had caused him to take pause. To hope. 

Why?

Each time she spoke, he found himself eagerly waiting to hear what she had to say. She offered no false platitudes or simpered to gain his favor. 

She was bold, vibrant, kind, yet she wasn't vulnerable or as weak as he had first assumed. Tender-hearted, perhaps, but there were worse things to be. 

"Are we there yet? This sunshine is abominable." 

Worse things as being forced to wed a creature as demanding and unpleasant as Cockinti. The purple-haired princess wore a ludicrously large hat to shade her face, a fan in hand that she used to flap at passing insects, or to 'accidentally' whack Akeyko. 

He was surprised the Chentian princess hadn't yet snatched the fan out of Cockinti's hand and slapped her across the face with it.

"I swear to the stars, Cockring, you ask if we're there yet one more time, I'm going to shove that fan up your crap cannon." Jalia snapped hotly.

Cockinti's dramatic gasp became more of a choked gargle due to her accidental inhalation of louse fly. 

She coughed and gagged, waving both hands in front of her face, her horrified expression when she finally swallowed the louse...Dhega had to turn away or risk everyone seeing the grin on his face. 

"Ah, sweet, sweet karma." he heard Jalia sigh. "Lucky that wasn't you, Akeyko. You'd be dead for sure from all the airborne diseases that bug probably carried. Don't worry, Cockpit's iron stomach will turn it into toxic waste in no time."

Akeyko made a face so evil, even Dhega took pause. He suddenly worried for Jalia's safety, and regret having told the females of the poisonous flowers waiting for them within the Labyrinth of Thorns. 

No doubt, the first chance she got, Akeyko would try to push Jalia face first into the hedge. If that happened, the Marchesa would be dead before she hit the ground. 
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Jalia didn't even notice who it was that helped her out of the transport, too engrossed in looking at the beauty of the manor in front of her. 

Islingrane palace was nestled in the heart of a decadently lush orchard, the white stone floating on a sea of rustling green leaves. 

The smell was intoxicating, and if this was the scent of death, Jalia could understand how someone could succumb to its sweet embrace. 

It was hotter among the hills and trees, but the breeze still blew with enough force to dry the sweat gathering on her brow faster than it could fall. 

The crushed white stone lay in precise, groomed paths that cut through the unbelievably green grass, all leading to the towering four-story palatial building. 

Each window was open to the air, gauzy white drapes billowed back and forth, revealing glimpses of glittering chandeliers.

Everywhere she looked a fountain sent sprays of sparkling water up into the air, cooling the temperature markedly. This place was an Eden. 

"Welcome to Islingrane, my king!" 

The jovial greeting made by a deep baritone caused Jalia to turn, just in time to see the prince of this palace open his arms in welcome at the top of the immaculate white steps. 

His curly mane of hair was black as the night sky, his bone-white horns tipped black and ringed with gold, curving back and up to point behind him. 

The skin of his brow and around his eyes was a beautiful burnished brown, accentuating the shine of his soft golden eyes. 

Like the king, he wore a snowy, white sleeveless robe open over loose trousers, putting his slender torso on display. 

The prince was tall, leaner than the other princes she had met so far, but Jalia could see the strength in his body from here. 

His expression was warm and eager but knowing he had killed to attain his position as prince of his house, Jalia would never look at the ruling members of Minos quite the same way again. 

"Turju, well met," Dhega replied, clasping the other male's forearm, looking around with a nod of approval. "It appears your harvest season will be bountiful this year."

"Not so bountiful as yours!" Turju returned with a laugh, his eyes twinkling mischievously as he looked at Jalia and the other women in turn. "My ladies, I welcome you most eagerly to my home. I am Turju, and anything your hearts desire will be my pleasure to provide."

Turju's lusty wink was obvious but strangely charming. 

"I desire to be away from all this ghastly nature, immediately!" Cockinti petulantly demanded, Akeyko nodding in total agreement.

Turju's grin never faltered as he ushered them all inside, attendants rushing forward to meet them. 

"You do not find my lands pleasing, princess? What a pity. I pray my humble palace will offer you at least a measure of comfort."

A measure of comfort? Jalia snorted, her head on a swivel as she took in the smooth marble paving the floors and climbing up the walls to the vaulted, mirrored ceilings. 

Grand stairways, opulent golden chandeliers, delicate looking furniture, all framed the entrance of the palace. Beyond, Jalia could see an atrium filled with climbing vines and flowers. 

In comparison to the crisp whiteness of the palace, the flowers were almost a violent shock to the senses. 

"Humble palace?" she muttered incredulously, afraid to touch anything and risk getting it dirty. 

Turju abandoned Cockinti and Akeyko to the hovering attendants, turning his grin on Jalia with an inviting waggle of his brows. "Do you find my home pleasing, Marchesa?"

He flamboyantly offered her his hand, tugging her forward to tuck her palm into his elbow while he led her farther into the palace. 

She didn't remember seeing him yesterday, or at Dhega's palace, so a description of her must be going around that he was able to recognize her. 

"It's stunning. I've never seen anything like it in my life. I could walk around staring all day long." Jalia admitted truthfully. 

Turju chuckled proudly, waving his free hand out in front of him. 

"Today is a day of rest before your challenge tomorrow. While you are here, I insist you wander wherever you please. The orchards surrounding the palace are full of ripe fruit safe to eat. 

“I urge you to sample the sun warmed tiforoola berries and the purple liyot, I promise you will never know such a delicious taste. 

“Your quarters have been prepared to the specifications of the attendants you sent ahead; I have the finest staff on hand to indulge your every whim. You need not lift a finger to do anything other than command us as you will."

So far beyond her depth, Jalia struggled to maintain her facade of a titled, wealthy woman used to being treated so decadently. Her sibs would have been used to treatment like this, and for the very first time in her life, Jalia was thankful for some of the protocol classes she'd been forced to sit through at Telantes.

"Your hospitality is overwhelmingly generous, your highness. I hope my attendants have behaved themselves?"

Turju assured her Tom and Croft had settled in just fine. "And you know, should you decide the competition is simply too much, there are no bylaws that state you have to run the labyrinths to lay claim to a prince of Minos."

The suggestive bounce of his eyebrows made Jalia fight a smile. "I've never lost a competition in my life, and I'm not about to break my winning streak. But I thank you for the flattery, your highness."

The playful prince tapped her on the nose like a little girl, not knowing how close he came to a broken finger. "You will call me, Turju. I insist."

"Thank you, your highness."

Turju rolled his eyes and led her into the open doorway of an enormous suite of rooms. 

He stayed at the threshold, describing all the amenities available to her, but Jalia was too busy fighting to keep her teeth together to listen. 

Unsurprisingly, everything was done in shades of white and gold, but not so ostentatiously as to make her uncomfortable. The bed situated in a round turret-like space framed with panels of lacy curtains, the delicate furniture situated invitingly, pots of tall green plants brought a splash of life to the otherwise sterile room. 

Her view looked out onto the orchards, the sounds of the happily singing workers who picked the fruit floated up through her open windows to create something out of a fairy-tale. 

Below, Jalia saw a glittering purple pool of water amid all the lush trees and quiet places where one could sit and contemplate nature. It looked so enticingly beautiful, Jalia interrupted Turju to ask how deep it was.

"On you, it will perhaps come up to your waist. The pool is meant for relaxation, not swimming. This is Dysis; she will be at your disposal for the duration of your stay."

Jalia turned around to find a sweet-faced Minoan girl with white curly hair and enormous blue eyes waiting to be acknowledged. Jalia offered her a smile, and Dysis turned pink with shyness. 

"She will draw your baths, comb your hair, help you dress for the feast—"

"Feast?" Jalia asked, not having been told about any feast. 

"Of course! I wouldn't dream of hosting my king and his prospective wives without hosting a banquet in their honor! 

“I vow, it will be a relaxing, intimate sunset affair. No need to worry, Dysis will take special care of you."

Jalia stood there blinking like an imbecile as Turju shut the doors behind him, leaving her alone with Dysis. The girl bowed low, her voice soft and sweet. 

"The journey from the king's palace is long, my lady. May I draw you a bath? Fetch you some refreshments?"

Jalia gnawed on the inside of her cheek, looking around the room with a disbelieving shake of her head. 

Look at me now, dad. All that money of yours finally paid off. I'm pretending to be a lady. 

"My lady?"

She blinked and raked her hand through her windblown hair. "Something to drink would be great, Dysis. I think I'd like to wander around for a while if that's alright. Where are my attendants?" 

Tom and Croft had come ahead yesterday morning with some of her clothes and to do a little reconnaissance, 

"Probably down in the kitchen trying to eat their way through your stores, doing a spot of gambling, or chasing after some lusty ladies eh?"

Dysis giggled prettily, skipping over to a large arched doorway, beckoning to her from within. "All your things are here, my lady, and yes, your gentlemen have been making themselves quite at home. Thomas is...exceedingly kind."

It took Jalia a minute to understand who Dysis was talking about. The Phantom, kind? He was a trained assassin who could disappear in plain sight and have a wire wrapped around your throat before you even knew what was happening. Kind? What kind of bullshit game was Tom playing?

"Glad to hear it. Would you show me around? Tell me about the palace and the orchards?"

The doe-eyed girl looked surprised and awed by Jalia's request, stammering her agreement with innocent eagerness. 
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"Do I even have to bother guessing who your favorite is?"

Dhega didn't bother responding to Turju's taunting question, too busy watching Jalia aimlessly strolling through the garden and orchards below with one of Turju's little spies at her side, and her two male attendants trailing not far behind. 

She was as curious as a child, touching the leaves on the trees, stopping to inhale the scent of the liyot before plucking one of the fat yellow orbs from a high branch at the maid's suggestion. 

Jalia's expression of bliss as she bit into the fruit almost had him smiling. 

She picked more of the fruit and handed it to her attendants—for her to have later he thought—but was surprised when she encouraged them to eat as well. 

Dhega found himself suffering an abnormal spurt of jealousy, watching the Marchesa engage with her men as friends, equals even. 

"She certainly is...unique. Kalphias told me her hair was white." Turju commented, standing beside him with the most annoying smirk on his face. 

Dhega briefly explained the manner in which Jalia was able to change her coloring at will as she continued to explore the palace grounds. 

When her maid led her to the lirriite pool, Dhega tilted his head and watched Jalia dip her bare toes into the water, her exclamation of delight clear as day. 

Turju made a sound of disappointment when Jalia sat and put her legs in the water, kicking them back and forth with a smile while her attendants looked on with amusement. 

"I was certain I told Dysis to instruct the Marchesa swimming in the nude was mandatory for the lirriite pool."

"Touch her again, old friend, and I'll rip your arms off." Dhega's grave, deadly serious warning was answered with Turju's immediate laughter. 

Jalia must have heard it, her gaze rising unerringly to find he and Turju standing on the wide balcony of Dhega's suite. 

She waved her half-eaten fruit in greeting, her smile growing when he gave a nod to acknowledge her.

"I will be on my best behavior from now on, my king," Dhega grunted at Turju's promise, falling silent to continue watching the Marchesa enjoy the pleasures of Islingrane. 

"I've never heard of her species. Human, was it?"

"Mm." 

"Lovely. Tell me of her, where she comes from."

Dhega made to answer, but he realized beyond the information Nivir had gathered from the medical tests and meager history, Dhega knew nothing about her. 

"She is twenty-six years of age and commands an armada of space-faring ships."

"And?" Turju prompted when Dhega said nothing more.

"And...in two days of having observed her, she's clever. Quick-witted, patient, kind."

Turju scoffed, shaking his head with a disbelieving lift of his brows. "What a veritable treasure trove of information you have on the female you'll take as your queen."

In truth, beyond their medical clearance, Nivir's rumors, and pedigree, Dhega new nothing about any of the females. "It has only been two days." 

"Indeed," Turju responded dubiously.

Dhega would have put his fist through the smugly smiling bastard's face if not for the fact that he appreciated Turju's reliable transparency and their odd friendship. 

Turju had never looked at him with fear, or with thinly veiled loathing. The prince of Islin had been the first to stand up and welcome him as Minos' new king. 

Whenever a new matter was brought before the council of princes, Turju was usually the first to support whatever Dhega's position was.

Being prince of a poison-filled territory, Dhega had trusted Turju the least for his first few years as king, but over time the prince had steadily proved his loyalty, which was why Dhega was honest with him. "I have plans to learn more about each of the females in turn."

"With each? Why bother if you've already made your choice?"

"I must at least appear to be fair," he grumbled, not caring at all to learn anything about Cockinti, or the Duggan.

"Why?" Turju reiterated. "You're the king of Minos; these females are here at your pleasure. If you wish to spend your time with the Marchesa, who would dare stop you?"

"I am not concerned with who would stop me, Turju. I am concerned the others would take heed of my favoritism and seek to kill Jalia at the earliest opportunity. 

“The Chentian already makes her murderous intentions clear with her death stares alone. Jalia baits the others using her wit and sharp tongue to distract them from purpose. Instead of focusing on how to solve the mazes, they focus on how to beat her."

Turju's taunting smile turned to a serious frown, "You fear one or more of them will ensure the Marchesa's death within the Thorns?"

"Unless she forfeits the challenge, I am certain of it."

"Well, perhaps it wouldn't be a bad thing. You may find beneath her colorful visage the Marchesa is as atrocious as the Shitter."

"No one could be as atrocious as the Shitter." 

"Hoping that purple menace decides you're not worth the trouble, eh my friend?" Turju chortled. 

"Well, not to worry, I sent my most inept domestic to care for her. Abominable sunshine. Ghastly nature. 

“If I didn't care about keeping my staff loyal, that little twit would find a pile of broad clover in her dinner this evening."

Dhega stifled a laugh. His own staff already complained about the hazardous wasteland Cockinti turned her necessary chambers into. Surely, if she ate even a single leaf of the bowel-loosening broad clover, Turju would have to demolish her guest chambers. 

Although, if Cockinti was unable to leave the pot, she couldn't compete...

The Marchesa dangerously aroused his senses, evident in his willingness to clear the way for her to win the contest of the labyrinths. 

It was true; he wanted a female strong enough to withstand his ferocity, a female who would have no political foothold in his world or agendas ingrained in her by her herd-sire. He needed an ally that was his and his alone.

He found himself smirking as he stared down at Jalia, her refusal to show him her true self or explain how she had navigated the labyrinths so well this far until after she was his queen? 

Dhega wondered if she knew just how her little challenges aroused him and so steadfastly captured his interest.

Would she still make them if she knew?
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Dysis had been an excellent guide as Jalia had wandered the orchards. Even more, the young girl had been a font of information. When Jalia asked if Dysis could describe the poisonous flowers and shrubbery she would need to be wary of within the labyrinth, Dysis had adamantly explained she could in no way speak of anything regarding the maze.

Not only had Dysis never been inside the maze, but it was also a death sentence to speak of them to outsiders. She had instead, taken Jalia to what she called the Poison Garden and proudly told her every single plant within the walled area was native to the Islingrane Pastures. 

From the expression on Dysis's sweet face, it was clear Jalia couldn't be told the dangers within the maze, but a stroll through the poison garden on the palace grounds was not out of the question.

"These flowers here are said to have been a favorite of our first queen, Oishild," Dysis told her as they passed a blossom with petals as large as Jalia's palm.

"It's poisonous?" she clarified.

"Oh yes! The deadliest in the entire garden! Legend says, Oishild boiled the petals and mixed the liquid it into her king's evening wine. 

“The next morning the queen's favored maid was found dead alongside the king, both their mouths swollen and bloated purple. Evermore, it was called the Queen's Kiss." 

Jalia kept her hands firmly clasped behind her back until they left the wide garden paths and began the walk back to the palace. 

"It's almost time for the feast, would you like a bath now, my lady?"

"I would, thank you."

By the time the sun set, she had never been more relaxed in her life. Galaxy-renowned spas had nothing on the gentle touch of Dysis' hands rhythmically pulling a brush through her hair until the wet length was dry and soft as morning fog. 

Dysis produced a gown as red as Jalia's hair, with a plunging neckline and a slit so high one misstep would reveal secrets Jalia was not prepared to share with the world.

Croft came to get her for dinner, whistling low when she opened the door and sailed past him. They passed Akeyko on the stairs, and the poor little thing looked terrible. 

Her eyes were puffy and red, a wad of cloth bunched in her hand, her hair was in a sloppy bun on top of her head, and the two attendants she had with her didn't look much better.

"Poor thing. She must have lost her imuno-booster somewhere." Croft drawled, the picture of innocence when she glared at him. 

"You stole her boosters? I don't need your help to win this, Croft!" she hissed as they turned the corner. 

"Oh, I know." He told her with a shrug. "I was just bored."

"Put it back!"

"No," Croft replied casually, stepping back to give a pretty bow.

"By the Bull, you are a divine vision Marchesa." 

Jalia pasted on a quick smile, turning to meet the mischievous gaze of Turju. 

His white robe was edged in gold tonight, a giant purple gem lay upon his breast, staring at her like a third eye. 

"Thank you, Dysis chose my dress and I should warn you, if I win my way through the labyrinths, I might steal her away from you."

Turju's grin was wicked as he led her into a dining room so opulent, Jalia had to squint to bear the shine of it. 

"I'm certain Dysis would adore the opportunity to be a queen's maid. Did you enjoy your walk?"

"I did. Islin is unbelievably beautiful. I've never seen anything—"

"Turju!"

Jalia barely restrained a flinch at Dhega's sharp, cold bark of displeasure. Her host didn't so much as blink as he continued to lead her forward to the head of the table where the king already sat, the menacing look on his face enough to make the hairs on her neck quiver. 

Thank the stars Dhega's glare wasn't focused on her.

"Here you are, my dear. Sit, sit. Wine?" Turju completely ignored his king, pulling the chair to Dhega's right out for her, pouring a stream of pale pink liquid into her glass himself rather than summoning an attendant.

"Um, yes. Thank you." Jalia murmured, raising the glass to her lips with a quick look for the king. 

His narrow gaze was still fixed on Turju, but he grunted his approval, his expression softening ever so slightly when he looked at her. 

The crisp, bittersweet taste of the wine and the heated look she was receiving from Dhega warmed her insides and left her more than a little breathless.

"Marvelous, the others should be joining us shortly, I—Good gods."

Turju's choked gasp broke her fall into Dhega's velvety brown eyes. Akeyko had finally made her way into the dining room, and in the brilliant lights, she looked even worse than before. 

Turju left her side to hustle around in favor of seeing to the Chentian princess, leaving Jalia alone with the king.

"You prefer the pastures to my palace at the coast?" he asked in his deep burr.

Jalia took another sip of wine before setting it aside, wondering if it would be rude of her to ask for something sweeter. 

"I don't know I'd say I prefer it. I am simply overwhelmed by so much land and all the wondrous things there are to see. 

“My people and I live aboard starships, the only green things we see are what comes off the engine coils after a magnetic jump. 

“Perhaps a tank or two filled with vegetation in the heart of a wealthy home when we stop to re-stock."

"You have grown tired of such space-faring life then."

Jalia inclined her head, using her wine as cover to give herself time to choose her words carefully. "I was born to a military family; we never stayed in one place for very long. A nomadic lifestyle is what I'm used to, but after breathing the fresh air and feeling the sun on my skin, it would be...difficult to go back."

"Pray you do not have to, Marchesa." Dhega's softly spoken words sent goosebumps up and down her spine, but any answer she might have been able to come up with was forestalled by the arrival of Cockinti and her complaints as to the efficiency of the maid she had been given. 

"I require at least five competent attendants! It is an outrage to have been given such a dull-witted creature to see to my needs! If we were on my homeworld that boob would have her hands cut off!"

"If we were on my world, you would be on this table with a spiked kava fruit shoved between your teeth." Axtasusa snapped, taking the seat beside Jalia with a roll of her small eyes.

Jalia snickered, leaning slightly towards the Duggan. "Who the fark would want to go to Dish? It probably smells like a shithouse."

Axtasusa's laugh was loud and abrasive, honestly joyful, and obnoxious as it was, Jalia liked it. 

Too bad they were competing against one another. She could see herself being friends with the gargantuan female.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The suns had barely begun their climb when Dysis knocked on her door and cheerfully announced it was time to get up. 

Jalia groaned, not wanting to leave the cloud that was her bed. It was so comfortable, the linens so soft, she had gone to bed naked to better enjoy the divine sensations. 

"Up, up! It's time to dress and eat, come on, your bath is warm and waiting, and I have your combs all laid out—oh my! Marchesa, your hair!" 

Through bleary eyes, Jalia pulled her hair over her shoulder and smiled to see during the night, her Luna had turned Jalia's tresses an icy blue. 

She explained the transformation and yawned as she shoved the covers back to put on her robe, stretching a little as she headed for the bathroom. 

"What's your favorite color, Dysis?" Jalia asked, moaning as she sank into the steaming hot bathwater. This...she could get used to being submerged up to her chin every day in hot, fresh water.

"Green, I suppose. Oh!" 

She smiled at the girl's sound of surprise as Jalia's hair turned from pale blue, to a kaleidoscope of green, from deepest emerald to palest mint. 

Jalia felt the tingle in her eyes as she changed those too, glancing over at the large mirror, pleased with the way they shone like jewels in the morning light. 

She smiled all the way up to the part where she stood in front of the towering green hedges of the Labyrinth of Thorns.

A path of scorched earth lay along the outer perimeter, a deterrent perhaps to keep the poisonous vines from growing past the confines of the maze. 

Thorns as slender as needles shimmered in the sunlight, while others were as thick as her fingers, reaching out like claws. The hedges grew so high and so thick, Jalia couldn't see the sky above them. 

Two stone archways lay directly in front of her, holding up the dark, sinister vegetation to allow entrance to the shadowy tunnels beyond. 

"You will enter the maze one at a time and be given a turn of this glass before the next lady enters," Turju called out in the most serious tone she'd yet heard leave his full lips. The Prince of Islingrane stood beside his king, holding a small, slender hourglass while he looked at her and the other females in turn. 

"The maze itself is not difficult to navigate, it is the vegetation which poses the biggest challenge. 

"My gardeners do their best to maintain it, but these vines and thorns have a life all their own and often grow faster than we can cut them back. 

“Touch nothing, do not stop to smell the flowers, and I advise you keep your hoods up at all times. The vines are sneaky and will grip at your hair if you are not careful. 

"You will enter here," Turju pointed to the stone arch on the right, then the one to the left. "and exit there. I urge you to take your time. The challenge is survival, not speed. Are there any of you who do not wish to enter?"

Jalia met Dhega's hard, silent stare. It ruffled the hairs on her nape, the intensity of it, and left her swallowing the saliva that suddenly pooled in her mouth. 

It had been so long since Jalia had even entertained the idea of a lover, bored by the males she met in the gaming halls, not eager to find herself caught in a trap with no escape. 

But Dhega, he looked at her like that, and her pulse began to race. Heat pooled low in her belly, and desire caught like a spark to dry tinder. 

"Very well." Turju's voice broke the spell of Dhega's gaze, and Jalia blinked, hoping none of the others had seen her staring with such utter captivation. "Who would like to go first?"

"Me!" Cockinti made it sound like a command, and in his solicitous manner, Turju swept his arm toward the entrance. 

"Enter at your risk, princess."

With her nose thrust in the air, Cockinti pulled up her hood, her protective goggles down, and stomped towards the maze, muttering under her breath about how ridiculous this entire challenge was. 

"I am obviously the most suitable choice, why even bother with the rest?"

It was the last thing Jalia heard her say before the foliage swallowed her.

Turju upended his hourglass, and she watched the glittering purple sands spill from one end to the other. 

"Who will go next?"

"I will." Entayta murmured, her smooth voice carried on the breeze like a sigh.

No one immediately spoke up when the sands ran out after Entayta's entrance, Akeyko and Axtasusa looking to one another, to her, and back expectantly, clearly neither one of them wanting to go next. 

Jalia shrugged and volunteered, taking a moment to tear a strip of cloth from the lower hem of her tunic, settling the protective goggles over her eyes, her hood up and wrapped the torn piece around her nose and mouth, not wanting to risk inhaling any extra poisonous vapors. 

Was it her imagination, or did Dhega smile ever so slightly? Jalia felt his gaze on her as she walked up to the entrance, but as soon as she stepped beyond it was like she'd been transported to another universe. 

Sounds were muffled, the vegetation so thick the light couldn't penetrate all the way through. She looked up to see a web of thorny vines reaching from one side of the hedge top to the other, back and forth like a lattice. 

There were flowers of all kinds blossoming here and there between the thorns, sprouting up from the lower edges in spite of the scorched pathways. 

Some Jalia recognized from the poison garden, others she didn't, but they were deceptively beautiful. Something Jalia would have plucked and tucked into a bouquet if she hadn't known how deadly they were. 

Tucking her hands beneath her armpits, Jalia carefully started forward, almost immediately faced with an option to turn left, or right. 

There hadn't been a helpful painted fresco, a pattern anywhere to memorize in the palace grounds—and Jalia had looked while she'd strolled with Dysis—but she did see something that made her smile. 

The Queen's Kiss. 

The vibrant purple flowers grew on the wall of the path that curved left, but not on the right. The purple gem Turju wore, the purple gems lining the bottom of the lirriite pool, the favored flower of Minos' first queen? It could mean nothing, but it could also mean her life. 

She turned left. 

Each time she saw one of the giant purple flowers she turned, jumping back when she suddenly crossed paths with an unsurprisingly pissed off Cockinti. 

"You! Get out of my way!"

Cockinti gave her a hard shove, and for a breathless moment, Jalia was certain she was going to die. 

She fell hard on the scorched ground, a sharp, stabbing pain shooting up her arm. She tried to cry out, but it was all she could do to breathe. 

Her lungs felt like they were on fire, her body broke out in a cold sweat, her vision blurred until everything ran in streams of color. 

Her mind remained unaffected, able to process the fact that agony radiated from her palm in steady pulsating waves. She couldn't raise her voice louder than a whisper to cry for help, couldn't move at all no matter how she tried to make herself. Not even her toes. 

Jalia lay there in the middle of the path, her heart thudding sluggishly in her aching chest, and the only thing she could think of was her death. 

One of the others might come upon her laying here, but would they care to send help? Would they say they hadn't seen her? Would anyone come looking for her? If she didn't come out of the maze, everyone would assume she'd died in here. 

"Hmm, I guess today isn't the day you'll become queen. Too bad. But not for me!" Cockinti taunted wickedly, leaving her alone, crumpled in a heap on the ground. 

Oh, gods...she was going to die. Her bloated corpse would become fertilizer for the maze! 

Jalia wasn't sure how long she'd been lying there before she felt the thudding vibrations. Minutes? Hours? She hurt, everything hurt so badly it took all she had even to stay conscious. 

From the searing pain in her hand where it was trapped beneath her, to the ends of her hair, she felt like she was smoldering in a burning pit of fire. 

She would have thrown up if she'd been able to move, but her belly couldn't even spasm to force the sickening churn of bile from her throat. 

"Jalia?" a rough voice grated. "You dead?"

She could barely believe it, her eyes straining as she tried to see who it was crouched over her. "H-h-elp.."

"Huh. You look dead lying there like that." 

Axtasusa! Her tears felt like ice running down her hot cheeks, thousands of words came to mind, but her lips were too thick to form them. Axtasusa rolled her over carefully, but it was excruciating enough to force a scream out of her. 

"I've gotcha, come on little human."

Jalia felt herself flop like...like a dead thing in the Duggan's thick arms, and she didn't even care why Axtasusa was helping her. 

All she cared about was not dying alone in this terrifying maze. 

"Don't know which way to go, too many twists and turns, but we'll get there eventually."

"Pur...p-ple...f-f-fl...ow-w-wers." Jalia managed to groan, the effort so intense it left her unable to breathe for a moment.

"What? I can't hear you." Axtasusa lifted her higher, bending her head closer to Jalia's face, and she tried, gods she tried, over and over until she was able to form the words again. "Huh. Alright then."

*****
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Dhega paced back and forth at the edge of the maze, ignoring the way Cockinti was bragging about how quickly she had solved the labyrinth. 

Her voice was so grating it was all he could do to block out her braying and keep watch for the next person to exit the maze. 

The Labyrinth of Thorns had killed or frightened all the others who had tried and failed to pass through it. 

He remembered the screaming of the others he had run with, remembered giving no thought at all to the sight of their bloated, poison-filled bodies writhing in agony on the ground before finally succumbing to death. 

Dhega had earned his ruthless, fearsome reputation. Each one of the males who had run against him, challenged him, he had cut them down and continued until he alone emerged victorious. 

Twice after having taken the crown, he had been challenged for his place by cocky youths who thought they were fierce enough, strong enough to win. 

Without thought or care for anything other than reigning supreme, he had walked naked from the depths of the Red Labyrinth, coated in the blood of his opponents, his predecessor's head in one hand, the heart of his second challenger in the other. 

For over eighty years Dhega had worn the crown Minos, his brutality known far and wide, his rule absolute. 

He was not a tyrant; his people did not know suffering so long as they were loyal. No one went hungry, betrayal and dishonesty were repaid in blood, and the threat of his wrath was so significant a deterrent, that until recent months there had been no unrest. 

All were well cared for, fat, wealthy beyond imagining, protected by the nebula surrounding their solar system, and by him. 

Not once had he questioned himself or his decisions. He listened to his council, but more often than not he trusted his instincts and always strove to do what was best for his people. What was right, even if he had to shed blood and terrify said people to make it happen. 

Not once in his entire reign had Dhega killed without reason or gone on a bloodthirsty rampage to satisfy his need for violence.

The moment Dhega heard Cockinti's callous words, he considered outright murder. 

"Oh look, the ugly brute picked up the trash."

Axtasusa appeared, carrying a limp figure in her arms. A limp figure with yellow hair peeking out from the hood of her tunic. 

For the first time in his life, a sense of helpless fear bubbled up to choke him, leaving him rooted to the spot while Turju and Jalia's attendants burst into action. 

The world around him moved in slow motion, every detail of the passing moments burned into his mind. Turju reached Axtasusa first, taking Jalia from her and barking orders as he ran for healers to come to the lirriite pool immediately. 

"I was certain she was dead when I left her." Cockinti drawled, snapping him out of his stupor and into the present. 

"You do realize that ugly little beast is your competition, don't you Duggan? Or do you sympathize with her, one ugly beast to another?"

A muscle in his brow ticked, his hands clenching at his sides, the desire to wring the Shitter's neck was so strong he took a step towards her before he could stop himself. 

Dhega had asked for ruthless females knowing full well how they would behave, how they would take every advantage presented to them, but he had never expected to react this way, and certainly not towards someone soft and vibrant as Jalia.

"That foul-mouthed human didn't finish on her own. This lumbering idiot assisted her, does that count as grounds for disqualification? Execution?" Cockinti went on with a gleeful rub of her hands, unaware of how dangerously close she was to losing her own head. 

Axtasusa saved the purple bitch, passing by and kicking the chair out from under her, spilling Cockinti to the grass, her massive hand swiping all the refreshments Cockinti had demanded down onto the squealing princess. 

"We are not to have outside assistance, fool. There are no rules that state we may not help each other."

Akeyko chose that moment to come skipping from the labyrinth, looking around with devious delight as she bounced and threw her fist in the air. 

"Ha! We beat her! I hope she's rotting in the flowers somewhere, that disease ridden hum—"

"SILENCE!!" Akeyko was so startled by his bestial roar that she fell and tripped mid-hop, her childlike eyes huge in her face as she stared up at him in surprise. 

"If you speak one more word in my presence, I will throw you face first into the hedge. Am I understood?"

Dhega turned his furious gaze on Cockinti and Akeyko in turn, getting fearful nods of agreement. 

"You will take your attendants and return to your quarters until someone comes to get you. 

If I hear one complaint, if I see so much as a glimpse of you out of the corner of my eye before you're summoned, I will bathe in your blood. Go. Now."

Akeyko scrambled on all fours to get away from him, Cockinti not far behind.  

"Am I the last to finish?" Lady Entayta's voice was perfectly pitched, moderated to soothe and calm, but it had the opposite effect and made him even more furious.

"TO YOUR QUARTERS, WOMAN!"

Entayta fled his wrath, tossing fearful glances over her shoulder, worried he followed. His strides lengthened to take him through the palace, out to the gardens beyond, following the sound of the healer's voices as they worked to save Jalia. 

He stopped at the edge of the lirriite pool, the usually serene surface churning with the movements of those within. 

One of Jalia's attendants was submerged up to his shoulders, supporting her head so the healers could move and work around her. 

Her hair streamed in a muddy orange ribbon through the water, eyes closed, her skin almost gray from the pain he knew she was feeling. 

The center of her left palm was swollen and angry, her veins black beneath the surface of her skin. Dhega recognized the face of one of the healers, an elder female called Nayea. 

For one so ancient, Nayea moved quickly through the pool, taking a churned poultice from one of her students, filling Jalia's palm with the grainy substance. 

Dhega realized he had been holding his breath, staring at the spiderweb of poison corrupting Jalia's delicate veins, exhaling heavily when Turju appeared at his side, his back to the pool. 

"The Marchesa will live, my king. I made certain of it last night at the banquet when I served her wine laced with viracona." Turju made his confession in a low, quiet murmur.

Viracona was a plant carefully cultivated at Islingrane in a location known only to him, Turju, and the herbalists who made the cure-all responsible for giving Jalia the time she needed to be saved. Words of thanks crowded his mouth, but instead, he asked why. 

"Why would you risk my wrath and interfere?"

Turju hummed softly, staring at something behind Dhega. "I imagined you would be lenient towards me for having ensured the safety of Minos' future queen."

"It is only the third labyrinth. She did not solve it under her own power—"

"You are changed, my friend." Turju interrupted gently.

The accusation tore Dhega's gaze from Jalia's face, the rage boiling within him seeking an outlet. Someone to punish. 

"Changed?"

Turju was smiling, still not meeting his gaze, not noticing or stepping away when Dhega's fists curled. 

"I have watched you carefully since your rise to the throne, Dhega. I have seen you rise and rise again until all were witness to the power of your ferocity. Your strength. 

“Under your rule, our people have prospered like never before. The feuds between herds, the infighting, it stopped because those who would trespass are too frightened to risk punishment."

Dhega snorted derisively, immediately thinking of Jovan. "Not too frightened to go behind my back and arrange marriages."

"Jovan was a fool," Turju told him with a dismissive wave, "and if anyone thought they could get away with the same, they will not now. I meant you are changed with her." 

Dhega arched a brow, silently daring Turju to go on. "I watched how she gravitated toward you, listened to the way she conversed with you and the others. 

"None of them stir even your most base interest. I served the Marchesa the viracona because when you look at her, your gaze softens. 

“Your voice changes. You grow calm, soothed by her presence. It wouldn't be obvious to anyone who did not know you."

Dhega thought hard on Turju's observations for the next several days. Akeyko and Cockinti complained the loudest, but he refused to move the contest forward until Jalia was recovered. Until he could better understand why after so many years of brutal justice, she softened him, and whether or not it was a good thing.
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CHAPTER SIX
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The silence woke her. The absence of pleasant singing and birdsong captured her attention, pulling her from sleep quicker than she would have liked. 

Jalia opened her eyes expecting to see the gauzy curtains around her bed, the round turret of her room at Islingrane. She did not expect to see Dhega at her bedside, peering at her like a demon in the darkness. 

The sight of him made her gasp and bolt halfway up in fright before she was able to make out his familiar face. 

Jalia thumped back into the plush pillows with a wince. Gods, she hurt! What the fark... 

"You were injured." His voice floated through the shadows towards her, and was that a hint of disapproval she heard? 

Jalia closed her eyes, licking her dry lips while she searched for the memories of what had happened to her, but all she could see were the palm-sized petals of the Queens Kiss. 

"Here. Drink." Dhega's hand was almost scalding hot, making her realize she was shivering with cold. He helped her into a more comfortable position, pressed the rim of a cup to her lips, the fragrant steam of a sweet-smelling tea brushed against her nose before the hot liquid touched her tongue. 

Jalia sipped carefully, wondering why she felt so sluggish. But more than that, she wanted to know why the king of Minos was sitting in the dark beside her bed, playing nursemaid. 

"Why's it so dark? Where's Croft? Tom?"

Dhega reached over and touched a fingertip to the tall pink pillar beside her bed, illuminating the room in a soft glow. 

"Your attendants are sleeping in the other room. Drink more; the tea will help filter out the last of the poison from your system." Poison? Had she been poisoned at dinner? She asked, and he scoffed shortly. 

"You have been recovering for six nights; we are no longer within Islingrane. I brought you and the others back to Letau, my palace."

Six days? Had she lost six whole days? "What happened?"

"You lost your way in the labyrinth and from how deeply it was embedded in your palm, it seems you fell on a thorn."

"I fell..." she repeated softly, looking down to her left hand that ached so deeply, at the red web of jagged lines radiating from a puckered triangle in the center of her palm. 

Jalia flexed her fingers, and the stabbing pain instantly brought the memories surging back with an outraged gasp. 

"That shit spewing bitch!"

Dhega made a strangled sound of amusement at her vehement curse. 

"I assume you mean Cockinti?"

"Yes, I mean Cockaholic! She pushed me! I turned a corner, and she shoved me! Tom, don't you dare!" 

Dhega turned around to look at her room, frowning at her when he faced her once again. He even went so far as to reach out and test the temperature of her forehead. 

"There is no one there, Jalia."

She snorted and ordered Tom out from wherever he was hiding. The dark-haired assassin melted out of the shadows just on the other side of her bed, dressed head to toe in black, his arms crossed dangerously over his chest as he glared at Dhega.

"You were asleep," the king accused, rising to his feet, a good head taller and broader than Tom. 

"Was I?" Tom responded coolly.

Dhega visibly bristled, his chin lowering, curved horns tilting towards Tom, nostrils flaring as his eyes burned with banked fury. He looked ready to charge at one more word. 

Impulsively, Jalia reached out and set her hand on his bulging forearm, not taking her eyes off him even when he twitched with surprise.

"You can go, Tom. To the other room and nowhere else. I'll call if I need you," she told him firmly, glad when he didn't embarrass her and argue. 

His footfalls didn't make a sound, and when the door closed behind him, Dhega finally looked down at her. 

"Don't ever come into my room again without my permission," she ordered, not willing to think about what would have happened if Tom had disobeyed.

Dhega glared down at her, his chest expanding with the depth of his indrawn breath. His hands twisted to fists at his sides, the muscle under her hand rippling with strength. 

"This is my palace. I go where I will and ask no one for permission."

Jalia snorted, exhaustion tugging at her even as her bladder complained. She threw the covers back and managed to get her legs over the side of the bed, somehow able to stand tall and proud in the face of Dhega's furious expression. 

"While I'm here risking my life to prove myself worthy to be yours, you face no task or challenge to prove you're worthy to be mine. 

“I want to believe you came to sit beside me and care for my needs because you have a kind heart, and I'm grateful. But I am occupying these quarters until I fail or die, so you will treat me with the respect of a prospective bride and ask before entering my quarters."

The way his eyes flew wide and his chin jerked back as though she had planted her fist in his face...Jalia almost ruined her firm order with laughter. 

Did no one refuse him or call him out on his behavior? 

She gave him a nod and cautiously worked her way towards the bathroom. She was at the door when Dhega spoke, his tall, muscular body framed in the glow of the crystal lamp beside her bed. The low light made him seem far more sinister than he was.

"Why did you tell your man not to leave the other room?"

Jalia smiled slowly, knowing it wasn't a sweet smile in any way. 

"He calls himself, Phantom. Unless he's on the job, we call him Tom. He's an assassin, and as you noticed, he's exceptionally well trained. 

“If I hadn't given him that order, he'd have gone to Cockwhore's room and slit her throat."  

For a time, Dhega said nothing and Jalia wondered if she'd given away too much information.

"No one has ever accused me of having a kind heart," he finally rasped, his eyes narrowed as though he thought she was making fun of him. Lying maybe. 

Jalia lifted her shoulder, "It was not an accusation. Thank you for caring for me, I'll see you in the morning." 

When she came out of the bathroom, he was gone, and Tom was standing in the open doorway of her bedroom watching her with a sly look. 

She climbed back into bed, noticing for the first time she wasn't in the same room as before, and neither could she hear the waves through the open windows. 

"Where are we?"

"The queen's quarters," Tom replied, chuckling as he shut the door again and left her alone.

*****
[image: image]


It was two more days before Jalia was able to come down and join the others for a meal. For those two whole days, Dhega had replayed over and over her firm command not to enter her quarters without permission. 

Fearlessly, Jalia had looked up at him and demanded his respect even as she thanked him for his care and accused him of being kind.

She challenged him by speaking the truth, pointing out the risk she took to prove her worthiness to be his queen, while he risked nothing, gave no reason for her to believe him worthy to be hers. 

It had never occurred to him to do such a thing. He had fought, bled, killed to claim his throne and was asking his bride to do the same. Yet he offered nothing to prove himself to her. Why would he need to?

No one challenged him. No one demanded more of him. No one commanded he give them his respect.

No one, until Jalia.

He was king, a warrior, powerful and wealthy beyond reason, but it seemed that was not enough. The Marchesa required more.

With a vicious spurt of satisfaction, Dhega watched her come towards him wearing the gown he had ordered made for her. 

The white fabric clung to her breasts and fell in a slick, gauzy waterfall that frothed around her feet. 

It billowed in the wind, hugging every curve of her body for heartstopping moments, held up by strings of pearls that draped across her elegant shoulders and slithered down the center of her spine.

Her hair this morning was a vibrant magenta, pulled over her shoulder in a hip-length braid, wrapped in more of the pearls he'd sent. 

Her sunkissed skin all but glowed against the whiteness of the dress, her movements graceful and sure as she crossed the distance to the waiting table with her head held high. 

Jalia swept the skirt of her gown to the side and carefully sat, glancing at him with eyes the color of the sky at twilight. 

Purple shot through with facets of glimmering pink. She said nothing in front of the others about her dress, but she smiled softly and inclined her head. 

"Oh look, you're still alive." Cockinti drawled facetiously, dropping a piece of food onto her plate with a curl of her lip. 

Dhega watched the delight chase across Jalia's face to see the ilphoori fruit in the basket before her, how she eagerly plucked one up and brought it to her nose to inhale the fragrance of it before picking up her knife to cut into it. 

She peeled the bright pink flesh away from the seed and threw the stone across the table to nail Cockinti right in the face. 

Cockinti screamed in outrage, Akeyko lunge sideways to avoid her flailing hands, and Jalia's lips pursed into an apologetic moue. 

"Sorry, Akeyko. I was aiming for the garbage."

Axtasusa hollered with mirth, clapping Jalia on the back hard enough to drive the breath from her. 

"You will be welcome in the halls of my horde, human! Should you fail the challenges, I have many brothers who would wed you."

Cold, ruthless, immediate rage-filled Dhega at the thought of some faceless Duggan touching what...what belonged to him. 

Before he could outwardly react, Jalia straightened her dress and caught her breath, offering the unattractive female at her side a smile. 

"I'm honored, but I prefer horns to tusks." 

She winked at Axtasusa when she said it, but the admission was like a soothing drink of cool water. Instant relief from the heat of his jealousy. 

Dhega stared at Jalia, wondering what power it was she held over him. She was full of fire and brave words, but she was also soft, vulnerable, and unbelievably delicate. 

He watched her as she bantered back and forth with Cockinti, and then he took notice of the quiet, calculating gleam in her gaze. 

It reminded him of the way his fore-sire had studied the pupils he taught, sizing up the young warriors to gauge their skills, their weaknesses. 

Jalia was observant, using her opponent's anger against them, seeking out any edge she could to win. Dhega wasn't sure if it was the thrill of the game or the prospect of becoming his queen that drove her. 

"Your dress is lovely," Entayta murmured, no inflection of expression to suggest she was anything other than sincere, but still, Dhega was cautious of the quiet female.

"Thank you. I've never worn it before, but it's fast becoming my favorite."

Cockinti made an incredulous sound, thrusting her elegant nose in the air with a sniff of disdain. 

"On Dish, only a whore would wear something meant to gain attention so obviously."

"You know, I think your ass is getting jealous of all the shit pouring from your mouth." Jalia cooed sweetly, noisily sucking the juice off her fingers while she looked at Cockinti and batted her lashes with false kindness. 

"Enough!" he ordered, interrupting whatever outraged retort Cockinti would have made. 

"You have survived the first three labyrinths and have had plenty of time to rest. Today my people will come to air grievances and face my judgment. 

“You will each take a turn to sit beside me and share your thoughts, your council on how to resolve their needs or mete out punishment. 

“I am a servant to my people; I would know now before you proceed further, how you would serve them."

"Serve them? I don't serve anyone." Cockinti scoffed. 

Dhega raised his arm towards the staircase. "Then forfeit your place in the contest and leave." 

To his disappointment, Cockinti remained seated, her bottom lip rolled out in a pout unbecoming a female of her age. He shook his head and called for Nivir, glad when his guard came forward immediately with a leather pouch in hand.

"The stones within the pouch are numbered, you will take your turn at my side accordingly." Nivir moved to offer the pouch to Jalia first. She reached in and showed him the flat, white stone with five lines across it. She would go last. 

"Ha! I win!" Cockinti cheered, looking around the table with her stone held aloft. 

Axtasusa snorted and gave her a pitying look. "We don't care."

Akeyko suddenly laughed like she'd just heard the most hilarious joke, and Dhega was sure he hadn't ever been more disturbed by the sounds of a female's mirth.
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The throne Dhega sat on was made of horns. The legs of the chair, the armrests, the wide arched backrest, Jalia counted ten pairs and was told by one of the royal guards, Zavir, they where the horns of traitors. 

Zavir was proud to point out the newest pairs adorning the macabre seat and tell her how Dhega had commissioned it after the second male to challenge him for his crown had failed.

An effective reminder to all those who thought about challenging him, but gross.

Jalia listened while he passed judgment on those who came to him for help and found his style to be on the brutal side. To his credit, he ignored Cockinti's demands to kill every foolish person who approached. 

After three such suggestions on the Shitter's part—without having even listened to their troubles first—Dhega dismissed Cocktail and looked up with an impatient jerk of his chin. 

"Lady Entayta, this way please." Zavir bowed respectfully and escorted the blue haired lady downstairs. 

Jalia watched Entayta take her seat beside Dhega, an irrational lick of jealousy lapped at her heels to see how regal the pair looked. Entayta's thoughts on the people who came to air their grievances were fair. Logical. Unemotional. Of the three Dhega allowed Entayta to judge, he only took her advice once. 

Entayta made no outward expression to say this displeased her, and in fact other than a blank smile, the Nirian elite could have been a statue for all the emotion she displayed. 

Akeyko went next, and like Cocktease, she was generous with the death sentences. She even offered to carry out the executions on Dhega's behalf, which clearly terrified the elderly couple holding hands before them, and everyone within earshot.

Axtasusa grunted beside her, making Jalia flinch, having totally forgot she was there. But alone like they were, Zavir not far away, Jalia looked up at the blocky face of the Duggan princess and asked the question that had been weighing heavily on her thoughts.

"Susa, why did you help me?"

The inelegant female looked down at her with heavy lidded black eyes, scrutinizing her for a moment before answering. "There's no meat and the beer is so weak it tastes the way my brother's breeks smell." 

Jalia blinked in confusion, not sure what that had to do with anything. 

"Ah..."

Axtasusa gave a snort of a laugh, waving her blunt hand at the chambers below. 

"I cannot quit the tourney, but neither do I wish to win. My da wants an alliance with Minos and is counting on me to win it, but I will not be queen of a world in which there is no meat. 

“So, I will continue and risk having an alliance based on friendship rather than marriage."

"I...I see."

"Besides," Susa said with a leer, "It pleases me greatly to vex the Shitter."

"Me too. Thank you, Susa. Looks like it's your turn."

Zavir escorted Axtasusa away, leaving Jalia alone to look down at the people and quiver a little with fear. 

She had entered this contest under false pretenses, certain she could bluff and lie her way through it. Even standing on the platform in the shadow of Letau palace the first day, Jalia hadn't considered the whole scope of what it would mean to become queen of this world. 

It was just a few silly puzzles, a maze or two, the threat of death, right? How hard could it be?

Jalia was a gambler, a nobody with a false background and a closet filled with someone else's clothes. In what universe would someone like her become a queen?

This morning an attendant had knocked on her door, a shy, rather gleeful expression on her face with an armful of the stunning outfit Jalia was currently wearing. 

"A gift from his majesty, with his apologies."

No one in her entire life had ever given her a gift, let alone one so extravagant, and at first Jalia had intended to refuse it. To ask the attendant take it back and tell his majesty thanks, but no thanks. 

Except Jalia had made the mistake of touching the fabric and feeling its softness. The attendant had offered to help her dress and in spite of misgivings, Jalia said yes.

Draped in hundreds of pearls, feeling the weight of the gown flow and settle around her, for the first time since adopting the persona Angel Eyes had created for her, Jalia felt like someone important. Someone worthy of a king. And to see the banked lust in Dhega's gaze this morning at breakfast had been a thrill.

"Your strategy seems to be working." Tom's voice cut through her thoughts like a knife through watter, startling her and sending ripples of unease through her. 

"I hate it when you do that!" she hissed, not bothering to look over her shoulder as she struggled to calm the racing of her heart. Tom made a careless sound, standing silently behind her. "Where's Croft?"

"Getting to know the staff a little better." Translation: busy having sex with someone. Croft just couldn't help himself, he had to have a willing female under him at least three times a day. 

"Right. What are you talking about? What strategy?"

Tom pointedly looked down to where Dhega sat on his throne, not a blip of emotion in his black eyes. "He wants you, and you challenge him. Tell him no, show no fear. 

“You're baiting the beast, and it seems to be working. Just be careful playing hard to get. Men with reputations like his, they don't take no for an answer for very long."

Jalia raised her chin as her shivers increased. "I know."

"Marchesa?" Zavir called for her, offering her a quick smile as he glanced between she and Tom curiously. "It is your turn."

"Thank you, Zavir. Tom, when you see Croft next, tell him we need to speak about his behavior."

Tom gave a solicitous bow, his dark hair such a vivid contrast to the ghostly whiteness of his skin. 

"As you command, my lady."
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Jalia flowed towards him like a vision, gracefully climbing the steps of his dais to sit on the smaller throne one step beneath him. 

The others had each sat in the same spot, yet it displeased Dhega immensely to have Jalia anywhere other than at his side. 

She dipped her head, turning her chin to her shoulder, her voice just above a whisper as she glanced up at him with a beguiling smile. 

"Thank you for the dress. It's beautiful." 

On her, it was indeed beautiful. Her posture was perfect, the pearls blanketed her shoulders and spilled down her back, accentuating her body beautifully. 

Dhega's fingers curled around the arm of his chair, itching with the need to reach out and follow the graceful arch, to learn the texture of her skin.  

"The attendant you sent said it was a gift, with your apologies. What were you apologizing for?"

"Entering your quarters without permission. How does it feel to be treated as my queen?"

Her smile turned a little mocking, amused as she folded her hands demurely in her lap. 

"I'll let you know when I am treated as your queen."

Taken aback by her answer, amazed by her audacity, Dhega didn't immediately respond, given no time to gather his wits before Nivir brought the next suppliant to be heard. 

So focused on Jalia, he didn't even look at the kneeling figure until Jalia spoke. 

"Nivir, he's bleeding! What happened?" 

Dhega was forced to acknowledge the young male kneeling on the floor, as Jalia had leaped to her feet and rushed down to him. 

Her soft hands reached out to take the boy's face in her hands, gasping when she saw the bruises on his face and the evidence that his horns had been brutally cut from his skull. 

Nivir looked up at him for permission when Jalia ordered a healer be brought out, 

"Did I stutter, Nivir?" Jalia snapped, her voice carrying to every corner of the hall. Nivir ignored her until Dhega gave a flick of his fingers. 

He could hear Jalia's gentle murmur, but not what she said or what answer the boy gave. The palace healer appeared and knelt on the floor beside the boy, applying a fine white powder to the gruesome holes in his scalp matted with blood and hair.

The boy wore threadbare trousers several sizes too big, tied around his lean hips with a length of coarse rope. His entire body was covered in bruises, old and new, abraded, his flesh burnt red from too much sun exposure. He looked malnourished, his lips dry and cracked from dehydration. 

"Jalia," Dhega called her back, sharper when she did not immediately obey. The look she gave him when she turned and stood was filled with fury and defiance. 

"Come here. Come. Here." He interrupted when she opened her mouth to no doubt argue. 

The pure white skirt of her gown was now saturated with blood, ruined from where she had pressed it to the worst of the boy's wounds.

Dhega wanted to be angry that his gift had been so abused, but he found himself curious instead. 

Several of the people who had come to be heard today had suffered beatings, not so severe as this, but none of his other prospective queens had cared how or why it happened, let alone offered to soil themselves with the blood of common strangers. 

None of them had been offended or angry by the mistreatment, but Jalia looked ready to pick up a blade and take justice into her own hands. 

She climbed the stairs to stand where he pointed at the side of his chair. 

"His name is, Iscarion."

Dhega nodded at her tightly clipped words, tearing his gaze away from her to motion a waiting attendant forward. 

She scurried up the stairs and offered Jalia a bowl of water and a cloth to wash the blood from her hands. Jalia snorted at him, refusing the water, her voice softening as she asked the attendant to let Iscarion drink first.

"I'll wash with what's left," she said, and after the briefest glance his way, the attendant hurried down the steps to carefully cup handfuls of water for Iscarion to sip. 

When the boy nodded and rasped his thanks, the attendant returned to Jalia and held the bowl for her to wash.

"Why was this done to you, Iscarion?" Dhega asked, wondering if the youth had the strength even to speak. 

Surprisingly, he did. His voice was thick with pain, but he answered loudly enough to be heard. 

"I am outcast, majesty. I live at the edge of Kaetonia, and the herd-sires sons destroyed my nets. I went to him, asked for lines to fix my nets and was accused of lying. Of stealing the nets. 

“Prince Milal set his sons on me, threw me into the Vanishing Labyrinth just before high tide. When I emerged, they beat me and tore my horns away. All I wanted was line...I just wanted to repair my nets."

Dhega arched a brow, wondering if the boy was lying now. There was no way to survive the seaside maze at high tide. It filled with water, driving all the air from within the narrow passages. 

Dhega heard Jalia suck in an unsteady breath to speak, but she fell silent when he took her slender wrist in his hand and squeezed.

"How did you survive the labyrinth?"

Jalia leaned close and hissed at him, "How is that even relevant?" he shot her a quelling look and received a click of her tongue in reprimand.

"I spend my days in the sea, my lord. I dive for the seagrass, deeper than any other can go. I have learned to hold my breath, to keep calm beneath the strong currents. 

“I found pockets of air to sustain me within the maze and continued forward until the water began to recede."

Impressive. Dhega rubbed his thumb up and down the inside of Jalia's wrist, feeling the way her pulse surged and jumped beneath her petal soft skin. 

"What herd were you cast out from? Who are your people?"

Iscarion made a sound of pain when the healer pressed a square of cloth to the deep wounds and began to bind his head to stop the bleeding. 

"I have no people, sire. My mother was abandoned by her family and had me alone; we lived by the sea outside the borders of Kaetonia my whole life. She died two seasons ago."

Dhega didn't often involve himself in the politics of the herds unless it directly affected him, or if the princes were unable to keep order among their people.  

Dhega enforced the laws set down by the kings and queens before him, but beyond that, he did not interfere. He had too many subjects to look after on his own, which is why each herd had a sire. A prince to govern and care for them. 

"How old are you, Iscarion?" Jalia asked.

Even from his seat above the boy, Dhega could hear him swallow thickly. "I am seventeen summers, my lady."

"If you don't offer that kid someplace safe to stay, I will." Jalia jerked against his hold, growling softly when he didn't release her, her hair and eyes darkening to a sinister black.

He had already decided to look into the matter, as taking a Minoan's horns after having survived one of the labyrinths was a punishment reserved for only the most heinous of crimes. 

The ultimate mark of shame. Iscarion had balls, coming here to accuse the Prince of Kaetonia of such brutality, strength for surviving the Vanishing, for surviving long enough with his grievous wounds to make it here. 

Long ago, Dhega had changed the law to ensure those guilty of crimes were not given a second chance at life, by repeating a run through a labyrinth they already knew how to solve. 

The Nine were not to be used at all, unless someone wished to become one of the Golden Bulls of Minos.

"Zavir!" Jalia jumped in his hold, giving him a thankless look for having startled her. 

Zavir appeared beside his elder brother, the two so similar in coloring that if not for the difference in the shape of their horns, he and Nivir would have been indistinguishable. 

"My king," 

"Carry Iscarion to the house of healing, see him treated for his injuries. When you have finished, take forty warriors to Kaetonia and secure Milal and his sons. I will deal with them when we arrive for the challenge."

"With pleasure, your majesty," Zavir replied, careful when he helped Iscarion to his feet.

Zavir moved to pick him up, but Icarion winced and proudly lifted his chin. 

"I can walk."

The entire gallery was silent until Zavir, the healer, and Iscarion were gone. As soon as they disappeared, a low hum rose from thousands of voices speaking softly to one another. 

Dhega looked to where Jalia still stood, tall and trembling with anger. Her hand was so small in his, so soft. 

"Are you satisfied, Marchesa?"

"I'll be satisfied after a few more horns are added to that chair of yours, your highness," she clipped out, twisting free of his hold to return to her smaller seat, her back ramrod straight as she sat and waited for the next complainant to be brought forward. 

Dhega pressed his lips together to stem his smile. Nivir caught his gaze and Dhega gave a nod, wondering briefly what it was to be now. 

The two women who came forward looked familiar though he didn't immediately place them. One was heavily pregnant, the other carried a bundle in her arms, both had haunted eyes, and expressions of fearful determination on their pale faces.

"Renaya and Hyrmina, your majesty. Princesses of Bull Island." Nivir said, giving a bounce of his eyebrows with a rueful suggestion.

Dhega stifled a grimace, faced with two of the three females that should have come to him three moons ago as prospective brides, had their father not betrayed him. Two of the three who were responsible in part for Jalia's presence at his side. 

"Nivir, will you please bring a chair for Princess Hyrmina?" Jalia asked kindly, ignorant of who it was she smiled so gently at. 

Hyrmina was comely enough, golden-haired, delicate features, dainty horns peeking out from her curls. She awkwardly lowered herself into the seat Nivir brought, quietly offering to hold her sister's child. 

Renaya declined, clutching her bundle closer, her pale blue eyes darting around fearfully, as though someone would tear the babe from her arms at any moment. 

Unlike her sister, Renaya was dark complected, taller, stouter, with a fair white brow and darker cheeks, thicker horns. She met his gaze bravely, brazenly almost, not nearly as weak as Jovan had described. 

"If you've come to ask me to spare your husbands, this was a wasted trip. They have already been judged and found guilty." Dhega informed Renaya, perversely pleased when she winced.

Hyrmina gave a strangled, slightly hysterical bubble of laughter, clutching the skirt of her threadbare gown in shaking hands. 

He found himself wondering why both princesses were dressed in gowns so ill-fitting and torn they should have been destined for the fire. Bull Island was a wealthy province, their weavers renowned for spinning cloth most desired by females.

"We have not come to ask you to spare them or us. We have come to ask that you spare our children." Renaya said clearly, her voice thick with unshed tears. 

Renaya, Hyrmina, their absent sister Adesia had obeyed their father and gone to Bull Island to marry the princes there, fully aware they were to meet Dhega to be selected as a potential queen. 

They married their princes in haste, so as not to suffer a fate they felt was worse than death, and yet here they were asking for his help. 

Dhega did not turn, but he could see Jalia looking at him from the corner of his eye with a confused frown of disapproval. 

Jalia affected him, made him question his decisions without speaking a word. 

He sat, rubbing his fingers back and forth over the arm of his throne, confident if Jalia had not been here, he would have waved his hand and dismissed the princesses, commanding them to suffer their fate. He was quiet for long enough she finally did speak,

"I'm sitting in today, Princess. My name is Jalia. I was asked to listen to the people of Minos, to hear their needs and offer his majesty my thoughts.

“I'm afraid I don't know anything about you or your sister, or why you're asking the king to spare you and your children. Would you please explain for my benefit?"

Renaya glanced at him, swallowing thickly when he said nothing and began her tale. "Six moons ago, my sisters and I were ordered to come to Letau palace, to present ourselves before the king. 

“We were the last three females of royal blood, and it would have been a great honor to be chosen as you have been. To run the labyrinths. But our mother..."

Renaya rolled her gaze upwards and shook her head, rocking from side to side with her child while she struggled to maintain her composure. 

"She convinced our sire that we three were too delicate. Too precious to risk death. She said without a queen at his side there would be instability, one of the other princes would challenge his majesty and finally, we would have a b-benevolent k-king."

The princess was pale with fear, but Jalia encouraged her to continue, and his curiosity got the better of him, so Dhega remained mute. 

"In secret, my father went to our closest neighboring province, to Bull Island, and when he returned the princes came with him. 

“Nisos claimed my sister Adesia. Mantios asked for Hyrmina. I was given to Mecisistos. We were not asked for our consent and told to be silent and obey, but having known them all our lives, we believed the princes would be good to us.

"The herd elder married us all at the same time. The quprian petals had barely fallen before we were taken to the wedding tents and c-claimed. 

“My sisters and I were given no respite, and before the suns had risen, we were on our way back to the island. 

“Two days later our princes were called to the palace. The day we were supposed to be presented before the king. When they returned..."

Renaya shook her head and fell silent, and Hyrmina picked up the tale. 

"They were changed. Mantios told me it was my fault, mine, my sisters, my father's. He told us how my father and all my brothers had been sent to the Red Labyrinth as punishment for my father's decision to disobey. 

“Mantios said he had been tricked, that his life now hung in the balance and it was all my fault."

Renaya touched her sister's shoulder, tears tracking down her cheeks. "It wasn't until Nisos murdered Adesia that we finally learned the truth about the sentence passed on us. When Hyrmina and I learned we too were with child, we fled the island with nothing and went to the Spotted Meadows to join the nomads rather than risk being killed." 

"Why would your husbands kill you?" Jalia asked, clearly disturbed. 

Hyrmina shot him an accusatory glare, turning white and lowering her eyes when he arched a brow at her. Renaya was not so meek. "As punishment for their collusion, his majesty justly decreed Nisos, Mantios, and Mecisistos would be put to death upon the birth of their first child. 

“I make no excuses for my sire or my husband, they understood the consequences of the risk they took, and what they and my father did was wrong. But my little brothers, the child Adasia would have had, they were innocent. My son, Hyrmina's child, they are innocent."

Dhega remained silent, pondering his choice of punishment, wondering if he would have chosen to do anything different. 

He felt no guilt, no shame for what he'd done, but the look of condemnation Jalia turned on him suggested he should have.

"Did you consider how the princes would react to your...decree?" she asked softly. 

"Of course."
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On the ship that had carried her to Minos, Croft had come back and forth with rumors he'd heard of what a brutal bastard the king was. 

Jalia had prepared herself accordingly, getting in a headspace to deal with a bloodthirsty tyrant. The first time she had seen Dhega, heard him speak, studied his body language and mannerisms, she had thought the rumors were exaggerated. 

Sure, Dhega seemed like a monarch who ruled with an iron fist. Who took shit from precisely no one and had few farks to give. 

In the short time she had known him, she would never have guessed him to be so cruel as to knowingly give a death sentence to men who would kill their wives and children to avoid it. 

Jalia had learned to read people, to listen to the things they didn't say to stay alive. 

She made her living by sitting across from humans and aliens alike, creatures of all shapes and sizes, able to tell when they were lying or bluffing. 

Was Dhega just that good at disguising his nature? Or was she compromised, allowing herself to see what she wanted to see, because she had a heavy case of lust for the gorgeous bull?

Jalia listened to Princess Renaya and Hyrmina tell their story and wasn't sure.

He didn't lie when she asked if he had passed judgment on the Bull Island princes, aware that the cowardly bastards would rather murder their unborn children, their wives, to go on living. 

Dhega's expression was impassive, as though he was bored with hearing Renaya's story. Disinterested in protecting her or her child. 

Uncaring that she and her sisters had not been given a choice as to whether they wanted to be married to traitors. 

Minos was a foreign world with rules and traditions she didn't yet understand, but the murder and abuse of children...that was something Jalia would have no part in.

Until Jalia had asked him if he'd known, Dhega hadn't said a word.

Jalia sat up on the dais and had been asked to demonstrate how she would serve the people of Minos were she to become queen. 

While she was pretty sure she had decided she would never be the wife of someone who was so callous and cruel as to order the death of babies, Jalia was going to do what she'd been asked.

She got up and walked down the steps to Renaya, hoping her smile was enough to assure the princess she meant no harm. 

Renaya wore clothes too small for her stout frame, too tight across her ample breasts, tattered, torn, dirty. But the blanket her baby was wrapped in was sparkling clean, and the sweet face nestled against his mother's breast was free of grime. 

He was so tiny, with wispy brown hair just starting to curl, with little bumps above his ears where one day his horns would grow. 

Renaya was stiff as stone when Jalia reached out to trace a fingertip down the soft, chubby cheek, unable to help her smile when the baby cooed and sleepily opened his sky-blue eyes. 

"I've never seen a baby in person before. What's his name?"

"Kypris," Renaya stuttered fearfully. 

Jalia kept her voice quiet, not wanting to frighten the sisters, and not wanting Dhega or his guard to hear what she said. 

"If the king refuses to grant you asylum, I have a ship waiting. My men will take you to it, and you'll be safe. 

“If I fail the challenge of the labyrinths or die, they will take you somewhere, another world where you can raise your son in peace."

Renaya's lips trembled as she looked down at her son, her tears falling on his blanket. 

"B-but this is our home." 

"Yes, it is. You don't know me, Renaya, but I want to help you. May I take Kypris for a minute?" Renaya's eyes rolled white with panic, the baby giving a little squawk when she clutched him too tightly. 

Jalia squeezed her shoulder, hoping what she was about to do would work. 

"I only want to help. Please, let me try." 

A tortured little sound left the princess, but a glance at her silently crying sister, Renaya nodded. 

She touched a trembling kiss to the baby's brow, and with shaking hands set him in Jalia's arms.  Having never held a baby before in her life, it took her a moment to steady herself under his weight,

"He's beautiful," she murmured, carefully reaching out to take Renaya's hand before turning away and climbing the dais back up to where Dhega sat, watching her through narrow eyes. 

Jalia fought to show no sign of the anxiety churning within her, not knowing if her bluff was going to pay off, or if the gamble was even worth it. But she had to know exactly what kind of man she was risking her life for.

She kicked her bloodied skirt out of the way and knelt between Dhega's spread knees, ignoring the whispers that ran through the gallery and Renaya's choked sound of terror. 

Kypris was fully awake now, looking up at her with the cutest frown on his face. Like he was trying to figure out if she was the one who had the milk or not. Dhega's thighs tensed against her sides, but she didn't look up to test his anger. 

"Have you ever held a baby, your highness?"

His voice was terse and clipped, "No." 

"Me either. He's heavier than I expected. Here." Jalia lifted the baby and pressed him to Dhega's chest, giving him little choice other than to sit there looking like a boob or take the baby. 

Thankfully, he was too surprised by her movement, and instinctively his arms came up to awkwardly cradle Kypris.

Dhega looked at her askance, like she'd just shoved a sack of shit into his arms, but the widening of his eyes told her he was simply startled and uncertain as to why she was forcing him to hold a baby. 

Jalia hummed and stroked his powerful arms as she stood up, moving around to stand at his shoulder so she could look down at the little boy. 

He gurgled and waved his baby fist as he kicked his feet, his lips peeling back to show Dhega his toothless gums. 

How Dhega managed to keep a straight face and not melt was beyond her. Jalia was sunk, totally enamored of the tiny creature. She was still smiling when she spoke, 

"Your monarchies aren't hereditary. It wouldn't matter if Mecisistos ever had a child as his successor would have to be chosen based on his ability to survive the labyrinths. 

“Which makes me think the severity of the punishment was more about ensuring no one would ever dare even to consider betraying you ever again, versus guaranteeing the princes would never sire children. 

“When you sentenced them to death, you knew the princes would place their own lives above that of their wives and any children they sired.

"Renaya and Hymina are here, making no excuses, not condemning you as a cruel, murderous bastard, begging you to show mercy to their children, and I can't tell whether or not you care. 

“If you can look into this little face that's known absolutely nothing of his parents and grandparents’ trespasses against you, who had no say in his conception or birth, and you still condemn him to death? Then you kill him yourself."

"Woman, you have no right—"

"You wanted to know what kind of queen I could be?" she interrupted, still bent over, still smiling at Kypris's gurgling giggles. 

"Well, now you know. One who'll dare to call you a cruel, murderous bastard and demand you kill the innocent babies you callously condemn, with your own gods-be-damned hands. 

“Because if that's the kind of king you are, I'll excuse myself from this contest, and not look back."

"You dare make threats—"

"It's not a threat. It's a promise, Dhega. If you want a queen who will stand aside and silently watch while you condemn children to death, I suggest you turn your attention towards Akeyko or Cockinti. 

“If you bring them out here right now, they'll probably cheer you on while you snap this little boy's neck like a twig. Fark, Akeyko would be delighted to do it for you. 

"Mecisistos, his brothers, Renaya's father, they betrayed you. They swore loyalty to you and turned right around to spit in your face. 

“They deserve your judgment and their punishment. This baby has done nothing to you. And while you're thinking about it, maybe consider what punishment any other Minoan would receive for murdering a pregnant woman."

Jalia held her breath when Dhega fell silent, scowling into Kypris's face, studying it carefully. "And when he is grown enough to seek revenge?"

"That day will not come for a long time, but when it does, he'll have to prove himself worthy to challenge you by running the labyrinths just like everyone else."

Dhega heaved an aggrieved sigh, and her heart leaped with hope, 

"I notice you fail to mention the princesses’ part in her herd-sires betrayal. I assume you believe her when she says she was given no choice other than to marry Mecisistos?"

"You had her father and brothers killed. Her sister is dead at the hands of her husband—who's still alive by the way—and she has still come before you and everyone else here in rags, assuming she's going to die either by your hand or her husband's and is begging you for the life of her son. Where's the logic in her lying?"

Dhega grunted, nudging Kypris's fist with a thick finger, those harsh lips of his twitching ever so slightly when Kypris grabbed hold and jerked, startling the king with his gleeful squeal and gummy grin. Just when Dhega was about to smile back, he harrumphed and tugged his finger away. 

"Take him back to his mother and then take your seat."

Jalia was so relieved she couldn't help but press a kiss to Dhega's cheek and gather up the baby, cooing at him all the way back down the stairs, mock-groaning as she set him back in the loving embrace of his mother's waiting arms. 

It felt like the entire gallery was holding their breath while Dhega drew out making his decision. 

Jalia's heart knocked against her ribs so hard it hurt, and when she glanced up at the balcony above, she saw Tom standing in the shadows with a little smirk on his narrow face.

"On the day I learned of the treason committed by the princes of Bull Island, I sentenced them to death on the birth of their first child. 

“I stand by my judgment, and as you are here before me, Princess Renaya—carrying your husband's child in your arms—I wonder why Mecisistos is not dead. Nivir?"

Dhega's tawny haired second in command gave a sweeping bow. "I will escort them to the Red Gates personally, your majesty."

"And Hymina?" Renaya called out bravely. Jalia nodded to acknowledge the size of her balls but kept her face forward, feeling Dhega's gaze burning into her.

"When will she give birth?" Dhega asked, his tone stating very clearly, he was nearing the end of his benevolence. 

Renaya shrugged, glancing at her sister. "Any day now."

"Mantios as well, Nivir."

"Certainly, my king."

Dhega gave the arm of his seat a thump with his fist, and Jalia began to breathe a little easier. So, he was a cruel bastard, but he wasn't unreasonable, and he didn't kill babies. That had to count for something. 

"You will stay here at Letau until the birth of your child, Hymina. After you have recovered adequately, you and your sister may return to Bull Island or to what remains of your herd with the entirety of your husband's wealth at your disposal. 

“I would caution you to teach your children not to repeat the mistakes of their sires. Lyra will see you to your rooms."
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"Thank you, for giving the princesses another chance."

Jalia looked up at Dhega as he led her from the grand hall to a small, private balcony. 

The fresh air was wonderful, as was the quiet. Just the sound of the wind, the rumble of the sea against the shore far below, bird songs. 

She looked around and had to admit, Rysor 12 was starting to look like a private collection of hovels in comparison to the splendor of Minos.

Up went one of his sculpted brows, amusement dancing in the deep gold of his gaze. It reminded her of the way her oldest brother looked at her when he thought she was being stupid, humoring her to see what she'd say next to make him laugh. 

But unlike Jared—General Stick Up His Ass who commanded a fleet of UC battlecruisers and roamed space policing and oppressing whoever his superiors told him to—Dhega was one of the most powerful beings she had ever faced. 

Not merely a physical presence, but that inner core of strength. He was determined, arrogant as hell, standing there making assumptions Jalia wasn't sure she approved of. 

"You think I did it for them?" he asked, giving a mocking chuckle. 

"What, you did it because I asked?" she scoffed, "I don't think so. You did it because you knew publicly killing a baby would make your people hate you."

"They already hate me."

"No, they're terrified of you," Jalia corrected.

"And you aren't?" he drawled, his tone colored with mild derision. 

Jalia narrowed her eyes at him thoughtfully, wondering why he was suddenly being such an asshole. 

"No. Why are you angry with me?"

"Am I angry?"

"Typically, when someone refuses to answer a question with anything but another question, they're either hiding something or they're angry and trying to provoke the other person into doing something to give them a reason for that anger. I tend to have that effect on the men in my life."

"What, making them angry?"

"Yes," Jalia licked her dry lips, her uncertainty of what type of angry man Dhega was. Did he yell? Would he strike her? Attempt to humiliate her? 

The unknown, that had to be the reason she was suddenly a little light-headed. She was not going to tremble or shake with nerves—definitely nerves, and not arousal. She was just overheated from being...being provoked. 

Her temper! Yes, those wicked tendrils of heat licking up between her thighs had nothing to do with arousal—and make him think he could tower over her like this, intimidate her whenever it pleased him. 

Her father's voice was like the crack of a whip across her thoughts, Show no weakness! Never let anyone see your weakness! You'll forever more be nothing but a coward in their eyes.

Jalia hadn't become a soldier or a doctor, or a techno-whiz. She was an embarrassment, a degenerate gambler, but showing weakness at a gaming table was the same as showing weakness on the battlefield. It gave away any and all advantages one might have to win.

"How many men do you have in your life?" That was a definite growl, the spark of jealousy pronounced as he crowded her back against the rail, his lashes lowering dangerously over his eyes. 

Jealousy. Possessiveness. Would this man who cradled a child carefully in inexperienced hands, be the sort who would turn on her in violence if he felt something that belonged to him was coveted by another? Did he think she belonged to him? How curious.

"I have three brothers and a father who find me to be the most troublesome, trying, disagreeable female in the universe. 

“I'm certain if my father wasn't such a disciplined man who disapproved of vices in whatever form they take, I'd have driven him to drink."

She forced herself not to flinch when he raised his hand, to stay perfectly still no matter what he did, prepared for the worst. 

But she was most definitely unprepared for the gentle stroke of one finger down the slope of her cheek. 

One finger, and Jalia found herself wanting to turn her face into the tiny caress. 

She wasn't a virgin. No shy, inexperienced woman, and even back when she had been inexperienced, she hadn't ever been shy. 

Jalia felt that tickle of shyness now, because no one had ever touched her so gently, or looked at her with such heat. Dhega was angry, but Jalia was willing to bet it wasn't with her. 

"I had that dress created for you, and you never even hesitated to use the material to staunch the flow of blood from the boy's wounds." 

Okay, so maybe he was a little bit angry with her. "He was in pain, and it was all I had to help."

"It was reckless of you to rush to his aid. He could have had a weapon. He could have hurt you." Jalia was speechless long enough for Dhega to trail his finger down her arm, down to tug her palm from behind her so he could examine the spiderweb of lines still pink and angry looking from her near-death experience. 

He was angry because she could have been hurt.

Of all the things she might have expected him to say, to feel, it wasn't concern for her wellbeing. 

He was scowling at the marks on her hand, his touch careful as he swept his thumb over them, like the sight of them was cause enough for offense. What a strange, complicated creature.

"You understand those two princesses are the reason you're here now, don't you?" he grunted in a challenging tone. Like it was a bad thing.

How could it be a bad thing? She was standing on the balcony of a palace, on an isolated planet with pink sand beaches, and yes, she could very well die in the next few days, but right now, the way this monstrous king was looking at her, touching her, it felt worth it. 

"You're right. I should be thanking them, not you." Dhega's eyes shot up, widening with surprise as he searched her face for sincerity. 

"You were very generous with them; did you maybe regret your decision? Just a little bit?"

And just like that, she said the wrong thing. The sensual heat in his gaze snuffed out like a candle flame, his features turning to granite as he stepped back and dropped her hand like it was scalding hot.

"I regret nothing, Marchesa, and it is they who should be thanking you."
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Dhega stood on a private balcony, watching Jalia taking a sunset stroll with her attendants at her side and five of his guards trailing a respectful distance behind them. 

Jalia climbed up on one of the many round boulders and turned to face the wind, lifting her arms as though she was embracing the feeling of it as it rushed past her. 

The skirt of her dress whipped around her legs, her hair was once again back to its earlier magenta, and he swore he could hear the echo of her laughter carried to him on the air. 

Turju's words came back to haunt him. You are changed, my friend. You are changed with her.

It was glaringly obvious now that Turju was right. 

Had Renaya and Hymina come before him today while any of the other alien females had sat in judgment with him, Dhega would have indeed raised his hand and abandoned the princesses to their fate. He most certainly would not have ordered the princesses to stay in the palace until Hymina birthed her babe, neither would he have gifted the wealth of their traitorous husbands to them.

Jalia had not raised her voice loud enough to be heard by anyone other than him when she had come carrying Renaya's boy, pushing the infant into his arms. 

She had smiled at the baby, making threats in a firm, husky murmur, demanding if Dhega was to allow the baby to be killed, he do it with his own hands then and there in front of everyone.

It would have been an effective way to show his people he did not tolerate betrayal from those around him—and he had considered it—but under Jalia's gaze, the thought of killing the boy became abhorrent. During his reign, Dhega had done things many condemned him for. 

He had killed, ordered the death of innocents to quell the fire of further rebellion, and vindictively he sat upon a throne made of traitor's horns. 

A warning to all who came before him seeking justice. He had willingly given his people reason to call him cruel and monstrous, knowing they lived in fear of his wrath.  

Dhega touched his cheek, still able to feel the phantom touch of her kiss Jalia had given him and wondered again what power it was she had to bespell him. 

By not speaking loud enough for all to hear, Jalia had given him the option to be benevolent instead of merciless, and the gallery filled with onlookers had audibly sighed with relief when he handed the babe back to Jalia unharmed.

The clever human had allowed him to explain the death sentence he had placed upon the princes of Bull Island, and see it carried out. 

None had objected, and in the faces closest to him, Dhega had seen nods of agreement and heard murmurs of satisfaction. 

He had maintained his authority, his absolute will, while making it seem like the murder of Adasia and the threat to Renaya's child was another reason for the princes of Bull Island to die.

Jalia had allowed him to grant the princesses mercy without appearing soft, or weak, and it was blatantly clear the people of Minos present to witness this were enamored of the Marchesa who would be their queen.

And there was no doubt about it, of all the others who had come to Minos hoping to secure themselves a place at his side, he wanted Jalia there, but at the same time he was wary. She hadn't been here but two weeks, and already Dhega was questioning himself at every turn, and the questions all seemed to be the same,

If I do this, what will Jalia think of me?

Not one time since taking the throne of Minos as his own, had Dhega ever cared to base his decisions on what someone else thought of him, yet he did so now almost constantly. 

Jalia's opinion of him mattered, and he stood there watching her trying to figure out why until she disappeared from his sight, with no answers that made any sense.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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"Oh gods, what's that smell?"

Jalia gagged as she was led into the small antechamber, clapping her hand over her mouth and nose, trying not to breathe too deeply of the stench of rotten meat and putrid unwashed flesh combined with something metallic and musty. 

Jalia tried to breathe through her mouth, but the smell was so thick she could taste it, and the taste was even worse than the smell...she gagged again.

"Cockinti failed the challenge," Dhega explained, looking at her from behind the long table where several of the princes also sat. 

Most of them were sweating, so nauseated they were green and pressing cloths to their faces to try and filter out the stink. 

Dhega's nostrils were flared, his lips twisted with disgust, but other than that he appeared perfectly unaffected. 

Jalia suddenly realized what Dhega meant, and while she was thrilled to learn Cockinti was dead, the stink came from what naturally occurred upon death. The loosening of one's bowels. 

"Ugh! Who could focus with a smell like this? Open a farking window!"  

"There are none."

"Oh...fark my shoes! Then move to another room!" 

The sound of someone else gagging was almost enough to tip Jalia over the edge, imagining the horror of witnessing Cockinti unleash hell—three times the amount—If she allowed herself to vomit, Jalia feared she would never stop.

"Regrettably, the Labyrinth of Cups cannot be held elsewhere for security reasons."

Jalia shuddered in disgust, shaking her hands uselessly in front of her to try and force herself to block out the smell of death and bowels. 

"Fine, fine! Hurry up, where is it?"

"Here, Marchesa." Kalphius wheezed from behind the cloth he had pressed to his mouth. 

He waved a hand at the three cups on the table, one in front of him, another in front of Dhega, and the third in front of Jansus. 

"One is poison, and one is water, the third is antidote. You are to drink the entire contents of one cup, and one only."

Jalia was beginning to get dizzy, certain she was going to pass out and die from asphyxiation before she even touched the cups. Oh, how wonderful. Another poisonous elimination round. She thought dismally. 

"You are the last to face the Labyrinth of Cups. I pray you have pity on us and choose quickly." Jansus groaned peevishly.

Jalia made a rude hand gesture, hurrying to look at the large chalices that sat on the table. 

They all looked the same, no obvious distinction to give a clue as to the contents, but she was pretty sure Jansus's cup was the one with poison. 

Okay, okay. Poison, water, antidote. Focus, think, oh gods! We're all going to die...one cup. I only get to drink from one cup.

Jalia ran to snatch up the chalice in front of Jansus, then the one in front of Kalphius, and poured the contents of both into the cup in front of Dhega. 

The moment before she picked up the nearly overflowing chalice, she saw Dhega's brows shoot up to disappear into his hairline. 

The liquid felt thick on her tongue—unpleasantly so—lukewarm, her senses momentarily dulled as she worked to swallow it as fast as she could. 

When she finished, Jalia pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and turned the chalice upside down on the table, waiting for something terrible to happen. 

Something more terrible than being choked to death by the invisible cloud of Cockinti's toxic waste.

Jalia never took her eyes of Dhega while she waited to die, but after what felt like an eternity and nothing happened, she forced her hand away from her face and asked if she could go.

He gave a short nod, and Jalia ran. 

Arms pumping as fast as she could out the door, hurtling past the waiting healer, desperately searching for the nearest balcony, sure her skin was peeling off in reaction to the stink.

She finally found an exit, the contaminated breath whooshing from her lungs as she hit the stone rail and finally was able to breathe free, fresh air. 

Head swimming from what she hoped was just a combined lack of oxygen and the horror of a Shitter's final revenge, Jalia couldn't keep her gorge from rising a second more. 

She didn't even look to see if anyone was below her as she opened her mouth and let loose, relieved when it was finally over, and she no longer felt like choking on the thick liquid she'd just guzzled.

Then she smelled it again, the terrible, rotten filth of Cockinti's last shart. Jalia looked around to see where it was coming from, only to realize the smell clung to her, everywhere. Her hair, her skin, her clothes!

"Marchesa?!" she heard someone frantically calling for her, but Jalia was too horrified to speak, staring at her hands, turning them over, touching herself...how was she ever going to get clean?

"Jalia," Dhega had found her, his gaze raking over her intently. 

"You need to be examined by the healer after what you did."

She shook her head, clutching at her clothes, prepared to tear them off if she had to. 

"I can't,"

"It does not require your participation, Jalia. You will be examined," he ordered, his tone leaving no room for further discussion.

"I need to shave my hair and scrape off the outer layers of my skin—"

"I forbid you to harm yourself, come. Clearly, your recklessness has affected your mind." He got frustrated when she tried to dodge around him and run for the nearest bath, grabbing her arm to jerk her forward, tilting his head to the side so he didn't impale her on his horns as he boldly tossed her over his shoulder, his heavily muscled arm clamped around her thighs to keep her from escaping. 

It didn't stop her from kicking her feet like a little girl, tears blinding her as she hung upside down, her face pressed to the fabric of Dhega's scent soiled robes. 

He was so lucky she'd just emptied the contents of her stomach over the side of his palace walls. 

"No! I need an acid wash! Fire to burn my clothes—"

"No one in the history of our people has ever done what you just did. Little wonder your mind is addled."

"I smell like the inside of Cocktrollop's ass!! I'll never be clean again!" the entire palace probably heard her scream and the resounding echo of Dhega's laughter. 

His shoulders shook with his mirth, which in turn jostled her around, and when he stopped walking to set her down in a small, breezy room, she was shocked into an open-mouthed stupor to see the way a smile transformed his harsh, unforgiving features. 

His eyes positively gleamed, his lush lips curved upwards, the tiny jewels of his nose ring winking at her from the divot there above his top lip. 

The mantle of brutal ruler fell away to reveal a youthful, beautiful, god-like male beneath. 

"After you are examined, we will go cleanse ourselves in the sea."

Jalia stood there staring up at him mutely, shaken to the heated core of her body. Lust, desire, need, it all swirled like a maelstrom within her, her skin electrified and sensitive to the caress of his hands up and down her arm.

She just nodded, managing to string a few words together as she swayed towards him a little. 

"I...I can't swim." her slurred admission made his smiles disappear, and in a blink, he was back to frowning at her. 

"You can't swim?" he repeated incredulously, like such a thing was unheard of. 

Jalia shook herself to rattle her brains back into place, licking her dry lips, then making a disgusted face as she scrubbed the taste of shit from them with her contaminated hand. 

"If it gets this smell off of me, I'll gladly drown myself in the ocean."

*****
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The cool sea water swirled around her knees, every surge of the waves back and forth pulled more sand out from beneath her feet, leaving her unsteady and wondering just how long it would be before a huge hole opened beneath her to suck her under. 

Walking along the shore seemed to be perfectly fine but doing more than dipping her toes in and appreciating the beauty of the ocean was a bit too much.

"I changed my mind. How about a nice enzyme wash, huh?"

Dhega gave her a patient glance. "Are you afraid I would allow you to drown?"

"Not really. I'm afraid the current will suck me out away from you and then I'll drown."

He gave an understanding sound, taking her hand in his much larger one, and began to walk backward into the water, tugging her with him. 

"This is a protected cove, Jalia. There is no current, and I vow I will not let you drown. Come. You cannot be a queen of Minos and not know how to swim."

She clutched his hand and grabbed hold of his wrist, swallowing thickly when the water came up to her hips, pulling at the short shift she wore. 

It felt wonderful and even irrationally frightened she trusted the hold Dhega had on her. He towed her out until the water was up to her shoulders, 

"There's a rock beneath the water here, sit, get used to the way the waves feel."

Jalia could see the shadow of the rock and cautiously let go of his wrist to reach down and touch the smooth surface. 

She eased herself down, gulping the nervous saliva that pooled in her mouth when the water touched the underside of her chin. 

It took her a moment, but she relaxed at the familiar feeling of weightlessness, like the anti-grav had been turned off and left her floating gently. 

"I guess it's not so bad," she sighed, only to shriek and flounder when a wave crashed against the side of her head and pushed her off the rock, right into Dhega's arms.

His chuckle vibrated against her, as though the bastard had planned this. 

"You're alright. Still a bit ripe, but I don't mind."

Jalia tilted her head to allow him a better whiff of the stench that clung to her, 

"I feel as though you've planned this excursion as an excuse to put your hands on me."

"Do you object?" his breath washed across her ear.

The water between their bodies grew warmer, his arms around her kept her anchored, safe. Each slither of the sea and the current around them felt like another caress, more intimate than any other touch she had ever received. 

"That depends. Have you brought the others swimming?"

"Would you be angry if I had?"

Jalia took a breath to tell him hell yes, she'd have been mad, but something wriggled across her leg, and she screamed, turning to half climb Dhega's body, using his horns to pull herself up until she was as far out of the water as she could get. 

"Something touched my leg! There's something down there! Farkmyshoeswhatisit?"

Dhega's laugh was impressive enough to distract her from her fear, but as he was laughing at her, she was too mad to appreciate how beautiful it made him appear.

Risking life and limb, Jalia pushed away from him with a squeal of outrage and clawed her way through the water towards the shore.

"Oh, no you don't. Come back here," he caught her around the waist and scooped her back up, one arm around her back, the other beneath her knees, cradling her against his chest like he had Kypris. 

"It was just a fish, Jalia. Look down; you'll see the flash of their scales as they swim by."

"They? There's more of them?" She grabbed at his neck, pressing herself to him while she searched the water around them for signs of the monsters slithering beneath the crystal-clear surface. 

At first, all she saw was the churning water and the distorted shapes of Dhega's feet, but then there were little flashes, just like he said. 

Tiny, no bigger than her thumb, thousands of them swimming together in the same direction.

Biting down on the inside of her cheek, Jalia glared at Dhega and silently dared him to keep laughing at her. 

"I've had enough of swimming, thank you."

"You haven't done any swimming. Come now, Marchesa. I promised I would keep you safe. Even from the fish," instead of moving closer to the shore, he began to slowly move farther out, until the water was lapping at his shoulders, which meant the sea floor was far below what she could reach with her toes. 

"Dhega, I don't—"

"No one else calls me by name anymore." He cut in, tilting his head, to study her. 

"That's because they're scared you'll chop their head off."

Dhega smiled slowly, turning in easy circles with her. "But you're not frightened of me, are you?"

Jalia shrugged, kneading her hand in and out of the thick fur along his shoulders, searching his ageless face, noticing he had no lines around his eyes or mouth to say he smiled with any regularity. "No, you don't scare me. How old are you?" 

He thrilled her. His thinly veiled brutality and all-encompassing aura of power. His hands that had killed touched her brow to test for fever and carefully held a cup to help her drink. 

"One hundred and five summers have passed since my birth," he confessed.

One hundred and five? Holy flaming asteroids, "You look remarkable for your age. How long do your people live for?" 

He gave a careless shrug, turning with her again so she could feel the way the water surged and slid around them. 

"The eldest I know of died at two hundred and fifty. How long do humans live for?"

Jalia felt herself relaxing as her heart began to calm, her focus shifting to the way the water clung to his impressively long eyelashes instead of remembering to be afraid. 

"Without cellular regeneration tubes? Eighty to a hundred years."

"What is a cellular regeneration tube?"

"You walk in, and the machine reverses signs of aging by stimulating new cell growth and repair. 

“It's a high-tech beauty treatment. They're hellish expensive, and you didn't answer my question."

"I've answered several of your questions," he told her with a grin. So different now they were out here alone, his guards waiting farther down the beach, out of hearing range. Attraction sizzled between them, undeniably electric in its intensity. 

Jalia had not been expecting this development but couldn't find it in her to be unhappy about it. "I have brought no others swimming,"

Jalia stemmed the urge to smile triumphantly, calling on all her years of gambling to keep her face impassive. "Good."

"Let go of my neck and lie back in the water; you need to learn to float."

He was pressing her, relentlessly seeking to teach her to swim. "Why?"

"Tomorrow we go to Kaetonia, where you will face the Vanishing Labyrinth. You and the others will enter when the tide is low, but when the tide rises, the tunnels will fill with water, and the passages vanish behind you. You will not escape unless you can swim."

Any warmth Jalia felt building between them turned to ice as she imagined herself becoming trapped underground, water rising all around her...the sea seemed suddenly so sinister she wanted nothing more than to run from it like a child, frightened of the dark. 

She remembered the boy yesterday, Iscarion, describing how he had been forced to dive, to swim from air pocket to air pocket until he found his way out. 

Jalia knew there was no way she would be able to do that. 

"Why are you telling me this?" she asked, searching his face for any hint of his earlier smiles. 

"Of the four who remain, I would prefer it if you are the victor." When she didn't immediately respond, his golden brow arched skeptically. 

"Is that not your wish?" 

Jalia opened her mouth to say of course she wanted to win, but she took a pause, just long enough for Dhega to assume the opposite and hum, his expression going blank and distant just like that. 

"I see."

"No, you don't." They were alone, there was no one else to overhear, and this was the perfect opportunity. A gambler's Ride or Die moment. 

She could ride out her lies and hope no one ever found out the risk she'd taken. 

Gamble on the chance no one would ever find out about her true purpose for coming here. Or she could die once Dhega did find out, and no matter how good Angel Eyes was a data fabrication, someone would eventually find out.

The instinct she had relied on her entire life to see her through her games told her if she didn't come clean, she would most definitely die. 

This close to him, staring into his deep honey-gold eyes, the urge to be honest, to tell this man who may become her future husband her secrets, became overwhelming. 

It was better he know now, better she confess before someone else learned her secret and used it against her, or used it to hurt Dhega. 

"I'm not much of a catch, no stockpile of credits, nothing to bring to the table or offer your people except myself and my knowledge of the universe. And gambling. I play a good game, enough to look and act the part, but I'm not royal, Dhega. Not even close. " 

She waited for him to react. To say something. To push her away and call for his guard, but he waited silently, focused on her so intently she felt like they were the only two beings on the entire planet. 

The words fell out of her mouth without any effort, one after the other, the confession such a relief she almost couldn't talk fast enough.

"My father is a six-star General of the Universal Coalition. He's the one who commands an armada, though these days I think he's sitting in some big office rather than at the helm of an actual ship. 

“My oldest brother is a one-star General, the youngest in the history of the UC to claim that rank because he's an absolute genius when it comes to military strategy. A prodigy. 

"My older sister cures incurable diseases around the galaxy, and last I heard she'd eradicated a plague that nearly wiped out an entire populace of people no one thought would survive. 

“Then there are my twin brothers Jeremy and Joseph who can't stop finding new ways to upgrade technological systems that locate viable planets for terraforming. 

“My mother is the leading historian of ancient civilizations, curates the largest museum in Antari, knows everything about everything if you ask the right questions. 

"And then there's me. I memorize patterns and numbers, calculate probabilities, but instead of using my powers of observation for the betterment of the worlds, I gamble. 

“That's all I do. I play games, solve puzzles, win money. You ask anyone about the Justus's, and they'll tell you James and Jaclyn Justus have four of the most intelligent, accomplished, perfect children in the universe. 

“Sometimes a rumor pops up about a fifth kid, but it's almost a conspiracy how quickly it's squashed. 

"I'm the embarrassment of the Justus clan, and they disowned me a long time ago because I refused to behave like a lady. 

“My dad sent me to this reform academy where the matrons tried all kinds of horrific methods to scare me straight, but all it did was make me want to escape. 

"It took me a few years to do it, the place I was sent to was more like a prison than a school, but I got out, and the very first thing I did was find a gaming hall. 

“I won enough money to get a change of clothes, some food, and then I had to find another game to get enough to buy a fake ID. I disappeared into the system, playing and winning so many times I became an undefeated champion among certain circles.

"I came here thinking I was going to win some big pile of credits so I could buy my way onto a planet called Rysor 12. It's a tropical planet on the very edge of the known universe, exclusively for the rich, and I had plans to disappear again. 

“Spend my days lounging on the beach in absolute luxury on a world where no one knew my family. I was so eager to get here and win I didn't even bother to read the fine print of that contract you sent out. I wasn't expecting this. You."

Dhega had patiently listened, he didn't let her go, but his expression remained remote and emotionless enough for her to sweat, wondering if she'd made a fatal mistake by confessing the truth about who she was to him. 

His gaze was unwavering, penetrating when she fell silent. Just when she was about to start apologizing, maybe consider begging for her life, he spoke. 

"I've never heard of your family," he stated calmly. "You're aware that Minos is not part of the Universal Coalition?"

"Yes." Jalia braced for a reaction more...more, but it didn't come.

He gave a satisfied sound and spun around again slowly. "Good. Now, lie back and learn to float. I won't let the waves consume you."

"But I just—"

"Jalia, lie back. I told you, you can't be a queen of Minos and not know how to swim." 

*****
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By the time she and Dhega walked from the ocean, Jalia was shaking with fatigue. She was confident she could paddle her way through the rising water of the labyrinth enough to get her out of the maze before it completely filled, but Jalia was so exhausted she wasn't sure she could physically make the trek back up to the palace.

She got as far as halfway up the beach before turning to collapse down onto the sand. Dhega's enormous bulk towered above her, cast entirely in shadow with the light of the suns behind him, his hands planted on his lean hips, the fabric of his loose trousers stuck to his skin, leaving Jalia with little to imagine as far as what lie beneath, but she was too tired to give his gorgeous body the attention it deserved.

"Just leave me here. I'll come up when I catch my breath," she panted, unable to do more than give a weak wave of her hand. 

Closing her eyes, she felt the light on her face as he moved away. She didn't hear his footfalls in the sand, but he'd gone, and a soft sigh of sadness and uncertainty huffed out of her. 

He hadn't said anything about her admission of not being who he thought she was. Neither had he punished her by taking his hands away during the swim lesson and letting her struggle on her own. 

As she learned to float along the ebb and flow of the ocean waves, Dhega's hands had supported her. One cradling her nape, the other spread across her low back. 

Slowly, as she had gotten used to the feeling and able to relax, he had lowered his hands until only his fingertips remained, and only when she was totally at ease, smiling as the waves gently rocked her, did he take his hands away. 

He'd held her again, his palm spread beneath her belly while she had awkwardly kicked and paddled in a circle around him until she was able to keep her head above water on her own. Treading water was the hardest, but he insisted she learn that too. 

"If you can float and tread water, you will survive," he'd told her firmly, refusing to let her stop until he was satisfied she could do both.

The mighty, ferocious king of Minos was a patient teacher. He did not berate her or call her out on her bumbling attempts. He was stern, a hard-ass, determined to teach her to swim—

"You'll have to bring back a treasure from the center of each labyrinth from now on." Dhega's voice beside her startled her so badly she yelped, jerking the arm she'd thrown over her eyes down to find him seated on the sand beside her, his arms clasped loosely around his knees. 

He glanced sideways at her, that handsome, slightly cruel smirk of his twisting his lips. Why was that damn nose ring so sexy?

"Going all the way in to fetch it and coming all the way back out with your life and your prize. In the Vanishing Labyrinth, if you find yourself trapped in the tide, the only hope you have is to reach the center. There is a way, a place you can wait for the water to recede."

Jalia pushed up on her elbows, feeling the sand clinging to her body like an itchy second skin. "Why would you give me this chance, stack the odds in my favor after everything I just told you? Isn't it like a death sentence to speak about the secrets of the labyrinths?"

"I told you why."

"No, you told me you'd prefer it if I win," she pressed, wincing when she sat up and her still healing palm pressed down on something sharp. 

"I'm not a Marchesa; I'm a compulsive gambler who came here under the impression this contest was about money. Not exactly the best candidate for something as important as a queen."

Dhega nodded slowly, turning his gaze out to sea. "The people thought differently yesterday."

"What?"

The corner of his lips kicked up, he glanced her way and waved his hand at the ocean in front of him. "You didn't look out at their faces?"

Jalia started to say of course she had, but after a beat realized she had been so focused on Iscarion and the princesses that no, she hadn't. "I wasn't concerned with their thoughts, just yours."

She could tell he liked that, a lot. "The way you spoke to the boy, how you treated the princesses, the people were pleased."

"Were you? I pushed pretty hard."

"You did," Dhega agreed with a slight nod. "But I was not displeased. I did ask Nivir to bring royal women of wealth and status as potential queens, but on Minos, the title of queen isn't given because of birth. You'll earn it, just like all the others before you."

"So, you want me to win because your people prefer the way I react to the injustices of your world?"

"It certainly helps, but no."

"Then why?"

His expression turned thoughtful, and for a while, Jalia got lost in staring at his profile. The wind played in his hair, the light winked off the gold-capped tips of his horns, made the drops of water sliding down his arms sparkle. 

She braced her elbow on her knee, chin in hand to sit and stare, stirring her fingers around in the sand. 

He finally smirked and looked her way. "The day you become my queen, I will tell you."

Jalia's fear he would punish her faded away in an instant as he threw her own sassy remark back in her face. 

"Fair enough." 

The sensual intensity in his gaze intensified, the tension she felt fluttering in her belly built to a fever pitch. Jalia had to look away to think clearly. 

Unsteady, needing something to occupy her hands, she scooped up handfuls of sand and let them play through her fingers, blurting out the first thing that came to mind. 

"So...Cockgobbler is gone. The smell aside, how bad was it?"

Deadpan, without any inflection whatsoever, Dhega said, "The worst thing I've ever witnessed in my life. I gave the order as soon as it was over; no Disher will ever step foot on Minos again. 

“If he weren't on his way to Bull Island, I'd have made Nivir clean up the mess for having dared bring her here."

Jalia's face hurt from smiling, tracing circles around the pretty rock she'd uncovered. It was a milky pink stone, rough, not like the smooth grains of sand. 

It had a bit of a shimmer to it, and she knew a male like Dhega wouldn't find it appealing, but she offered it to him anyway. 

His surprise was plain in the way his lashes fluttered, and a frown pulled between his brows as he accepted the rock.

"It's almost sunset. We should get back for dinner." Jalia stood up and clapped the sand from her hands, wondering if anyone had every given Dhega a little trinket just because.

"Do you know what this is?"

Jalia looked at the chunk of rock held between Dhega's thumb and forefinger, shrugging while he stared at her like he was transfixed by what he saw. 

"A pink rock. It reminded me of you."

"What?" he guffawed, that bare hint of a smile warming his eyes for a moment. 

Jalia shrugged, stepping away to shake the sand from her damp shift. "It's hard and rough on the outside, different from the other rocks out here, but if you look close enough, there's some shine beneath it all."

Dhega seemed bemused, standing up to hold the stone up between them, rolling it back and forth in his fingers. "It's called Hecthyst. At first glance, it looks like a piece of coral or stone. 

“Once the rough edges are polished, and the mineral deposits from the sea cleaned away, what lies inside is the most valuable gem found on Minos. My people sometimes go their whole lives without ever laying eyes on one."

Croft would have killed her to know she'd ignorantly given something so valuable away as a silly gift. Not knowing what to say, Jalia shrugged and offered him her most charming smile. 

"I'm lucky like that."

Dhega made a noncommittal grunt, falling into step beside her to head back for the palace. They were halfway up the stairs when he spoke again, his fist closed tightly around the Specter stone. 

"It was a reckless thing you did, drinking all three cups."

"One in three odds aren't very good, and I figured the water and antidote would dilute the poison enough to survive. 

“Besides, I threw it all up as soon as I got outside in the fresh air. I've never smelled anything so terrible in my whole life."

"You should be more careful," he warned, a hint of censure in his tone.

Jalia scoffed, playfully bumping her shoulder against his. "Were you careful when you ran the labyrinths?"

"I am alive, aren't I?"

"Exactly."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER NINE
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Jalia stood with the others at the edge of the ancient crater. Below her was a huge, gaping black maw; rough-hewn steps were carved into the side like jagged, yellowed teeth, leading down...down into all that darkness. 

Dhega led the way down, two of his guard following, two more behind Jalia, Akeyko, Axtasusa, and Entayta. 

The sound of the ocean and the roar of the wind was so loud, the steps so narrow, Jalia couldn't help feeling an overwhelming sense of dread. 

It seemed to take hours to reach the large sandy beach at the bottom, and when Jalia looked back up the way they'd come, she was shocked by how much light reached them. 

"Welcome, to the Vanishing Labyrinth." Kalphius' voice echoed in the enormous cavern like he was hooked up to a thousand modulators. 

"To win this challenge, you must find your way to the heart of the maze, retrieve a pearl, and bring it back to us. It is low tide now. 

“When the sun is directly overhead, the tide will begin to rise, and the tunnels will flood and vanish behind you. If you do not find your way out in time, you will drown. 

“If you do not return with a pearl, you will have failed this challenge. You may enter when ready."

Kalphius gave a dramatic wave of his arm, and after the others had all disappeared behind the twisted stone archway, Jalia looked back to Dhega one last time. 

His stare was intense, but the look in his eyes gave her the courage she needed to walk into the ragged black opening.

The tunnels were lower than she had expected, lined with razor-sharp fingers of stone reaching down towards her, green seaweed, and all manner of spiny creatures fused to the walls. 

Jalia tried to imagine Dhega walking down the same twisting paths, having to stoop forward so his horns didn't rake along the roof of the cave. Kalphius would have had to walk sideways. 

How had Iscarion managed to swim through these white and gray striated tunnels and find air up there in all those knife-like stalactites? 

It was cooler down here, and from the way the water trickled downward, Jalia could tell there was a gentle slope to the path. If she was caught in here when the water reached the top...there would be no way for her to escape without shredding herself open. 

As she walked, Jalia saw holes in the roof of the tunnel, holes no bigger than her fist that allowed enough light to see, and when she came to the first fork in the path, Jalia saw the footprints of the others going both ways. 

There were treasures pressed into the stone of both archways, pearls to the left, gems straight ahead, broken seashells to the right.

Jalia bit into her lip and huffed as she smiled, understanding now why at the end of their climb up the beach stairs, Dhega had silently pressed a seashell into her hand with an intense look.

Jalia turned right.

Confident now she would reach the heart of the Vanishing Labyrinth before the tide began to rise, she picked up the pace until she was jogging, splashing through the shallow puddles, screaming as she was suddenly falling. 

She tripped over something, the path angled down, and end over end Jalia tumbled and slid. Fire tore up her arm, and when she finally came to a jarring thud at the bottom, she could barely breathe for the agony. 

Her whimper echoed all around her as she looked at her left arm, at the jagged tears that ran from her wrist to her bicep, soaking her white clothing in bright red blood. 

Her head swam, she broke out in chills, hot and cold tremors shook her as she knelt there trying to catch her breath. Trying to focus enough to get up, to keep moving forward.

She fell to her knees twice more, staggering back and forth like a drunk by the third try. It was all she could do to put one foot in front of the other, to pay attention to where she was going, to look for any signs of the shells above the arched doorways. 

It was a shock to her when she finally stumbled into a round room with only one door, facing a black statue of a four-legged animal with horns like Dhega's. 

It stared at her almost mockingly, glimmering softly in the low light. There was a hole in the ceiling right above it, large enough to crawl out of if she had been able to climb the curved walls. 

The heart of the maze.

Hurt, losing blood, it took her a minute to realize why Dhega had been so adamant about her learning to float and tread water. 

When the tide came in and filled the tunnels, she would be able to swim and find purchase up there, assuming the water didn't reach higher than the top of the vaulted chamber.

But it wouldn't matter if she bled to death first. It was awkward and excruciating, but she got her tunic off and was able to use her feet and good arm to tear it into strips, winding them around her wounds in crude bandages, making a weak sling, but by the time she got it done, there was a steady flow of water coming down through the doorway. 

The tide was rising.

Pearls, where were the pearls?

She walked a circle around the room looking for them and finally noticed the shine on the statue. The knobby looking hide with pockmarks...the pearls were attached to the statue. 

Frustrated, in pain, her pulse starting to kick up as more water began to fill the cavern and pumping more blood out of her wounds, she clawed and prodded at each pearl, looking for one that was loose enough to take.

"Poisoned, nearly gagged to death by shit-stink, high probability of death by drowning..." Jalia grumbled as she thumped up against the statue, her blood slick fingers fumbling to pry just one farking pearl free. 

"He better be the best lay in the universe. What was I thinking? Shoulda read the fine print."

The water was up to her ankles by the time she finally pulled a fat, shiny black pearl from the statue, and more water was coming in, faster and faster as the minutes ticked by. 

With the downward angle of the tunnels and her injury, there was no way she could get out of the labyrinth in time. 

She was going to have to wait. 

"Shit."
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With his heart lodged firmly in his throat, Dhega watched the churning water give up the last remaining pockets of air from within the labyrinth. Entayta and Axtasusa had come out moments before, swimming with all their might to get ahead of the vicious undertow that would have sucked them back inside. 

He paced at the landing halfway up the stairs, his eyes glued to the spot where he knew the entrance was. 

He waited, not caring there was no sign of Akeyko. Dhega knew Jalia would be smart enough to understand the significance of the shell he'd pressed into her hand, to follow the signs and get to the heart of the labyrinth before the tide got too high, but he and everyone else waiting for the prospective queens to emerge had heard a scream echo up from the bowels of the maze. 

Was it Akeyko, or Jalia who had been in such agony as to have made that sound? 

Entayta and Axtasusa dragged themselves out of the water, struggling to catch their breath as they climbed up high enough to get out of the water. 

Dhega paused only long enough to ask them if they had seen either of the others when in truth he only cared about Jalia.

"I didn't see either of them." Axtasusa rasped, coughing and spitting out the water she'd inhaled. "I couldn't find the center, and when I heard the water start to come in, I followed my footsteps back the way I'd come as fast as I could before they disappeared. I saw smaller prints heading the opposite way, ran into this one, and kept going." 

Entayta said the same, and Dhega resumed his pacing, counting his steps, his brow twitching with the helpless rage that boiled within him. 

Jalia couldn't swim. 

One lesson wasn't enough to gain strength and confidence enough to survive the underground tunnel system. 

If Jalia hadn't found the center, right now she was dying beneath the waves, and there was nothing he could do.
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Jalia's first instinct was to scream, but if she opened her mouth, she knew it would be the last sound she ever made. Her toes scrabbled at the smooth, rounded back of the bull statue she had climbed, trying for one more moment of solid ground beneath her feet but the current was too strong. 

The water just kept pouring in. 

The sound was deafening, like the hull of a ship being depressurized, all the oxygen being sucked out into the vacuum of space in a roaring gale. 

The salt water in her wounds made every movement feel ten times as excruciating, made spots dance across her vision as the pain threatened to overwhelm her. 

If she lost consciousness, if she stopped fighting, she would die. Somehow in the middle of her panicked struggles to find purchase with her feet, she heard Dhega's voice in her ear,

"Relax, Jalia. If you can float, you can stay alive."

The waves splashed over her face, cold, a shock to her system that jerked her out of that calm place Dhega's voice brought her to. 

She spluttered and coughed as she went under, her toes finally slipping off the edge of the stone statue, her hands clawing uselessly through the water as she desperately tried to break the surface. 

"Don't struggle, don't tense, just relax. Lie back in my hands and take a deep breath."

How could she relax when the freezing cold water constantly slapped and pulled at her? Why was it so cold? The sea had been so warm yesterday, so calm, now it churned and bubbled with the raging force of a hungry beast. 

She spasmed, bubbles escaping her mouth and nose, the salt stung her eyes when she looked up, so close to the surface she could see the blurry shine of light. 

The ocean swallowed her sound of terrified despair, the current caught her, twisted her around and pushed her down with the force of an unseen hand. 

"Don't struggle, Jalia, just relax."

The fight drained out of her with the last few bubbles of air, and for a moment she just hung there, suspended in the swirling vortex-like another piece of flotsam. 

There was a strange sort of peace in this world of silence and sea, such profound beauty Jalia forgot she was drowning. Ribbons of light sliced through the darkness, illuminating the bubbles that spun lazily, caught in the current just like her, but they didn't struggle. They didn't fight. They revolved in gentle circles, rolling on the tide.

She forgot to be afraid, and like it was a living thing, the water seemed to sense it. 

The wild churn slowed to a gentle swirl, and instead of pulling her down, the tide began to push her up. Up toward the light, toward the opening above her.

Jalia raised her arms to reach for the jagged lip, her fingers so numb she barely felt it when her hands closed on the solid stone. 

Just as she ran out of breath, she pulled herself up in one last ditch effort to survive, her desperate gasp mingled with the rush of water flowing through the hole and over the rounded edges. 

She got her elbows up to brace her weight, panting, coughing as she clung to the rock and caught her breath. 

She didn't know how long she held on, there was no sense of the passage of time, no way to gauge it other than the pounding of her heartbeat in her ears. 

Why the hell am I putting myself through all this? She asked herself, her teeth chattering so violently it hurt, again...everything farking hurt. Focus, don't think about it, just breathe. Just breathe. The water will go down again soon. Just have to hang on a little longer. A little bit longer. You're going to get out of here, going to get nice and dry. You'll get warm, get your arm fixed up, then after that...I don't know what after that. But there will be an after. Just have to stay alive.
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"My king, the tide begins to rise again."

Hours had passed, the suns would set soon, and neither Jalia or Akeyko had emerged from inside the labyrinth. Dhega hadn't stopped pacing, hadn't taken his gaze off the entrance as the water gushed out and finally stopped. 

Jalia had the key to navigate the maze. It shouldn't have taken her long to get in and out. Not unless something had happened to her. 

"Sire? The tide," Jansus' grating whine was like a blade across his senses, releasing the helpless fury bottled so tightly within him. 

"I can see the tide, fool!" he roared, turning away for a split second to grab Jansus by the neck of his fine robe, jerking him up on his toes until their noses nearly touched. "Speak again. I dare you."

"Fark my shoes," someone rasped in relief, and Dhega whipped around to see Jalia's attendants both rushing down the stairs. 

Down toward the entrance of the maze where a wet, blood-soaked, yellow-haired figure came staggering out, half falling into the arms of her men. 

Dhega was on the sand before he registered even taking the stairs.

Jalia's beautiful face twisted in pain when the two males tried to help her stand. Her left arm was a mess of bleeding cuts, the remnants of her tunic wrapped around them in a clumsy bandage to try and stem the worst of the bleeding. 

"Akeyko is dead. I found her in the tunnels, but I couldn't drag her up the incline to get her out."

Dhega didn't care. Not one bit. Her bright eyes met his when she looked up, and a thousand different things to say crowded inside his mouth. 

Dhega wanted to tell her how relieved he was to see her alive. His hands clenched with how badly he wanted to hold her, 

"Her remains will be retrieved. The tide rises again. We must go."

Jalia nodded, leaning heavily on the smaller of her attendants. Neither of them was strong enough to carry her up the stairs, and the healers were too old to make the trek down and back up with any haste. 

It was all the excuse he needed to take her himself. She came eagerly, wrapping her good arm around his shoulders, sighing in relief when he carefully hefted her and held her close.

"You're so warm," she moaned, her teeth clacking together as she shivered. Her skin was like ice, pale from blood loss and shock. Dhega barked orders as he took the stairs three at a time, calling for healers, for a fire to be lit in her chambers, a hot bath prepared, charging past anyone who got in his way, 

"I got the pearl."

Dhega held her tighter, grinding his teeth as he leaped up the last few steps. 

"I don't care."

"You better," Jalia grunted, her hold on him failing as her body gave up the last of its strength. "I nearly died to get the farking thing."

"But you didn't. You survived."

"Thanks to you," she whispered in his ear, right before she fainted.

Not long after reaching the palace at Kaetonia, the crone who stripped Jalia of her clothes came to him with a torn length of cloth in her hand. 

"The Marchesa insisted I bring this to you, your majesty," she informed him with a stiff bow.

Dhega knew what it was but handed the bundle to Jansus with the command to untie the knot made in the cloth. 

Shaken from their earlier altercation, Jansus' fingers had fumbled to reveal the large pearl Jalia had ensured would come out of the labyrinth with her, having tied it into the bandages she made to bind her wounds.

"Another win for the Marchesa," Jansus announced, clearing his throat uncomfortably as he held up the pearl for all to see.

"What barbaric hell is this!? No! Absolutely not, you! All of you, out!" 

The vehement cursing of the younger attendant sent the healers running, but when they found Dhega barring their way with a violent glare, they slid to a stop and stammered all at once, talking over one another.

After a moment he came to understand the attendant was not impressed with the healers of Kaetonia's methods for wound healing. He barged past them to see her assassin supporting Jalia as she reclined, once again unconscious in the steaming bath, a blanket draped over the tub for modesties sake. 

The one called Croft muttered darkly under his breath while he used a silver canister to spray a blue colored foam up and down the length of Jalia's arm.

"What is that?" Dhega demanded. 

Neither of the attendants looked to him, focused on their task. Croft was quick to speak, not bothering to hide his contempt.  "It's a synthetic protein to sterilize any bacteria and stop the bleeding. 

“Your gaggle of ridiculous medics wanted to use needle and thread to sew her skin back together! Hand me the QC2."

From the bag beside him, the assassin produced another silver canister, and once the foam on Jalia's arm turned from blue to white, the boy wiped it away to apply the next treatment. Dhega was baffled by the perfectly clean looking wounds. 

Wounds that looked strangely so much worse without the blood covering them. He saw pink muscle tissue, the whiteness of bone, the ragged tears in Jalia's pale flesh. 

There was a marked lack of irritation, no more blood flowed, and when the attendant sprayed the second liquid, the knife-like scores closed before his eyes.

"This QC2, is there more of it where you come from?" Dhega asked, having never seen anything like it in his life. To have access to such miraculous medical supplies suddenly seemed far more valuable than money or outside alliance.

"Of course. No civilized world is without such basic necessities." Croft spat, clearly making his opinion of Minoan medical practices known. 

But then, Dhega would never have claimed his world was civilized.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER TEN
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As the transport took off for Antaeus, Jalia had a vivid flashback of last night's terrible dream. The feeling of being suffocated, unable to breathe, watching bubbles dance across her vision as she uselessly tried to swim towards the light. 

Her hands clawed above her, reaching up toward the towering figure she could just make out through the blur of the water. 

From the shape of his horns, she'd known it was Dhega, but in the dream he just stood there, watching her drown. 

"Marchesa, are you well?"

She jolted out of the nightmarish replay, jerking her hand out from under Kalphius's concerned touch, clutching at the wrap around her shoulders with a shaky smile. 

"Yeah. Sorry. I didn't sleep well last night."

Kalphius accepted her excuse with a polite nod and turned to the male beside him to strike up a conversation about crop harvests. Behind them, the shadow of Kaetonia palace loomed on the horizon like an ominous thundercloud.  

Dhega caught her eye when she turned back around, clearly not listening to whatever the prince at his side was trying to tell him. 

Jalia offered him a quick reassuring smile and looked ahead as the terrain began to change, glad to see the last of Kaetonia, hoping she never had reason to go back there. 

Could a queen refuse to visit places? Just make a list of immediate no-go zones and be obeyed? If not, Jalia knew what her first order of business as queen would be.
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It took them three days to get to Antaeus, and each night Jalia woke in a cold sweat, gasping for air and clawing at the sheets. 

They arrived at Antaeus late in the evening on the third day, another new bed in a new palace, this one carved into the side of a mountain with red stone walls and shadowy halls. 

Tom was waiting beside her bed when she woke that night, a tray of candles lit to banish the darkness. 

She threw the covers back because she couldn't stand the weight of them, struggled to get out of the bed, to untangle the skirt of her nightdress from her legs. 

Even the feel of her sweaty hair clinging to her back was too much. Her toiletries were on the vanity tucked against the wall, but what she needed wasn't there. 

"Give me a knife. Now."

Tom gave a neutral blink, pulling a small one from the cuff on his wrist. 

She snatched it out of his hand and turned to the mirror, hacking off the thigh length locks she hadn't thought to braid when she went into the labyrinth. 

The water had pulled at it, made it heavier to help keep her submerged, wrapped it around her neck and arms as she struggled...

Tom grabbed her wrist, giving her a little shake when she made to fight him. 

"I'll do it. You're going to cut yourself going at it like that." 

The breath sawed in and out of her lungs as he pushed her to sit at the vanity, her hands shaking so bad she knew he was right. 

She could see him in the mirror trying to even out the mess she'd started to make, but Jalia shook her head violently, feeling like she couldn't breathe. 

"Need it off. Off my neck. All of it...off my neck." 

"Alright. Breathe, Jalia. In through your nose, out through your mouth. Slow. You're alright." 

For a man who had spent nearly all his life slitting throats, it was little wonder the Phantom was so good with a blade. 

He cut and trimmed, shaved here and there, focused and silent while she got her shit together. 

When he finished, she had an edgy cropped cut with a fan of lines cut very carefully, very precisely across the right side of her skull. It looked like a shell, a seashell, and the moment she saw it...she relaxed.

"Better?" 

Jalia nodded, rubbing her palms up and down the sides of her neck, trying to soothe the feeling of the thick ropes of her hair trying to strangle her. 

"Yeah." Her knees shook as she got up and stepped over the pile of hair on the floor, but her hands were steadier when she dug into the trunk of her clothes for something, anything other than a dress.

"Is this competition worth your life?" Tom asked, cleaning his knife, watching her while she threw her beautiful clothes—the costume of a stupid girl playing pretend—every which way to find what she needed.

"I haven't decided. But I'm in it until I win, die, or magically come up with a billion credits to forfeit. And if I don't win, you don't get paid the rest of what I owe you. Why the fark don't, I have anything but dresses?!"

"Because you're supposed to be playing the part of a lady. Ladies don't say fark, or wear pants."

Jalia threw a soft soled shoe at his head with a short scream of frustration, turning around, raking her fingers across her scalp. 

"There are no windows in here, Tom. I need air. I need to get out of here!"

Tom took her by the elbow and led her out, here not even a few hours, and he already knew his way around enough to find her a secluded spot beyond the cover of the stone. 

An open-air patio with a view of the stars and moon, where the hot desert air moved freely. She was dizzy with how much oxygen she drew in, sweating, shaking, finally collapsing on a bench. 

Her phantom was with her the whole time, watching over her, making sure she could have her breakdown in peace. His voice was barely audible over the whistle of the wind.

"Is he worth it?"

Jalia stared at the sky above and asked herself the same thing.
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"I like this." 

Jalia laughed and jerked her face away from Axtasusa's heavy-handed ruffle of her hair. Entayta smiled and agreed she too liked Jalia's new look, but for the first time—without Cocknostril's presence and the distraction of Akeyko's strange ramblings—Jalia noticed the smile didn't reach the Nirian's deep blue eyes. 

They were cold, utterly devoid of actual emotion. They reminded Jalia of a doll she'd had as a child. A scary, ugly thing her mother had brought home from somewhere. 

Jalia had kept the hideous thing in the corner of her room with its dead doll eyeballs pointed at the wall. 

She'd screamed for days the first time she had woken up to find that damn doll looking at her, sure it was alive. Joseph and Jeremy had laughed and laughed...Jalia struggled not to shiver in reaction to another rise of even more disturbing memories and covered her discomfort by giving Axtasusa's thick arm a shove. 

"I'm so glad you approve."

Dhega's absence was marked, his empty chair at the head of the table continued to draw her attention while the three of them discussed random things; the weather, the changes in scenery, Axtasusa's continued displeasure over her meat-free diet. 

Kalphius arrived with a dour-faced male he introduced as Daegana, Prince of Antaeus. 

Daegana was much older than Kalphius and Dhega, evident by the wealth of wrinkles on his long face and the silver in his russet colored pelt. 

He wore simple red robes with no adornments, his twisted horns bore a single band of gold to proclaim his royal status, but other than that Jalia wouldn't have guessed he was one of the Golden Bulls who governed the territories of Minos. 

There was something about the stooped figure that gave her the creeps. An energy about him that made her feel as cold as she had during her stint in the heart of the Vanishing Labyrinth, and about as eager to remain in his company as she had been to play with that doll of hers. 

Kalphius explained he and Daegana would be escorting them to the arena as soon as they finished breakfast. 

"Arena? I thought we were watching via vid-screen." Susa garbled with her mouth full. 

Kalphius blinked, his lip twitching like it wanted to curl in disgust at her table manners. Daegana harrumphed, clearing his throat to answer in a deep, gruff voice. 

"I am not familiar with a vid-screen, my lady. The Red Labyrinth is sunken in the earth, with a stadium built around it to watch the prisoner's progress. His Majesty has gone ahead to deal with some unfortunate business."

Jalia wondered what that meant exactly but finished her meal and waited for the others to do the same. 

She caught Kalphius staring at her haircut with a dubious expression, but when he noticed she saw it, he was immediately all smiles. 

On their way to the labyrinth, Entayta struck up a conversation with Daegana, asking him about his home, the desert terrain. Axtasusa lumbered along behind them, leaving she and Kalphius to trail behind. 

"Are you sure you're well, Marchesa? You seem...troubled." The prince asked softly so as not to be heard by the others.

Jalia forced a smile and kept her chin up. "I'm fine. It's just difficult acclimating to another new bed in a strange place."

When they reached the Red Labyrinth, Jalia understood why the prince was so on edge, and perhaps the reason for Dhega's strange mood and absence these last few days.

She heard the muted roaring first, the sound of thousands of voices speaking all at once, and an odd mechanical whir. 

Kalphius offered his arm as the began the climb up a long flight of stone stairs carved into the side of the stadium itself. 

Jalia was thankfully pressed to the wall, while one wrong step or a push from her, and Kalphius would have gone flying off into space to die a terrible death on the broken, jagged stones far below them. 

At the top they turned down an arched stone hall, the noise getting louder and louder with every step. 

The light blinded her for a moment when they finally entered an open pavilion of sorts. Jalia blinked to adjust her eyes, immediately recognizing the space for what it was. A spectator's box.

They were shaded from the brutal suns overhead by a tasseled crimson canopy that snapped and flapped in the wind, with enough space to seat at least fifty on the graduated stone benches beneath. 

Dhega already sat sprawled in a carved stone chair, his view unimpeded by how it sat raised above the rest. 

He glanced her way, and Jalia felt Kalphius withdraw his arm immediately, but she was too busy staring at the labyrinth below to pay either of them any mind. 

She understood how the Red Labyrinth had gotten its name; everywhere she looked, the gleaming metal of the labyrinth walls were covered in blood. 

The smell of it was almost as bad as Cockinti's last horrifying act, thick enough that Jalia tasted metal when she licked her dry lips. 

The whirring sound she heard was the walls of the labyrinth itself shifting, spinning, moving back and forth, side to side, up and down, always in motion, the paths changing every few minutes to ensure there was no way to memorize or navigate safely past the obstacles. 

And by obstacles, Jalia meant the rows of serrated spikes, spinning blades, puffs of flame that spewed across open doorways, more blades that marched up and down from beneath the ground, swinging metal balls that crashed from side to side, something that looked like a rock crusher spinning non-stop...everything within the maze was built to kill. 

Jalia stood there trying to comprehend the sort of beings who could create something so terrible, unable to take her eyes off it until Dhega's impatient bark jolted her out of her stupor. 

She looked at him, certain there was no disguising her horror, and saw nothing of the gentler male she had come to know in his face. 

"Take your seat," he ordered tersely, pointing to a metal chair positioned beside his throne. 

Axtasusa already sat directly in front of him, leaning forward with eagerness as she studied the labyrinth and carried on a conversation with Daegana, who seemed only too pleased to share his pride in the feat of truly fearsome engineering before them.

Entayta met Jalia's gaze, seated on Dhega's opposite side, her expression thoughtful. If she was in any way disturbed by the labyrinth, the Nirian's patchwork face didn't betray her thoughts. 

Jalia carefully made her way to the chair reserved for her, thankful for a reason to not rely on her trembling knees as she sat on the plush cushion. 

Jalia looked up at the thousands of faces in the stadium-style seats all around her. 

Some of them looked as eager as Axtasusa for the bloodshed soon to come, others laughed and made jokes with their neighbors; coins exchanged hands, drinks were sloshed, males and females alike...never in all her life had she ever seen anything like it. 

Of course, she'd heard stories of places like this. Arenas of death where gladiators fought and killed day after day, where mobs of spectators came to drink, gamble, and be entertained by the bloodshed. Crowds thirsty for violence and pain. 

It was one event Jalia had never partaken of, never had any desire to see, and now here she was, confident the Red Labyrinth would make any other deathmatch arena look like a pleasure camp.

A low horn sounded, the vibration so strong, so loud, it felt like the marrow of her bones trembled. The crowd went silent, freakishly so, the air felt thinner, as though they all had sucked in a breath of anticipation at the same time, making oxygen scarce. 

Daegana got up and patted Axtasusa's arm in a fatherly manner, taking the steps down to the front of the pavilion and raised his voice loud enough for all to hear. 

He listed the crimes for which the Bull Island princes and the princes of Kaetonia were guilty of, and Jalia watched a line of males be brought out to a small square staging area just below them on the only patch of stationary sand just outside the labyrinth.

Her stomach heaved when she saw one of the five missing his horns, held up by two others who had to be his sons. 

They were young and so frightened they visibly trembled as they stared at the open entrance of the labyrinth, here because Jalia had demanded Dhega do something for the pain they had inflicted on Iscarion. Because she demanded justice. 

The Bull Island princes stood stoically together, their expressions grim and resigned, and oddly enough Jalia felt no pity for them. 

She thought of Renaya, of Kypris, and then Jalia's overstimulated mind produced the memory of Renaya retelling the story of how Dhega had ordered her father and brothers be brought here as punishment for their betrayal. 

Renaya had said her little brothers...she wasn't any older than twenty, which meant her brothers had been no more than children. Jalia watched, unable to make a sound, unable to look away, wondering how far Renaya's brothers had made it before they were killed. 

Dhega said he had run this terrible, shifting maze three times. He knew intimately how dangerous and frightening it was, how slim the odds of survival must be, and still, he ordered children to be brought here to fight for their lives? 

There was no fight. 

This was a brutal, painful, terrifying death.
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Countless others had sat as Jalia did, wearing the same expressions of horrified sadness. Of bleak shock at being face to face with the stark reality of Minoan justice. 

Not once in all his years had he ever been moved by tears or felt guilty for the sentences he passed on those who ran the Red. 

The single soundless tear that slid down Jalia's cheek disturbed him past the point of understanding. 

She sat rigidly straight, her hands clasped so tightly in her lap they were white. 

Her hair was a dull shade of silver, and her skin so pale the crescent moon upon her brow stood out in sharp contrast. 

All around him the mob cheered when Milal fell, abandoned to his fate as his sons struggled to move forward, to live a few moments longer. 

Jalia flinched as though struck, and Dhega remembered what it was to feel shame. 

Axtasusa cheered and clapped, greatly entertained as she and his fore-sire took bets on who would be the next to die. Entayta seemed bored, contently nibbling on some fruits brought to her by her attendants. They couldn't be less bothered. 

Jalia's assassin bent to whisper in her ear, and he must have asked if she wanted to leave because she gave a quick shake of her head, her answer just barely audible. 

"No. This is my fault. I can't leave."

If not for the people watching, judging, whispering behind their hands, Dhega would have leaped up and carried Jalia away. 

Away to somewhere, they could be alone, where he could disabuse her of the foolish notion today's spectacle was in any way her fault. 

The assassin caught his eye, and the look he gave wasn't difficult to decipher. 

This mistake will cost you.

Dhega watched Jalia from the corner of his eye, listening to the crowd begin to shout directions, some trying to help, others purposefully driving the males running towards dead ends. 

Mecistios fell prey to a wall of spears, skewered as the maze shifted, the walls turning on one another, separating the males onto their own paths. 

Mantios fell next to fire, his screams causing Milal's sons to panic and call out for one another in fear. The mob booed when they died, unhappy the spectacle was over so quickly. 

Dhega looked to Tom and gave a jerk of his chin, glad when he hustled to get Jalia on her feet and out of the stadium. 

"That one has no stomach for the sport?" 

Dhega withheld the bile that wanted to fly from his mouth, wishing he had a legitimate reason to silence the bastard forever. 

The old bull loved his palace, his mob, his labyrinth. 

It was the only reason Dhega could be certain Daegana would never move to strike him down. He was happy in this hellish place. 

As for sport? To his fore-sire, watching condemned prisoners and would-be kings try and die was a most delightful way to spend the day.  

Dhega remembered standing behind this same seat he sat on now as a child, his sire, and fore-sire in front of him, Daegana whispering in his father's ear the secrets of the Red Labyrinth. 

After a lifetime of watching prospective kings and criminals run through the maze, Daegana had memorized its movements. He could have run it and won the right to be king, but that would mean leaving his sport behind. 

Faced with him now, Dhega got up without a word, gave the old bull his back and made his way back to the palace that had once been his home.

Several hours later at the dinner table, as Daegana was never one to miss an opportunity to exploit what he perceived as a weakness in others, Dhega wished he'd just answered. 

Dhega watched his fore-sire as he carried on a conversation with Axtasusa about the customs of her world, all while he scrutinized Jalia. 

Still pale and gray, Jalia picked at her food with a vacant expression. She hadn't eaten anything but was working on her third glass of wine, a sure sign to the observant she was trying to dull her senses.

"I apologize, Marchesa, that you did not find our spectacle entertaining today." Daegana offered with a solicitous leer.

Jalia went still as a statue, parting her lips to draw her tongue across her teeth as she inhaled slowly. 

She stared at her plate for a moment before raising her gaze, not flinching under his fore-sire's probing stare. She set her glass down with a soft clink, shaking her head in a move indicative of someone who was used to having long hair. 

"Entertaining," she repeated quietly.

Daegana made a superfluous sound, giving Axtasusa a commiserating glance. 

"It was over far quicker than I had hoped, no doubt the reason for your discontent."

Her laugh was little more than a puff of air, anger beginning to build in her expression. In the way her hair slowly bled to shimmering black, and the whites of her eyes themselves turned black, while the iris turned a sinister red. 

Used to her mercurial shades, the change didn't phase him, but for the first time in his life, Dhega saw fear flash across his namesake's face. 

It came and went so fast, if he hadn't been looking, Dhega would never have seen it. 

"I understand the need for a justice system that puts the fear of the gods into those who would do harm to others or break your laws. 

“But when you add innocent children to that meatgrinder, make babies pay for the sins of their fathers and place bets on how long they'll survive, laugh when they scream in fear, you're no longer upholding justice. You're a murderer, and I want no part of this." 

Jalia threw her napkin down and shoved away from the table, and though her parting words had been directed at Daegana, Dhega knew they were for him. 

Axtasusa appeared confused, Entayta hid a smile in her wine, and his fore-sire huffed. Insulted someone would dare speak so ill of his beloved labyrinth. 

"Told you," the bastard grunted, "no stomach for it. Not good enough to be your queen. My moneys on this one." Daegana hooked a thumb at Axtasusa. 

Never in his life had Dhega wanted to feel blood spurt beneath his fingers so badly. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Everywhere she looked, Jalia saw towering trees and shaded meadows bursting with a riot of wildly colored flowers. 

The air was softer, more comfortable to breathe it felt like, and despite their purpose here, Jalia felt herself beginning to relax. Strange birds hummed, insects buzzed, the wind was a whisper through the trees. 

It was beautiful. Peaceful. 

She loved it, right up until the moment Ephidon palace came into view, and the lake it sat on. 

Her feelings of relaxation, her appreciation of the beautiful land all around her, quickly became a thing of the past. 

Dismally Jalia prayed the Labyrinth of Mirrors had nothing whatsoever to do with water. 

The palace seemed to be floating on the surface of the glassy lake, it's deep green waters placid, so still not even the wind left ripples in its wake. From their perch on the hill high above, she could see the palace was built in a triangle shape, the point arrowing away from them, the wider base facing shore. 

Down into the valley they went, and by the time they crossed the stone bridge into the grassy fore-yard Jalia was sweating, images of being forced to swim the wide inlet between the palace and the shore...

"Welcome! Welcome, all!"

She had been told during their journey, the prince of Ephidon was called Phelestes, but no one had mentioned Phelestes was so short or so spherical. 

The tips of his gold painted horns would barely peek above Jalia's head, twice as wide as she was, and perhaps then some. 

Phelestes was also the hairiest Minoan she had encountered, his gingery pelt covered every inch of his arms, back, shoulders, and scalp in long, crimped waves. 

He smiled jovially at all of them, looking at Axtasusa like she'd just disembarked wearing nothing but a smile. If Susa noticed the prince's lust-filled glances, she didn't react in any way, busy looking around skeptically at the towering edifice of the palace itself. 

Dhega introduced she and the girls one at a time, Phelestes giving an awkward bow around his bulk, until Susa finally noticed him, and made a face of wry confusion as to why the short prince was attempting to kiss her hand. 

"I am so pleased to welcome you to Ephidon, my lady." Susa pulled and tugged until Phelestes was forced to release her. Jalia ducked her head to hide her smile at the prince's crestfallen look. "And just in time for the festival of the Golden Moon!"  

Festival? Jalia's stomach churned with distaste, wondering how anyone could go from carnage to celebration in a matter of days. 

They were invited in, the women of the palace coming forward to usher Jalia and the others in, chattering pleasantly the whole way to yet another new suite of rooms, up another flight of stairs. 

Why were there always so many stairs? 

I miss my damn ship. 

Hours later Jalia curled up on a comfortable chair in the warm sunlight while the attendants assigned to her unpacked her things and put them away. 

Jalia didn't know why they bothered. They'd be leaving soon. The women were trying to explain the festival to her, but Jalia couldn't find it in her to care. 

When she closed her eyes, all she saw was the shifting, grinding, blood-soaked paths of the Red Labyrinth. 

All she heard was the deafening roar of the crowd, and the piercing screams of the young boys as they were ripped apart. 

All she could smell was old blood and burning flesh.

She hadn't slept more than a few hours in the past few days, the sound of the crowd and the screaming of the princes who had run the labyrinth had replaced the roaring of the ocean as it closed in on her, and it wasn't seawater she drowned in. 

It was blood.

Hot, sticky, it coated her skin, and when she opened her mouth to scream it filled her mouth. Pushed up her nose, plugged her ears, and when she broke the surface she saw Dhega sitting there on his curved stone chair, staring dispassionately down at her, Daegana stepping out of the darkness like a demon to whisper in Dhega's ear,

"She's not good enough to be your queen. Too weak."

*****
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"What do you mean, she's declined to join us?" Dhega growled, glaring so hard at Jalia's assassin, several of the palace attendants had run for cover lest they face his wrath on accident. 

The assassin merely rolled his shoulder, waving at where Phelestes and Dhega's surviving prospective brides sat on the padded cushions of the pavilion. 

The cushion to Dhega's right was meant for Jalia, they had all been waiting on her before beginning the festivities in truth, and now she wasn't coming? He ground his teeth, his fingers curling in the silk of his seat cushion, the urge to get up and storm through the palace, drag her out—

"My lady has found rest elusive after changing beds and locations with such frequency. She asked me to compliment you, your highness, on the heavenly perfection of the quarters given to her. She says she can truly be at ease here." Tom bowed to Phelestes, making the stumpy prince preen with glee. 

"The Marchesa will join you for the morning meal."

Having delivered Jalia's declaration, Tom melted into the growing shadows, ignoring Dhega's fury as though it were of no consequence. 

"Well, no matter! The sun has set, the moon rises, and the feast begins!" Phelestes cheered, leaning forward to tell Axtasusa all the many beautiful dishes his cooks had prepared, but all the Duggan wanted was meat, which made Phelestes pout like a petulant child. 

They hadn't spoken more than a few words to one another in passing during the journey, and each time he had attempted to catch her eye, Jalia looked away. 

Dhega knew she still struggled with fearful visions of the Vanishing Labyrinth, with the horrors of the Red Labyrinth and the realities of Minoan justice. 

Dhega wanted her here beside him where he could assure himself she hadn't given up and decided her life was not worth risking, decided the challenges of the labyrinths were too much and refused to move forward.

What did it mean that she chose to stay away, sequestered in her quarters alone? Was she truly resting, or lying awake for fear of falling asleep and returning to the cold ocean? 

This was for her. 

Knowing Jalia still struggled with fearful visions of the Vanishing Labyrinth, with the horrors of the Red Labyrinth and the realities of Minoan justice, Dhega had planned the journey to Ephidon at just this time, in hopes the distractions of Ephidon and the festival would take her mind off all she had seen. A reprieve from the nightmares that plagued her. 

An opportunity to set aside the doubts she held as to whether or not she was willing to stay, yet each time he had attempted to catch her eye, Jalia looked away. 

Dhega wanted her here beside him where he could assure himself she hadn't given up and decided her life was not worth risking, decided the challenges of the labyrinths were too much and refused to move forward. He ground his teeth, infuriated by her absence. 

"The Marchesa's presence is required. Bring her, Nivir."

The captain of his guard—who had never failed him—returned empty-handed. 

"The Marchesa, she says she is uh...well, she refuses, my king."

A muscle in his jaw ticked, his temper swelled, and everyone around him held their breath in nervous anticipation. 

"She says, what, Nivir? Spit it out."

Nivir met his stare without hesitation, and Dhega was shocked to see his lips twitch with amusement. "My lady states she is not your queen and is therefore not obligated to bow to your demands, your majesty. 

“She says she will not come, and threatened to...hand me my balls, should I dare try to force her."
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"That wasn't smart, Jalia," Tom told her dryly, watching her as she paced back and forth in the center of the room. 

She spared him a look his statement deserved, but Tom didn't so much as blink. 

Jalia idly wondered if anything rattled Tom's cage but couldn't imagine what that thing might be. 

"You remember what I said, about telling a man like him, no?"

"Of course, I remember," she snapped, spinning on her heel to pace the other way. "I just don't farking care. I can't stay here and be part of this barbaric culture. 

“Sit on a throne and condone unilateral punishments...he ordered children punished for their father's treasonous actions. 

“Babies, Tom. He ordered babies to be run through that death machine and sat up there to watch."

"As far as barbaric cultures go, I've seen worse."

Jalia whipped around to glare incredulously at her assassin-on-loan, 

"What?"

"I've seen prisons full of the scum of the universe. They break the laws, over and over again, and as punishment, they're fed, housed, given free medical care. 

“Or, if they have the money to pay their fines, they get off with a slap on the wrist and have no fear of being caught again. 

"I found out that before Dhega was king, criminals caught within their provinces could run the labyrinth of the region, and if they survived, they were pardoned. Clean slate. If they broke the law again, they ran the same maze.  

"Then Dhega comes along and declares any who are caught breaking the laws of Minos will run the Red. It moves constantly. No way to cheat or memorize the path, and if by some miracle you do survive it, you're unlikely to come out without injury. If you survive the Red, you've earned your pardon.

"Brutal? Sure. But in eighty years the crime rate has dropped, civil wars ended, and those people inclined to disregard the laws are so shit scared of him, of that death machine, they don't dare step out of line. 

“You ask me, he's doing a hell of a job, and if you think it doesn't bother him to watch, you're not paying close enough attention. So, you better brace,"

"What?"

"Brace," Tom repeated, "You will have absolute privacy, but I suggest you refrain from antagonizing him."

"Him? Him who?" Jalia spluttered, and before she could process anything Tom had just told her, the doors to her room exploded open to reveal one frighteningly pissed off Minoan king. 

With his chin tipped at an angle, Dhega's horns were pointed directly at her, his eyes glittering with menace. He ordered Tom out without looking, crossing the room to her in a few long strides. 

Jalia's mouth went dry as he came to a stop in front of her, so close her breasts touched his chest. 

His golden eyes were flat and dangerous, his gaze broodingly dark as he searched her face. 

There was a ruthless edge to his expression that made the hairs on her nape stand up and quiver in warning. 

Without care for her own safety, Jalia said the first thing that came to mind. 

"What did I say about you barging into my quarters without permission?"

Dhega blew out a harsh, aggressive breath, his seething anger charging the air between them, yet even enraged, the hands he shackled around her upper arms didn't bruise. 

He gripped her tight enough to impart the gravity of the situation, but not so tight as to hurt her.

"When I send for you, you will come, Jalia."

"Oh, I don't think so," she objected hotly, pushing at the immovable muscles of his chest, twisting to try and free herself. 

Dhega gave her the smallest of shakes, drawing her up on her toes as though he meant to kiss her, "I gave you three days of silence. Three days to gather your thoughts and decide if you will continue. 

"You have seen the worst of my world, and I hoped to balance it by showing you a softer side, giving you a few more days of respite, but you refuse me and send my guard back with a challenge I will not ignore. 

“You have something to say, Marchsea. Speak your mind. You have my undivided attention."
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Jalia looked up at him so defiantly, unafraid when anyone else would have been cowering, bowing and scraping, possibly crying. There was no denying how utterly beautiful she was to him. 

Exotic and rare, this little human held him spellbound. Dhega did not regret his choices or the commands he had given to ensure the stability of his rule. 

Could he have given less severe punishments to get the same result? Yes, and perhaps in the future, he would, but Jalia was passing judgment on things long since passed. 

Things that had happened before she had ever arrived and using them as fodder to fuel her fear of the role Dhega wanted her to take on. 

He held her on her toes to impart his unwillingness to release her, now or ever. Her anger sparked against his, and aside from her initial reaction to fight, she didn't struggle against him. 

She didn't rebuke him and push him away, call him a monster, command him to keep his blood-soaked hands off her.

"I spent half my life learning to read other people in order to survive, and I don't know who you are," she blurted, "If you're the terrifying monster everyone says you are, or if that's who you choose to show the world, but deep down you're the man who taught me to swim. 

“Who sat by my bedside to make sure I recovered after nearly dying at Islingrane, or if you're the emotionless overlord who sits upon his throne to dispassionately observe his people clamor for blood and violence. 

"The Red Labyrinth is the most insane thing I've ever seen, and I could not believe how the mob cheered to hear those boys crying and screaming in fear. 

“No matter what they did, how horrible their crimes might be, I'm not strong enough to sit there and pretend it doesn't bother me the way you can."

Dhega's anger faded, reassured she didn't immediately blame him for upholding the laws of his world, but she was mistaken if she thought he was unmoved by anything that happened within the labyrinth.

"I am intimately aware of the evils of the Red, Jalia, and believe me, the sight of it sickens me. I was born in the palace and lived within the walls of Antaeus until I was twelve summers old. 

“I ran the Red three times before the people accepted me, saved only because I remembered Daegana imparting its secrets to his son. To my father. Daegana thought me too young, too stupid to understand or remember." 

He understood this was a crucial moment between them, and as determined as he was that this human become his queen, she needed to understand. 

That day at the beach, despite fearing his reaction or what he might think, Jalia had trusted him with the truth of her past. 

The time had come for him to do the same. To trust in her. She needed to know things about him very few alive knew. 

"My sire challenged Daegana for his place as prince of Antaeus and died inside the jaws of the Red Labyrinth. 

“Daegana allowed my mother and I to remain in shame, but she no longer held any status within the herd and was given the lowest menial chores in the household. 

“No one was allowed to speak to her; she received no help from anyone but me, no kindness. She died in an accident when I was only six summers, and my fore-sire explained I would only be offered food and a palate to sleep on if I proved to be a valuable member of the house. 

"Daegana laughed me out of his study when I told him I would run the labyrinths and finish what my father started. The ring in my nose? It's how we mark those who are outcast or without a herd to claim them. 

“Daegana's warriors caught me as I was leaving the palace to embark on the same journey you now take. They held me down and pierced me with a crude piece of metal, so all would know I was alone and had no one."

Jalia was looking at him now, her eyes huge in her face as she listened silently. She was trembling, but there was compassion in her touch when she placed her palms flat on his chest. 

He hurried to tell her all, aware at any moment she would remember he was no innocent and jerk away before he sullied her. 

"Daegana was not the only one to doubt I would survive, nor the loudest to protest when I emerged from the Labyrinth of Darkness and challenged him for his seat. 

“Daegana refused and ordered his guard to throw me from the palace, threatening to force me to run the Red if I ever came back. 

"I went to Persis—the then king—asking for justice, and he told me even though I had completed the Nine, I was lucky to have been allowed to run at all. 

“He offered me the seat of Myrminth instead and told me to be grateful. Myrminth is the smallest, most isolated province on the planet. There is a palace there, but it's completely deserted. 

“The land is mostly rock, cut off from any civilization due to a landslide that happened during a massive storm. Crops don't grow there, and there is no water except what comes from the sky. 

"It was an insult, and everyone present knew it. I challenged Persis that day in front of his subjects, knowing he could refuse no one. Not even the lowest member of the herd. 

“As I ran the Red, I knew the circumstances of my birth and my father's failure would dictate how my subordinates would treat me. 

"They would not love me or be pleased to have me as their king. I would be given no favor, no respect without fear. 

“I learned at my fore-sire's knee how to be brutal, swift to mete out punishments that would ensure no one would even consider making the same mistakes or dare to challenge me. 

“I killed those who stood in my way when I ran the labyrinths. I sentenced so many to death after it's a small wonder I don't wake up drowning in blood." 

For a long time she didn't answer, lost to her thoughts, but she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and turned her cheek to his chest, seeking comfort from him rather than pushing away in disgust.

She hugged him tighter when he hesitated to return her embrace. Not because he didn't want to, but because he was shocked by her reaction to the story of his rise to the throne. 

Moved beyond understanding, Dhega cupped a hand around the back of her head, his other arm circling her waist.

He had never held a female this way before, and wondered if he had, would it have felt as though he were cuddling the most precious and rare of them? Or was it just Jalia that made him feel so profoundly when for too many years to count, he had felt nothing at all?

Her hands worked at his pelt, digging deep until she reached skin, kneading at the fur in the most maddeningly arousing way. 

"Your culture, your system of justice? I don't belong here, Dhega. Your grandfather wasn't wrong. I don't have the stomach for it."

"Then help me change it," he murmured into her hair, inhaling her intoxicating scent, wondering perhaps if she had some sort of addictive pheromones that affected him so strangely.

"What?" The shock and amazement in her voice made him smile and drained the last vestiges of angry tension from his body, leaving behind something far more intense.

Pure, undeniable lust. 

Dhega tangled his fingers in her dark green tresses, gently urging her to tip her head back. Her gaze moved over him speculatively, drawing him in, heightening his awareness. 

"Minos will cease to be if change is not made. Not today, perhaps not during my reign, but the worlds beyond our nebula are more advanced, and if what Nivir tells me is true, ever expanding. 

“I'm asking you to look beyond what's happening now, beyond the challenges of the labyrinth, to what life here could be."

Already having given her more of himself than he had anticipated, Dhega was too stubborn to give her the rest. 

He asked her to imagine what her life could be like here, but what he wanted was for her to imagine a life with him and come to crave it so desperately she was willing to overlook the monster.

"I'll try," she finally murmured, still staring up at him as though trying to see into his mind for whatever answers it was she needed. 

"Good. Now, come to dinner." 
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Time had no meaning within the Labyrinth of Mirrors. Once she stepped past the first door, everywhere she looked she saw her reflection staring back at her with infinite faces. 

Even standing perfectly still, Jalia was so disoriented she was dizzy and off balance. The maze was located beneath the palace, mirrors set between towering pillars that stretched all the way up to the vaulted ceiling, which was also mirrored.

The white marble floor was smooth and perfect, not a single pattern or flaw to identify the optical illusion, and the more she tried to visually distinguish the path, the more confused she felt. The more claustrophobic. 

Phelestes cautioned them not to touch the mirrors. They were electrified and would provide one hell of a shock. She could hear the soft hum of the power source, feel the static on the air, vibrating off the surface of the glass the closer she got. 

A shiver worked through her, and it wasn't because she was nervous. It was cold as hell down here. Cold enough for her to see her breath fog in front of her.

A slow smile stretched across her face, her reflection showing a woman with a mischievous, triumphant grin on her face. Jalia carefully approached the mirrors, leaning in as close as she dared to blow a warm breath across the glass. 

Her image blurred, and so she moved on to the next panel, then the next, until her breath simply steamed the air in front of her. With further investigation, it appeared there was only one exit from each section, which meant there was only one path. 

Jalia made it through five archways before she had to stop and take a break, dizzy from the deep inhales and exhales to find the open doorways. 

She couldn't tell how long it took her, but finally, she reached the center and on a crystal pedestal sat a silver bowl filled with pale blue stones. 

She took one and hurried to retrace her steps, huffing and puffing her way through her own endless reflections.

"Four down, six to go,"  
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Entayta and Axtasusa both completed the Labyrinth of Mirrors without injury, and so they moved on to Myonaea, home to the Labyrinth of Tears. 

Up until this point, the planet of Minos had been almost tropical in climate. Warm, balmy, humid even. The mountainous region their party found themselves in now was glacial in comparison, and never having seen snow before, Jalia was in awe. 

Freezing her awed ass off, but amazed. 

Every breath burned her lungs, but she couldn't stop taking the searingly cold air in as deep as she could. The smell was wonderfully strange, but if asked to name the fragrance or identify a specific scent, Jalia wouldn't have been able to. 

She snuggled deeper into the hood of thick cloak she had wrapped around her. 

The measurements of it, the way it fit, the deep hood that had no holes or slits for the horns she didn't have, suggested it had been made especially for her. 

The wine red, fur lined garment had been sitting at the end of her bed when she'd awoken this morning. 

Tom claimed no knowledge of it and seemed quite put out by the fact someone had gotten by him last night. 

From the way Dhega had given her a quick, very male, very satisfied glance when he caught sight of her wearing it, Jalia was certain he was responsible, but Tom hadn't left her side since. 

If she was being entirely honest, Jalia was surprised by how well Tom had stuck to his role. He hadn't been paid in full yet, and still he treated her like...well, like a queen. 

If she survived the contest, Tom was going to get whatever he wanted. 

"Ah, finally. Myonaea, the House of Mothers." Kalphius groaned, chaffing his bare hands together, blowing into his cupped palms to warm them.

Beside him, Jansus gave a baleful glare at the pile of snow covering his boots. 

"Don't know what you're so excited for. Not like we'll get a warm welcome from Antehe or her Ice Maidens."

Jalia squinted through the flurry of snow at the blocky palace barely distinguishable between the ice and stone. 

It was half the size of the other palaces they had visited, less artistically beautiful and more form for function. Four tall towers supported a large third and fourth story level, the first and second open in the center to allow their transport to move through to an open courtyard. 

The outer facade glittered, glistened a little and seemed to be illuminated from within, making it appear almost fantastical.

"Is it made of ice?" Entayta asked, wearing her own plain white cloak. 

"No. It is the same as all the other palaces. Built from a white stone from somewhere on the continent." Kalphius answered.

"Somewhere? You don't know where the stone for your own palaces comes from?" Axtasusa grunted, blowing a rude sound to get rid of the snow building up on her face. 

Axtasusa was the only one not wearing a cloak, steam wafting from her, seemingly unaffected by the cold.

Kalphius spread his hands to encompass the palace around them, 

"Our historians have searched over the years for a quarry but have found no such place yet where the stone could have come from. We believe the Rir brought it with them to Minos."

The transport pulled to a stop finally, and only after all the councilors and princes had leapt out to stretch did Jalia get up, smiling thankfully to Dhega when he held his hand out to help her step down. 

He gave her a warm squeeze before letting go, allowing him to offer the same assistance to Entayta, though Axtasusa hopped down without even looking, the snow giving a hearty crunch beneath her enormous feet.

Jalia took in her surroundings, noticing that once there had been some kind of crest or decorative engraving above the beautifully carved doors, but it had been scraped away and replaced with crude lettering out of place among the austere facade of the palace. 

Her Uni-Trans made it so she was able to speak and understand every verbal language in the known universe, but it didn't allow her to read it. 

"What does it say?" she asked no one in particular. 

The female voice who answered was colder than the air around them. 

"I am, because of the women before me."

So far, the women of Minos had been nothing but kind and smiling. The one who had appeared out of thin air looked like she hadn't ever laughed a day in her life. 

Her pale brown eyes were flat, hard, and mighty unwelcoming. Jalia felt herself being sized up, and apparently found lacking. 

She was as old a Minoan as Jalia had yet come across, her skin soft and supple, just beginning to wrinkle. 

There were hints of silver appearing in her long dark hair, the gold tips of her horns proclaimed her as a prince who had run the Nine.

No one had said women weren't allowed to govern territory, but for some reason Jalia had thought the Golden Bulls were all male.

"Antehe." Dhega grunted tersely in greeting. 

The dark-haired female returned it with a jerk of her chin, "Your majesty." Yikes. Did the temperature drop another few degrees? "Which one of you is responsible for the one called Prowling Bancroft?"

Jalia heaved a sigh, raising her hand with a disappointed shake of her head, wondering why the princes closest to her took a step back and shifted to protect their genitals. 

"I am. I sincerely apologize for whatever he's done to offend you, your highness."

"You are not surprised he has offended?" the woman asked, her gaze narrowing to dangerous slits. 

"I wish I could say I was, but Croft is...a handful. I beg your forgiveness, and so long as you don't maim, kill, or irreparably damage him, I consent to whatever punishment you see fit."

The woman arched a dubious brow, running her tongue across her teeth. 

"Would you consider castration irreparable damage?"

Jalia blinked at the casual delivery of the question, wondering how much practice Antehe had with castration. 

Castration would surely do the trick, and Jalia had been threatening the mercenary with the same since their arrival, but it came down to one simple fact. 

Croft was on loan to her from an extremely revenge driven Merc Boss. If she allowed Croft to be so irreparably damaged he couldn't do his job, Bloody Boudreaux would kill her. 

Strike that, he'd have Tom kill her. 

"Most definitely. Also somewhat maim-y. What exactly did he do?"

The female's eyes warmed by the barest fraction, her chin lifting as she made some decision about Jalia and her idiot attendant. 

"He arrived yesterday evening, pinched one of my maidens on the ass and offered to scale Mount Pleasant and defrost the fancy bits of another."

Jalia struggled for a straight face, biting down on her cheeks pressing her fist to her lips, dying to laugh at the absolutely terrible and so true to character innuendo. 

"Most inappropriate and so disrespectful," she choked out. "Where is he at the moment?"

"My dungeon."

"I see. Well, he can wait until after dinner. This is my other attendant, Tom, and I guarantee he is much better behaved. You won't even know he's there."

Antehe responded with a dubious, "Hmm." She waved everyone into the large, blissfully warm hall, telling the handful of princes to see themselves to the guest quarters like an impatient mother. 

"You know where to go. Do not be late for the evening meal. You'll be served nothing once the kitchens close." Impressed, Jalia watched the nine other princes hustle to get out of Antehe's sight without so much as a peep of protest or affront. 

"The Peak has been readied for you, your majesty. I trust you remember the way?"

"I do. Ladies," and off Dhega went without another word.

"You do not cater to your males. I approve." Axtasusa stated firmly. 

In a much more diplomatic manner, Entayta asked about the occupants of Myonaea. "I was told your ladies are called Ice Maidens?"

Antehe snorted as she led the way down an opposite hallway, "It is a derogatory term the males use because this is a sanctuary for any female who has been abused or abandoned by their herd. 

“They renounce all desire to ever take another male to their beds and come here to live out their days in peace. 

“Myonaea is a small palace, but we make do. Your quarters will be less luxurious than you've become accustomed to."

"So long as it's warm and dry, I don't care." Jalia promised, glancing back to see Tom following along with Entayta and Susa's attendants, all male, and gave a jump of her brows. 

Poor Croft couldn't have chosen a worse place to misbehave. 

Antehe directed them to their rooms, and she hadn't been joking. Compared to the expansive, luxurious suites in all the other palaces, this one was a closet. But it was warm, an actual fire lay burning in the hearth, her bed was placed directly in front of it. 

Once out of the dungeon, Tom and Croft would be sleeping on the floor in the same room with her. 

There were a pair of windows situated on either side of the fireplace, foggy from the heat, but when she looked out Jalia could see straight down to the yard they had arrived in. 

The bed was the only piece of furniture in the room, her bathroom was an even smaller closet with a tub, which had several buckets of water beside it. 

"If you want a bath, heat the water over the fire. We eat at sundown." Antehe announced and disappeared to leave them to their own devices.

"Well," Jalia sighed, meeting Tom's wary look. "At least you don't have a ton of places to check for a hidden enemy in here."

Tom grunted and dropped their luggage by one of the windows, "Want me to find Croft?"

"Nope. Maybe he'll learn his lesson this time." Tom gave her a look that needed no interpretation. "Yeah. You're right. Probably not."

*****
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The evening meal was a quiet affair, clearly uncomfortable to the men at the table, but Jalia was too hungry to be bothered by all the stone-faced women pretending unwanted guests hadn't invaded their home. 

She did see a pair of familiar faces farther down the way, the princesses Renaya and Hyrmina with their babies in arms while they stared at their plates with a hollow sort of exhaustion. 

No one had so far said a word, the only sounds filling the dining hall were slurps and clicks of spoons against their bowls. 

The fare was simple, a delicious, thick vegetable soup with crusty rolls of golden bread, and a strong brewed herbal tea. 

No frills, no extras, no special requests. Simple, but hearty, served in the large, subterranean hall built beneath the palace. 

Even Axtasusa seemed to be taking care to be quiet for once, no belching or demands for wine or meat, no braying laughter or table rattling thumps of her hand, which was more than slightly unnerving.

Jalia flinched in surprise when Antehe finished her meal and pointedly cleared her throat. 

"So, Marchesa. What will we do with your offensive attendant?"

Every eye in the hall turned to her, and the comfort she had found in her belly full of warm soup turned to a churning mess of nerves. 

"Ah..."

"Maiming and irreparable damage are off the table, so I cannot castrate him or lop off his hand as we would usually do for his transgression," Antehe told her, seemingly annoyed to be denied her usual methods. 

Jalia thought about it, about what would satisfy her if she had been pinched on the ass by a man like Croft, and so ludicrously propositioned. It didn't take her long, 

"Have you got some sort of post or—" before she had finished speaking, Antehe pointed a long finger down the length of the table to the odd contraption down at the opposite end of the hall. 

With a large hole in the center and two smaller ones on either side Jalia assumed it was a restraint system of some kind. 

"Wonderful. And you have how many residents?"

"One hundred and twelve."

"Good, good. I propose you situate Croft into that contraption over there and allow each of your residents to pinch him on the ass as hard as they like. 

“By the time they've finished, I am certain he will never again dare to lay a hand on a woman without her direct invitation. Will this satisfy you and the offended parties?"

Antehe huffed, glancing down the table, giving a tight nod after a moment. "He is not to leave your room until your departure."

"Understood."

"Come, then. We will fetch him together." Antehe pushed away from her place at the table, leaving Jalia no choice but to do the same. 

The lady of Myonaea led her out of the dining hall and into a long corridor. They passed door after door, allowing her a brief glance of an indoor garden through the lone pair that stood open, 

"Do you grow your own food here, Lady An—"

"I am a lady no longer." The brusque female interrupted. "And yes, we grow some root vegetables, but our main crop is the tea you had with dinner. 

“We use it to trade with the farmers in the low lands. Myonaea is completely self-sustained. We receive help from no one, but we are independent and beholden to none." 

Down they went through an arched stone doorway and down, deep beneath the foundation of the palace. It was so cold, ice formed wherever there was moisture, making the stairs treacherous and slick. Antehe took a torch off the wall, lifting it high to banish the shadows, her boots crunching on the salt covering the floor. 

Jalia heard the rattle of chains, then a muffled sound of urgency coming from farther back. 

"Here," Antehe stopped at the cell door, and when Croft saw her, he hopped up and down, his eyes huge and pleading. Jalia couldn't help but feel sorry for him; he was bound hand and foot, a thick gag shoved between his teeth, but that didn't stop him from trying to speak. She understood none of what he said, but she imagined he was begging her to do something.

Jalia sighed and went forward with the key Antehe handed her, unlocking only the chains around his ankles, poking and prodding to get him moving while he comically tried to get her to take his gag out and unbind his hands. 

"Go on, your punishment awaits."

Whatever he garbled in shock was lost in the gag. Why hadn't she considered purchasing one before? 

"Can I keep the gag?" Jalia asked, poor Croft looked horrified, but Antehe finally cracked a genuine smile. 

"Certainly."

Jalia grabbed Croft's elbow at the top of the stairs and continued, leading him through the dining hall like a prize, glad to see Tom at the opposite end waiting for her. 

Antehe told her the contraption was called a stock, and when Croft struggled to avoid it, Tom reached out and slapped him clean across the face. 

Croft was so shocked that his comrade in arms, his friend, his accomplice, would slap him like a little girl he forgot to put up any further protest. 

The shock lasted long enough for Tom to shove Croft into the stock, head, and hands, leaving him bent over in a very prone position. 

Jalia sighed with false sadness as she crouched at his head and unbuckled the gag from his mouth, 

"This isn't funny anymore! Get me out of here! I'm freezing my balls off!" Croft hissed desperately, shivering non-stop from having been down in that frigid basement.

"Remember that chat we had about you being on your best behavior?" Jalia asked, brushing his curls off his brow with a pitying smile. "I told you, no more screwing around, and don't try to tell me you were helping. You're not. Don't worry. It'll be over soon."

Croft's eyes were so wide it was a wonder they weren't popping out of his head, "Over? What will be over? What are you letting them do to me?"

"You got lucky. I was able to talk the lady of the house out of chopping your freezing balls off. Or a hand. You're welcome." 

She shot him a wink and stood up, wiggling her fingers at Tom. He took his task seriously and in one hard yank had Croft's pants around his ankles. 

She was pretty sure the mercenary had never been so humiliated in his life, but Jalia couldn't drum up much sympathy for him.

*****
[image: image]


The sun had risen only an hour ago when Antehe had come banging on their doors announcing breakfast and the required search for contraband devices. Croft had mutinously glared at her from the palate on the floor, apparently grateful to have his cock and hands still intact, but he wouldn't be sitting down any time soon. Every single woman in Myonaea had lined up to get a piece of him, and not in the way he wanted.

Croft would be spending the day in relative peace, warm and cozy up in her room, unable to see the unbelievable structure looming before her. Someone had carved a face into the mountainside. A woman's face, with a delicate neck and graceful features. The snow clinging to the mountainside was her hair, her skull the roof of a dome made of glittering ice, held up by her crown of horns.

The stone woman looked out onto the valley below, hidden from sight as they had arrived yesterday by fog and the heavy fall of snow. There must have been a natural waterfall or thermal spring behind the rock face because it looked like the towering statue was crying. 

"Who is she?"

Antehe stood beside her on the wide ledge carved into the mountainside, a half-open tunnel that followed the natural shape of the range, all the way over to the stone woman's ear. "No one knows for sure. There are stories that hers is the face of the one who birthed the first of our species, and when she realized what the Rir intended for her children, she wept. We call her the First Mother."

Jalia hummed, falling back into step with the rest of their party. She saw intense sorrow on the face of the First Mother, but she also saw the love someone had taken to immortalize her and ensure she was there to keep watch over the children she had born. 

"Where is the labyrinth located?" Entayta asked.

Antehe pointed out across the way, "Behind the eyes of the Mother." And the entrance to the labyrinth was through her carved stone ear. 

Standing between Entayta and Axtasusa, Antehe ominously gave them one final set of instructions. 

"Only two stones are waiting at the heart of the maze. I will not see one of you again."

Jalia glanced back to see Dhega standing still and silent as stone. They hadn't had the opportunity to speak alone since leaving Ephidon, and as she faced death again, Jalia wanted one kiss. Odd, wasn't it? There were so many things she could have wanted to do before she died, and the one most prevalent in her mind was a kiss. 

Well. Guess I'm just going to have to stay alive long enough to get one, Jalia told herself and marched into the maze.

It was beautiful. A glittering death trap. The weak sunlight outside was magnified by the carved dome overhead, raising the temperature a few degrees, causing mist to roll across the floor, yet somehow none of the ice walls around her showed any signs of melting.

It was a circular maze, no twists or turns, only one path that wound around and around until it spit her out in the center. 

Axtasusa had just come out ahead of her, Entayta was moving forward, hurrying to the bowl seated on a pedestal in the center of the room. Unobstructed, no obvious traps or pitfalls in the way. It was too easy. 

She had barely gotten out, "Wait!" before the ground two inches in front of her toes shifted and rocked. Axtasusa's weight tipped the floor down, lifting Entayta higher into the air. 

With the floor raised, Jalia could see down into the space beneath. Down, at hundreds of frozen corpses impaled on fingers of ice. There was no surviving that fall. 

Her heart in her throat, Jalia cried out, "Run to the middle! Now!" 

By some miracle, both of them listened, meeting in the center where the bowl of gems sat, the platform there just a few feet wide, the only thing that didn't move. 

Entayta said something to Susa that caused the Duggan's eyes to widen. Then in the next moment, Entayta snatched up both jewels from the bowl, leaped up higher than Jalia thought possible, and kicked Susa square in the face. 

As the Duggan fell back and rolled across the floor, her weight caused it to shift back toward Jalia. Entayta ran up, threw herself off the edge to safety, and in the blink of an eye Axtasusa was gone.

The slab of ice gently settled back into place, the fog rolled across its surface and once again the labyrinth was silent. 

Entayta stood beside her, and Jalia waited for the deceptively aggressive female to throw her out there. To snap her neck. To her surprise, Entayta slapped the second gem into her hand. 

It was so clear, as big as her fist, cold enough Jalia thought for a moment it was just a chunk of ice. But ice didn't shoot rainbows like that across the floor. 

"Why?" was all she was able to say. 

Entayta gave a careless sound. "One of us had to die. I'd have done the same if you had been in her place. Why do you cry for her?"

Was she crying? Jalia reached up to touch her face, gather her tears on her fingertips, watching them slowly freeze. 

"She was my friend."

"I told you, befriending us would gain you nothing." Entayta's voice was every bit as cold as the ice around them. Not out of cruelty or wickedness, but of total nothingness. 

She had just killed and felt absolutely nothing. Jalia wondered how she hadn't ever seen the absence of all life or feeling inside the Nirian's dark eyes before now. Entayta left her standing there, and long after she was gone, Jalia was able to respond.

"You're wrong," she whispered fiercely, but there was no one to hear.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Dhega ground his teeth, the cold stone of the balcony rail biting into his skin as he gripped it with all his might. If they had been in any other palace, he would have been with Jalia right now. His relief to see her emerge from the icy labyrinth had been short-lived as she pressed the gem into his hand, passing by him without a word. Without a reassuring glance. 

The Labyrinth of Tears asked much of someone like her. To choose which she would sacrifice in order to advance, decide who would die, it would prey upon her tender heart like a carrion bird. In truth, he had been surprised to see Entayta emerge, having thought Jalia would have opted to work with Axtasusa. 

Then again, Jalia wouldn't have wanted to choose at all. She had no desire for death. Some might have called her lack of ruthless selfishness a weakness, and not so long ago he would have been among them. She was cunning, his human. Of that he was certain. But Jalia was not calculating or cruel. She had no will to inflict harm on others.

In the solitude of his quarters, Dhega could admit it was only one of the many reasons why he was so captivated by her. 

Impatient for this to be over, eager to have Jalia with him, Dhega thumped his hand on the rail and turned around in time to see a small cloaked form slip silently through his door. 

He opened his mouth to command whoever it was to leave him be, but before he could even draw the breath, Jalia was pushing back her hood and tugging the fake pair of horns from her hair. 

For a few moments neither of them spoke, she stared back at him with eyes as green as the pastures of Islingrane, and he stared back. 

"Why are you here?" he asked gently, his hands clenching to keep from grabbing at her. He watched her, rooted to the spot as she closed the distance between them. 

Her fingers touched his belly first, her gaze searching, questioning. "All I thought about when I walked into the maze, was how I wished I'd known what it felt like to kiss you."

Dhega bent to brush his lips across hers immediately, again when she made a sweet, soft murmur and rolled up on her toes for more. 

Their kisses were tentative at first, each one growing hotter, deeper, harder. He wrestled with the consequences and his own desires, wanting nothing more than to roll her down to the fur covered floor in front of the hearth. 

"Jalia, this is dangerous—"

"I don't care. No one saw me leave. Tom made sure the coast was clear, and you're up here in a tower away from all the others." She reached up to slip the buttons of her plain gray cloak free, stepping out of the thick folds wearing only a pair of soft-soled slippers. 

Despite the roaring fire he'd lit in the hearth, it was cool in the room. Cold enough that he could see Jalia's moonlit skin pebble, the pale brown tips of her nipples taut and quivering with her unsteady breaths. 

"I lied. I definitely want more than a kiss." She stared up at him with uncertainty and desire flushing her cheeks a beautiful pink,  

"Please, I need this. I need you."

Her hoarse plea was like a knife to the threadbare web keeping his restraint in check. Dhega gripped her soft thighs and pulled her up, urging her to wrap her legs around his waist, groaning to feel every soft swell of her body fit the hard hollows of his own. 

Jalia clung to him, meeting him for kiss after desperate kiss, her body vibrating like a string wound too tightly.

He tore at the waist of his trousers, the cold air hit his engorged flesh, but it did nothing to diminish the raging hunger. He could feel the wet glide of her sex on his belly, her intoxicating scent pushing him closer and closer to a total lack of control. 

He knelt on the furs, intending to lay her back, to toss her over onto her knees to mount her, but she tore her mouth from his, panting softly, the intensity of her gaze causing him to halt mid-motion. 

He stared into her eyes from a breath away, watching them slowly bleed from brightest green to softest blue. The seductive wealth of red curls cascading around her shoulders fell flat, turning a glossy black, her skin shimmered from deeply tanned to a luminescent cream, a smattering of freckles appeared over the bridge of her nose. 

There was a hesitance in her expression that made him realize he was seeing her true face, her true colors, and she worried he wouldn't like it.

In truth, he was captivated no matter how she changed her appearance to suit her moods, but he saw the determination in her gaze. A conscious choice made, and her words floated back to him.

The day I become your queen, I'll show you.

The urgency to take her, to claim her, possess her, now, began to ebb, a deeper desire he had no name for welling up instead. He needed in a way he had never needed before, and it seemed the only way to soothe the ragged ache suddenly twisting through him was to keep her this close. To look into her eyes.

Dhega turned, sitting back on his ass with Jalia in his lap, still wrapped around him, their eyes locked together, neither one of them willing to blink and break the rising intimacy. 

He drug his hands down her back, pressing his fingers into the taut muscles, following the familiar curve of her waist until he was able to fill his palms with the lusciousness of her backside, watching her as he lifted her high enough to let the head of his shaft kiss the slick flesh of her entrance. 

Dhega held her there until he felt her thighs tense to grip him tighter, until he felt the press of her nails against his shoulders, silently demanding more. He let her down slowly, the feel of her tender opening giving way, the sensation of his cock being swallowed in a molten hot fist...he wasn't sure which brought him more pleasure. Forging his way inside her or watching her face twist in erotic agony and hearing the ragged little wail that left her kiss stung lips.

He felt her tense when the thickest part of him began to breach her, a look of near panic on her features. 

He froze, transfixed by that expression, by how her teeth sank into the succulent swell of her lower lip as she struggled to take him, her lashes fluttering as she gave a low, throaty moan. 

Dhega's eyes nearly rolled back at the ripple of her clenched muscles around his cock, the massaging grip that flexed and released, flowering open to take more, allowing her to sink those last few inches. 

He'd had so many visions of a violent, urgent claiming when they finally did come together, yet somehow this intimate embrace put all those fantasies to shame. 
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Jalia had snuck up here wanting that kiss she'd told herself she had to survive to get. Tom had gone out to clear the way and looking at her reflection in the tiny bathroom mirror, Jalia had made another decision. She stripped off her clothes and wrapped herself in a drab gray cloak Tom had borrowed for her. 

Some strange compulsion had come over her to be with Dhega. Really be with him. Not as a technicolor impostor, but as Jalia: disowned daughter, un-reformed socialite, gambler. 

One last test to show him her real face, and he hadn't disappointed. Understanding dawned immediately, and she watched the frenzied lust bleed from his expression into something so much more.

Never in her life had she been so thoroughly twined around another being, staring into his eyes from a breath away, feeling him in every cell of her body. 

She rocked in the cradle of his lap, both of them wrapped around one another, their lips brushing with each thrust of her hips, neither of them blinking as the pleasure built like a star about to explode. 

Jalia felt like she was staring into his soul, penetrated in ways that had nothing to do with the unbelievable feeling of being impaled on his cock.

He must have felt it too, the soul-deep connection because he held her tighter. The hands he supported her with shifted, changed the angle of her hips and suddenly the twisting grind became a little bounce. 

The glowing star between them turned supernova, and out of nowhere, she was there, soaring even as her body spasmed almost violently. 

Every muscle contracting, her vision wavered enough that she lost sight of him, drowning in wave after incredible wave of ecstasy, and she didn't care who heard her scream out his name. 
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Three hours before dawn, Tom came to collect her, announcing himself with a quick set of soft knocks. She sighed with satisfaction, exhausted, and her body's physical protesting aside, Jalia didn't want to leave the perfect spot she'd found tucked half under Dhega. 

His grunt of protest and evil glare for the closed door melted away to a smug, satisfied smirk when he looked down at her, his palm settling between her breasts, spread wide over her heart.

"Soon, we will be in my bed at Letau, and not even your Phantom will disturb us." 

Jalia didn't feel the cold at all thanks to his kisses, lying back with a ridiculous smile on her face that very quickly turned to one of absolute awe when Dhega rose up in all his nude glory to collect her discarded shoes and cloak, seemingly oblivious to her hungry scrutiny.

The terror of Minos pulled the covers away from her feet and helped her put her shoes on. He peeled the blankets back inch by inch to spare her from the chill of the room, kissing his way up her body, leaving her breathless and tingling by the time he pulled her up and swirled her borrowed cloak around her shoulders, slipping the buttons into place one by one. 

"Where did you get these?" he asked as he settled her horned headband in her hair, coiling the length of her braid around his fist.

"Tom."

Dhega's response was to grunt again, using the hold he had on her hair to pull her up on her toes, leaving her little choice other than to grab hold of his biceps to keep her balance. His eyes were narrow with suspicion, jealousy flavoring his tone. 

"He does much for you."

"He's my attendant.

"Were you lovers?"

Jalia did nothing to hide her reaction or her laughter. "Never. I met a mercenary named Bloody Boudreaux not long after I broke out of the reform school, and I beat him at a tough game of cards. 

“He accused me of cheating, so I told him I'd give all his money back if he could beat me at the next hand. 

“He didn't, and for a while I ran with his crew, winning money under their flag until I had enough credits to buy passage to Sasilli Theta. 

“We kept in touch, and when I needed an entourage to come here, I called Boudreaux. He's in prison with a huge bail number, so he loaned me Tom, and Croft if I paid it."

"Mercenaries."

"Mm-hm. Told you, I'm kind of a degenerate."

Tom quietly rapped on the door again, causing Dhega to reach around her and slam his fist against the panel in answer. 

His expression gentled when he looked at her, his brow puckered in frustration, his gaze searching her face, silently pleading with her to understand. 

"You are not. We will discuss this later. You know nothing outside the privacy of this room can change between us?"

Jalia went up on her toes to brush a kiss to his hard jaw, rubbing it in with her thumb. "I do know. It'll be fine."

"Be careful," Dhega admonished seriously.

"I will." Their lips met again and again in small, lingering pecks that bled into an all-out sensual assault of lips, tongue, and teeth because neither of them could bear to stop. 

Tom's urgent knock made them draw apart for the last time, and with one last smile Jalia slipped out the door and rolled her eyes at the impatient look Tom gave her.

She followed the assassin's lead, the two of them slipping silently into her room not long later. Croft looked out from a round hole in the bundle of blankets he'd wrapped himself in, huddled in front of the dying fire with a sullen glare, 

"I hope you had fun. I'm only lying here in complete misery with half my ass missing."

Jalia climbed into the narrow bed and pulled the cold blankets up around her with a secretive smile. She was sore, her body humming with remembered pleasure, her lips chapped from so many kisses.

Fun? 

It had been perfect.
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Washed and dressed, Jalia made her way downstairs for the morning meal, eager as everyone else to leave the frigid beauty of Myonaea behind, but one foot into the dining hall and Jalia could practically feel the charge of tension sparking against her skin. 

Dhega sat at the head of the table, scowling so darkly at Jansus the prince was mopping at his sweaty brow. Not sure what could have gone wrong so early in the morning, Jalia got in line to collect her warm bowl of porridge, finding Antehe herself was dishing out the portions. 

"Thank you, your highness for your hospitality thus far, I apologize again for the trouble my attendant caused and am grateful for your leniency towards him."

Jalia was sincerely thankful, but Antehe gave her a hard, penetrating look. "Do you truly understand what it means to be a queen of Minos?"

"I beg your pardon?"

Antehe speared her with a hard, relentless stare, as though she was trying to read the words imprinted on Jalia's soul. "I see you look at him with softness in your eyes and I have to wonder whether or not you know the beast he truly is."

Jalia wanted to say something, but honestly, she didn't know how to respond. 

"I've been where you are. I ran the Nine to claim my king, and for many years we ruled together in peace until Dhega came to challenge Persis for his throne. 

“Only Dhega wasn't content to run the labyrinth. He made a point of following my Persis, and I watched from his throne as Dhega caught him by the horns to push him purposefully into the path of an oncoming blade. 

“He carried Persis' head through the maze with him like a trophy and when he emerged, he was totally unscathed. Not one mark on him. 

"His first order as king was to send me home to my herd, but he kept my sons. Turned them against me as though I was the monster, and not him. 

“My herd refused to let me return, afraid my presence would cause the new king to turn an unfavorable eye on them. With nowhere to go, I came here. 

"The prince of Myonaea was old, tired of the ice and snow, he stepped aside and gave me his place because, in truth, no other wanted to take responsibility for the palace. 

“I opened it to any other female who had been abandoned or abused, and hundreds have flocked to my doors in shame and fear."

Jalia was more than a little shocked by Antehe's sudden hostility, speechless, not sure what to say. 

"Dhega is not immortal. There will be another someday who will challenge him and take his throne. 

“Perhaps the new king will be merciful, but if he is not, who do you have to turn to? Where will you go?"

It went without saying, Antehe was not offering Jalia a place at Myonaea should Dhega someday die and insinuating no one on Minos would offer her sanctuary either. 

"Lucky for me, there's a whole wide universe out there to explore. It's been my home for a long time."

She felt Antehe's glare drilling into her back as she made her way to the table. She sat and dipped her spoon into her now cold breakfast, listening with half an ear as Jansus tried to explain to Dhega how he was going to solve the issue of getting them out of Myonaea as fast as possible despite the storm approaching.

Unfortunately, they had to stay another very uncomfortable day to wait it out.
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They had arrived in the dead of night at Dymigona palace and having woken up this morning to find herself staring at the blinding ocean of glittering sand surrounding the palace, Jalia understood why. 

The young male piloting the shuttle wouldn't have been able to see where he was going. 

Jalia had seen a few deserts in her life. Telantes, the largest casinos, and gaming industry conventions all seemed to prefer the desert planets for some reason, but she hadn't ever seen sand that shone so brightly she had to squint against the powerful glare. 

This desert wasn't made up of sand or dirt like most others. The entire sea of it was crushed gems, minerals, and rocks all with powerfully reflective surfaces. 

Idly Jalia wondered how much a pouch of this 'sand' would sell for out in the world. What properties it might have aside from its shine.

Croft must have read her mind, because this morning before the beginning of the next challenge, he'd come back with a pouch full and smiled as he tucked it away in her things to be analyzed by the LUX later.

She was currently following Dhega and the prince of Dymigona, Simo, through the palace. Entayta walked beside her, the rest of the princes trailing behind them as they made their way down from the palace proper to the temple. 

To the Maze of Two Souls. 

As they passed from inside the thick walls of the palace out into the insane heat of the twin suns, sweat instantly broke out on her skin.

The temple that loomed looked like more of a shrine, a pyramid of steps, crowned by a large four-legged creature lying on its belly, staring down at them with a blank expression like it was bored, or maybe tired of carrying the round disk set between its regal horns. 

They passed into its shadow and through the open doors of the temple, to a room made entirely of gold. From the floor to the arched ceiling, everything glittered gold. 

It looked like the temple had been hollowed out from what had once been a solid, gargantuan piece of gold encased in stone. Four golden pillars held up the craggy roof, framing the oval pool directly ahead. It felt strange in here, like a gentle current was humming through the air, buzzing ever so gently against her skin. 

"Ladies," Prince Simo's deep, melodic voice echoed like a song within the temple, his hands lifting to encompass the entire room. "Welcome to the Maze of Two Souls."

Jalia shared a confused look with Entayta, both sharing the same thought, wondering where the entrance was. 

"There is no path to walk, no twists or turns to lose your way. The Maze of Two Souls is held here," Simo reached up to touch his fingertips to his forehead, and Jalia continued to frown in confusion. 

"No two people experience the labyrinth the same. You will kneel at the edge of the pool, lean over the water, and look into the eyes of your reflection.

"Some have said they see nothing at all but hear thousands of voices speaking to them all at once. 

“Others feel a sensation of falling forward and open their eyes to find themselves floating on a river of light. 

“Others claim to see a replay of their entire lives. Within the maze of your own mind, you will face your greatest fears."

Jalia looked down at the seemingly innocuous pool of water, able to see the shallow bottom very clearly, overcome by a wave of anxiety unlike any she'd felt thus far when walking into a challenge. 

Since coming to Minos, more than a few fears had been added to the list of things that scared the shit out of her—drowning having been too recently added—and as she thought of all the things that had truly frightened her over her lifetime, Jalia wasn't eager to begin this challenge. 

Her nightmares of drowning had just started to fade, replaced with Axtasusa's expression just before she'd fallen beneath the ice. Jalia didn't know if she could handle much more terror and maintain her sanity. 

"How long will it take?" Entayta asked pragmatically, so blankly, Jalia wondered if there was anything that frightened the Nirian.

"As long as it takes," Simo answered, motioning them to the pair of cushions placed at the lip of the pool.

She knelt, glancing at Dhega one last time, then leaned forward far enough to see herself reflected on the perfectly still water. 

An olive-skinned woman with vibrant green eyes and vivid orange hair stared back at her, and nothing happened. She waited, waited a little bit longer, then sat up and looked back to Simo. 

"Nothing's happening." Simo didn't say anything, so she repeated herself a little louder, "Heh-low?" she sang, getting up to wave her hand in front of his lean face, but the prince didn't even blink. 

Jalia moved to Dhega, snapping her fingers at him to get his attention. Nothing. His gaze remained fixed on the place she had been kneeling. Entayta was there, leaning over the pool, the other princes were over on the steps, and even when she jumped up and down and screamed at the top of her lungs, no one moved. 

"What fresh hell is this?" she rasped, her pulse pounding hard enough for her to feel it drumming in her ears. 

"Not hell. Just a remarkably sophisticated piece of technology." 

Jalia's stomach dropped to her toes, the breath heaved out of her, and the urge to run hit her hard. "D-dad?"

He looked exactly like she remembered him, wearing his dark gray uniform with its cobalt blue piping, the right side of his chest covered in the medals and commendations he'd been given over the years. 

Five silver stars sat in a perfect row on either side of his collar, the braided cord attached to his left epaulet twisted just so over his bicep.

The creases in the leg of his trousers were sharp enough to cut, his dark gray boots spotless and shiny enough to reflect whatever was above him. 

He even had his ridiculous hat tucked up under his arm, his left hand held stiffly behind his back, fist folded just so. He had wings of silver in his dark hair, the same silver color of his eyes that were always so cold and disapproving when he looked at his youngest daughter. Him and Jared, they both looked like they had a pole shoved up their asses for how tall and straight they stood.

This was definitely hell.

"Hello, Jalia. What sort of trouble have you gotten yourself into today, hmm?"

She felt like she was five years old again, standing in front of her scary papa, trying to hide her sticky fingers and the scuff on the toe of her shiny black shoes. 

"Surprisingly, today has been low on the trouble scale. Uh, what are you doing here?"

Her father didn't move a muscle, but somehow still conveyed a shrug. "This is your subconscious, Jalia. You're here to face your greatest fear."

"Of course, I am," she said with a half sarcastic nod, everything inside her immediately turning to ice, expecting the verbal lashing she would have normally received for having dared use that tone with General James Justus. 

"But I'm not afraid of you, so where's the real monster?"

Up winged one of the general's perfectly groomed eyebrows, and her stomach curdled. 

"If you're not afraid of me, why are your palms sweating and your heart beating so hard you can barely breathe?"

That was...a good question. He moved to walk a stiff circle around her, his gaze narrowed in judgment as he took in her outfit. She looked down and found herself wearing the uniform of her childhood. A dove gray dress with a cobalt sash that ended at her knees, white tights that were so itchy, and shoes that always squeaked when she walked. 

"Jalia! I asked you a question!" 

She jerked like a marionette on a string, shoulders going back, heels clicking together in reaction to that powerful bark that made soldiers immediately fall in line. 

"You scare the fark out of me, dad. You always did."

"There, doesn't it feel good not to lie to yourself?"

Jalia huffed, forcing her hands to unclench from the fists she'd made at her sides, forcing herself to remember this wasn't real. 

She was on Minos, not in the foyer of the family quarters on board her dad's latest post. 

She took a deep breath, in and out, in and out, wiping at the cold sweat gathering on her forehead. 

"I suppose it does."

"Excellent. Now, look me in the eye, and tell me why I scare the fark out of you." Jalia pulled her gaze up from the shiny toes of her round shoes and met the ice-cold stare of her father, wondering if there was anything about her he was proud of. 

"Out loud!" 

She flinched again, getting angry at herself for not being able to control the age-old habit. She looked the general in the eye like he ordered, and she told him the truth for the very first time. 

"I hate you, and I'm terrified you know it."

"Is that all?" 

"I'm terrified that no matter what I do, I'll always be an embarrassment to you. I'm terrified I'll die without getting to spit on your shiny shoes. 

“I hate you, but I'm afraid I'll never get to say it to your face and watch that vein above your eyebrow bulge. 

“I'll never tell you what a carbon copy of you Jared is, and what a compliment that isn't. 

"I'll never tell you how heartbroken I was when you sent me away because I wasn't good enough to be your daughter. 

“I'll never tell you how much I hated you for abandoning me at Telantes, or how much it hurt when none of the family cared enough to inquire as to whether or not I was even alive.

"And even if I did get to say all those things to you, I'm afraid you wouldn't care. I'm afraid you'd just give me the look you're giving me now, ask me if that's all, and dismiss me like one of your soldiers. 

“I'm terrified that there's something so wrong with me, that the one man in the universe who's supposed to love me unconditionally would prefer it if I did die. I'm terrified if my own father can't love me, no one else will."
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Agony. 

It gripped her entire body in the most vicious cramps she'd ever experienced. Frozen in place, Jalia saw her own panicked reflection staring back at her. 

Her toes curled, her calves twisted, her thighs and belly were so taut she wanted to scream, but her back spasmed so intensely Jalia couldn't do more than wheeze. 

She tried to cry for help, but her jaw was clenched together, hell, even her face was twisted with debilitating spasms. 

Dhega's image appeared beside hers in the reflection pool, the whimper that feathered out of her pinched lips felt like razor blades in her throat. 

"Get the healers!" even the echo of his bellow made the pain worse, but moments later something was shoved under her face, something that released sweet-smelling smoke, and everything faded away. 

When she opened her eyes again, she was lying face down on a padded table. She could see three pairs of feet within her range of vision, feel strong, warm hands working every inch of her body with something slick and tingly. 

One of those hands hit a particularly sore spot, drawing a moan from her because even as it hurt, it felt so unbelievably good. 

"Marchesa?" Jalia groaned again in answer, and whoever the woman was speaking to her murmured a soft sound as she stroked a firm hand down Jalia's aching back. "You are in the house of healing, Marchesa. Can you tell me how you feel?"

"I hurt...everywhere," she whimpered, her eyes rolling a little when another pair of hands began to knead at her feet. Six people had to be touching her, at least. 

"Are we causing you more pain, or helping to soothe the soreness?"

"Both, please don't stop."

Someone laughed gently, kneading deep into the muscles of her thighs and calves. "We have only begun, Marchesa. When your muscles truly release, we will help you into a hot bath. Take a deep breath,"

Jalia obeyed, and as she exhaled the healers pushed their hands down on either side of her spine, her body making grotesque sounds as bones and ligaments popped back into place, followed by a flood of unbelievable relief. 

"How long was I there?"

"In the temple? Two days."

"T-two days?" 

"Yes."

Her back spasmed again, and once she was able to breathe, Jalia almost started to cry. "My attendants have a medical kit with drugs. Vita-shots that will heal anything. Get them. I want it now!"

"O-of course! Um, just a—" the speaker yelped, all the women around her gasping in surprise. 

Jalia felt a tiny pinch on her arm, and two seconds later her entire body went completely lax. The pain eating its way through her muscles vanished, the vice around her forehead, the sporadic twitching that left her struggling to breathe, all gone within an instant. 

She was able to lift her head without feeling like her neck would bend backward and snap with the pressure, unsurprised to find Tom at her shoulder with an injector in his hand, and an impressive pair of black eyes. His nose was broken, blood drying around his nostrils. 

"Better?" he asked, as though nothing was wrong.

Jalia glared at him with all the strength she had left, "Why didn't you give me that earlier?"

"It's your third one." Tom told her calmly, "They knocked you out with some kind of smoke, and I had to give you a muscle relaxer so we could get you off the floor. 

“You had a seizure on the way back from the lactic acid your muscles released, so I gave you another shot, and everyone thought I'd killed you until the healers could find your pulse. I was told if you died, I died, by one very pissed off Minoan."

Jalia winced in sympathy, "Your face?"

Tom shrugged like it was no big deal, and to him, it probably wasn't. 

"I'll fix it later. You need food. Water too."

He said the magic words, and her stomach snarled furiously, the raw feeling of total emptiness making itself known. 

"Yes. Where's Croft?"

Jalia started to get up but made it as far as pushing up on her elbows before she heard squeals and gasps. 

Tom put his hands up in peace and turned around to give her his back, and Jalia realized that aside from a strip of cloth across her butt, she was completely nude. 

Mortification fired across her face, but all she could do was clutch the measly piece of cloth to her chest, 

"Ah, um, anyone have a blanket? Or a robe?"

"Here, Marchesa." 

A soft white gown was slipped over her head, and despite the long sleeves and puddle of material around her feet, Jalia felt instantly cooler. 

Her knees felt a little watery, so she leaned back on the table she'd been lying on and pushed her hair off her forehead. 

"Croft?" she asked again. 

Tom looked over his shoulder before turning back around, gave a jerk of his chin, his eyes narrowed on her, scrutinizing her movements, looking for any signs of pain or discomfort. 

"With the pissed off Minoan, trying to calm him down."

She groaned, envisioning Croft trying to tell him dirty jokes or telling him the embellished adventures of Bloody Boudreaux and Company. She couldn't see Dhega being entertained or calmed by any of that.

"Let's go rescue him before he gets thrown in the dungeon. Again." Jalia held her hand out, thinking only to take Tom's arm, but he wrapped his arm around her waist and took her hand with his other, making sure she was steady on her feet before they took off. 

Jalia hadn't ever been afraid of Tom, neither had she considered him a friend or someone to rely on, but these last few weeks... "Thank you, Tom. I'm not sure what would have happened without all your help."

"Surprised, aren't you?" Tom said with a good-natured snort, almost smiling. 

"Extremely."

"If you do not stifle yourself, I will rip your tongue out!" Jalia winced at the furious roar that came so clearly through the closed doors and sighed at Croft's curious retort.

"Have you ever tried to do that with your bare hands? A tongue is awfully slippery,"

"Shut up, Croft." 

The mercenary whipped around like she'd slapped him on the ass, and Dhega turned so fast Simo nearly got racked. 

Prince Simo gave a broad smile, his relief to see her on her feet evident in the way he spread his arms wide and welcomed her back. 

Croft was smiling, and everyone seemed relieved or pleased to see her. Or maybe they were pleased because they were no longer the focus of Dhega's wrathful impatience.

A muscle ticked in his jaw, his hands were clenched into fists at his sides, and the expression on his face could only be described as bitterly frustrated. 

Jalia wasn't sure if it was the fact he couldn't show any emotion in front of so many others, or if he was righteously pissed to see Tom holding her up.  

"Marchesa, we are so relieved to see you on your feet looking so hale and hearty!" Simo sighed dramatically, clapping his enormous hands together. He looked as though he might be related to Phelestes, only taller and more barrel-shaped. "But didn't we ah...put your man in the...dungeon?"

Jalia felt her face fall into the familiar frame where she smiled, but she was giving nothing away. "You could have put him in an airtight box, and he'd still have found a way out. I hope you won't take it personally?"

"Oh, no. No, no. No." Simo sang, glancing from Tom, to her, to Dhega and back. A bead of sweat trickled down his cheek, and as she was a betting woman, Jalia wagered Simo was clenching his ass cheeks together right now. 

"Thank you. I'm feeling much better, but I'm starving. Is there any chance I could get a snack sent up to my quarters?"

Simo's face lit up instantly with the excuse to be anywhere but there, 

"At once! I will see to it personally." 

He took off running, leaving his fellow princes to offer their congratulations on her recovery, shooting uncertain glances at Dhega, who remained stoically silent. 

"If you wouldn't mind, your majesty, I would appreciate a few minutes of your time. In private."

"I will join you for the evening meal," he replied tightly, appearing to be less than enthusiastic about sharing anything with her. 

Later when they were alone in her quarters, he crossed the distance between them and swept her up to hold her like he would never let go. 

Her surprise faded away on a soft sigh, and she turned her cheek to his chest, closing her eyes to savor the way it felt. 

"Are you alright?" he asked, his hand cupping her hair to keep her pressed to his chest, his lips tucked against the curve of her throat. 

Jalia turned her face to kiss that muscle ticking in his jaw, to tell him she was fine, but his lips caught hers in a short, brief kiss. It couldn't have been called erotic. 

It was filled with a desperate emotion she didn't have a name for. The sound of distant, terrible screams interrupted Jalia's growing sense of comfort, making chills race up the back of her legs. 

It sounded like someone was being murdered, and when she breathlessly asked Dhega what the hell was going on, he only grunted impatiently.

"Entayta began screaming the moment she broke free of the labyrinth's hold."

"Why?"

"I didn't bother to ask, and to be truthful, I don't care. Simo will be here soon."

Jalia snuggled her lips against his pounding pulse, oddly touched to feel how it raced erratically just beneath his skin. The mighty, ferocious beast had been worried about her. 

"Good. I'm starving, and so thirsty. All this oil on my skin is making me feel suffocated. Come join me in the bath once he leaves?"

"Yes," The blistering heat of Dhega's hungry growl left Jalia shivering for reasons that had nothing to do with Entayta's screams.
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Jalia loved the sound of the sea at Letau. She loved the smell of the non-venomous flowers at Islingrane and the beauty of the pastures. At Kaetonia...No. 

She took it back. Not every palace had something she liked. Kaetonia, Antaeus, Ephidon, Myonaea, she could do without ever having to go back there again, but here at Dymigona, Jalia was in love with the bath. 

It was more of a pool, really, large enough for four people at least. The heat seemed to radiate from the stone itself, warm everywhere she touched, but not so hot as to scald. The vita-shot Tom had given her had done wonders to soothe and heal her body, but something about the hot water made everything that much better. 

She lay with her chin pillowed on her arms, staring out the open arches at the desert beyond the palace walls, letting her thoughts turn back to what she had experienced within the temple, the realities she'd had to face. 

Jalia had no illusions that she'd ever get the opportunity to confront her father and tell him what a bastard he was, and even if she did, he probably would try to write her up for insubordination. 

It had felt good to confront him, even if it had only been in her mind, to vent years of frustration and anguish. But the truth she hadn't realized was so important, continued to echo in her thoughts like poison. 

What was so wrong with her, that her own father couldn't love her?

"The Maze of Two Souls is the most difficult of the Nine," Her pulse leaped harshly, drawn out of her thoughts by Dhega's deep baritone. 

"Our bodies heal long before our mind, even when we wish nothing more than to forget."

His long strides brought him to the edge of the pool where he sat the pair of trays he carried down on the floor. 

He shucked his sleeveless gold and white robe with a roll of his shoulders, her heart beating an unsteady rhythm as she watched his fingers twist at the drawstring of his trousers. 

Her mouth watered at the sight of him standing there, totally nude, half man, half beast. 

The powerful muscles in his thighs bunched as he stepped down, the heavy pouch of his testicles swaying beneath the semi-erect flesh of his shaft. 

She got a far too brief look as the water swallowed him, her gaze moving up the cobbled ridges of his belly, up to the enormous swell of his pectorals, his arms, and shoulders, the strong column of his throat, his square jaw, those lips that kissed her with such devastating bliss.

He came to her with a dark frown pulling at his brows, brushing her cheek with his knuckles, searching her face intently. 

"Are you in pain still?"

Jalia wasn't sure if she was or not. "No, just processing everything. I'm not ready to talk about it."

"Food, then. You're hungry."

Jalia's shoulders slumped in relief, thankful he wasn't pressing her to discuss what she'd seen and heard, not having realized how truly fragile she felt emotionally. 

"Starving."

Dhega helped her over to the edge of the pool, to the submerged bench that was wonderfully warm beneath her bare butt. He urged her to eat her fill, nudging the choicest pieces of juicy fruit and tender vegetables cooked in the most delicious spices toward her.

The silence was comfortable, but the way Dhega lounged and followed her every move, from the items she chose off the tray, to the way she put it to her lips and ate, was electrifying. 

She found herself lingering as she licked her fingers, her lips, chewing slower just to watch his lashes lower to sensual slits, his nostrils flaring with hunger that had nothing to do with food.

"When we're alone, I want to see you," he commanded softly. 

Jalia tilted her head to convey her confusion, watching as he reached out and coiled a lock of blue hair around his finger. 

"You can hide your true face from everyone if you choose, but not from me."

Jalia bit into her lip as actual shyness swept over her. She felt the gentle tingling sensation that came with her Luna doing its work, the cobalt skein of her hair turning an ordinary dark brown. 

The way Dhega looked at her made her feel anything but ordinary. His deep rumble raised goosebumps on her flesh, 

"Beautiful."  

Jalia followed the gentle pull he gave her hair, the water caressing her every bit as sensually as he did. Up into his lap she went, straddling his thighs, her palms finding a home at his shoulders. 

She loved the connection that continued to grow between them. How easy it was for her to relax with him. She could feel the hard press of his cock against the cushion of her belly, but he didn't make a move to do anything about his need. 

Dhega just held her, his palms stroking up and down her back, squeezing the cheeks of her butt with a deep sound of oh so male appreciation that had her laughing. 

"May I ask you something?" she broached, wanting to get her questions out of the way before she lost herself to the sensual spell of his touch.

"Anything."

"Why does Antehe believe you turned her sons against her?"

The heat vanished from Dhega's dark eyes with a grimace of distaste, but he didn't push her away. 

He turned to put his back against the ledge and kept her astride him, staring sightlessly at her throat. 

"You sound as though you don't believe her."

"I believe she thinks you're responsible, but unless she was a horrible mother...sons don't just turn away. There was a reason, and I bet it had very little to do with you."

Dhega's lips twitched, a little life coming back to his expression. 

"It had everything to do with me, but not in the way Antehe no doubt made it sound."

Jalia waited patiently for him to continue, sinking her hands deeper into his pelt of hair, finding the tight muscles of his neck to pull and knead. He made a low murmur of enjoyment, his lashes falling to half-mast. 

"She and Persis raised their sons to be good men. To value justice and to honor our traditions. 

“I do not doubt if either of them had wished to run the Nine and survived the Red, Minos would have significantly benefited under their rule. 

“For reasons they will not discuss, they have chosen not to run the labyrinths at all.

"They were there when Persis denied me my right to Antaeus, brushing aside my survival of the Nine like it was of no consequence. 

“Nivir was the first to speak out, to remind his father the purpose of the labyrinths was to give any the right to rise. Persis silenced him, and Zavir when he tried also. 

"They are only a few years younger than I am, but before the entire assembly Antehe told them to go to their rooms like babes, and not to argue with their father. 

“In the next breath, I challenged Persis, and both Nivir and Zavir left their parent's side to stand with me. 

“Their support came at a great cost to them, and it took many years for me to trust them as I do now, but they earned it. I confess they are the closest thing I have to friends."

He let that statement hang there, frowning as though confessing it to himself for the very first time as well. Some of the darkness eased from his gaze as he looked up from her throat to study her reaction. 

"I didn't forbid them to see Antehe. They made that decision for themselves. What did she say to you?"

Jalia glossed over the nastier bits, opting to keep it simple. 

"She told me she saw the way I looked at you and wanted to know if I was aware of your reputation as a fearsome brute."

Her lover grunted, his fingers clenching on her rear with enough pressure to pull the two halves apart, sending a shocking burst of pleasure through her as the hot water licked between her cheeks and beyond. 

"I am a brute."

"Not with me."

"No," he agreed solemnly. "Not with you. Have you eaten your fill?"

"Mm-hm,"

"Good,"

"Dhega!" her little shriek of surprise echoed in the marble chamber. 

He'd stood up with one powerful push of his legs, carrying her right up and out of the bath, uncaring that he left a flood of water behind them. 

He didn't put her down until she stood beside the ridiculously large bed and sat with her between his spread knees.

It would have been strangely erotic, the way he ran his hands over every inch of her, but the frown on his face made it more of an examination. 

Once done with her front, he whipped her around to give her back the same thorough assessment. It took her a moment of confusion to realize what he was doing, and when she did, she utterly melted inside. 

"Dhega, this is rather brutish behavior."

He brushed her wet hair over her shoulder, chills racing over her despite the warm wind as the water trickled down her belly. 

Jalia stood still and let him look, her lashes fluttering, a delicious shiver caused her to gasp when he pressed a kiss to the center of her back. 

He trailed kisses all the way up until he reached her throat, scraping his teeth across her sluggish pulse, biting down gently when she moaned in excitement.

"Perhaps I am a brute with you. I want you, Jalia," he rasped in her ear, "I've wanted you from the moment I saw you."

Dhega gave her no time at all to respond, one big hand cupping her jaw to turn her face up toward his, kissing her with a ferocity that took her breath away. 

He held her still with his other hand splayed over her belly, preventing her from turning around, making deep, hungry sounds as they devoured one another. 

Jalia tilted her hips back, rubbing herself against his hard, pulsating cock, smiling to herself when he groaned. His hands firmed on her body, both moving to cup her breasts, capturing her nipples between his fingertips, tugging and rolling with the perfect amount of pressure to ensure she made some desperate noises of her own. 

Jalia captured his wrist in her hand and pushed, guiding his fingers between her thighs to show him what she wanted. 

She reveled in the way he hissed, how his tongue surged forward to mimic the movements of his fingertips. After all of a few minutes, Jalia stopped trying to guide him and let him have his way, shuddering violently when he nipped at her lips and firmly cupped her entire pussy in the palm of his hand. 

The possessive growl he fed her was nothing less than a wordless declaration. 

This is mine.

She had no objections, especially as the blood began to rush from her extremities to pool there between her thighs. 

The pressure built, his demanding touch became a slick seduction, drawing her closer and closer to the release she suddenly needed more than she needed air. 

Her heart stuttered moments before her orgasm hit, feeling as though power had been shut down to all her vital systems. A momentary blackout as pressure and pleasure grew and grew, the plunge of his thick fingers inside her and the deliberate rub of his thumb across her clit the violent charge her body needed to revive itself. 

The detonation was deep, exploding outward in a rush that made her limbs slacken in one second and seize so hard the next it almost hurt. 

Feeling boneless, dizzy, she sagged against Dhega, glad he still had the strength to hold her, otherwise she'd have fallen to her knees.

Jalia wasn't sure, but she thought she felt him trembling around her as he urged her forward, helping her stretch out on the bed. His kisses gentled for a moment, his voice thick with satisfaction, but tight with a need of his own. 

"I've dreamed of you like this, quivering and weak beneath me," his whisper in her ear sent another shockwave of bliss through her, curling her toes at the way he drug both hands down her back, his teeth nipping at the soft skin over her hip making her eyes roll back. 

"On your knees, wet with desire, hungry to be bred," her cry of shock was muffled in the blankets, his gentle hands turning harsh as he cupped her hips and jerked her to her knees, spreading them wide. 

She had no warning other than the clench of his fingers on her thighs. A ragged scream tore its way up her throat as he buried his full length inside her in one brutal shove that left stars flashing across her sight.

Her pussy clenched down on the invader, shudders tearing through her, her nerve endings still so sensitive from her release now began to hum and sing with the promise of more. 

The sound she made was somewhere between a sigh and a moan as he withdrew, inch by hard inch, hissing as though he was savoring every second, driving the breath from her with his heavy return. 

He maintained that rhythm, easing almost gently from inside her, brutally driving forward hard enough their skin met with erotic slaps. 

Her nails dug into the slick sheets beneath her. Her breaths became gasping cries, pleasure became the edge of rapture, building, growing hotter, leaving her desperate for the next strike.

Jalia heard him give a dark growl of amusement when she began to beg, holding her pleasure hostage, refusing to let her have it even as she reached for the ecstatic oblivion she knew would overtake her. 

He planted one hand beside her ear, his arm scooped beneath her, between her breasts, reaching up to clasp her shoulder, and gods, finally, he took her faster. Harder. Locked her in place with nowhere to go, giving her no choice other than to accept his carnal savagery.
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"How long can you stay?"

Hours later, Jalia looked up from where she lay snuggled against his chest. Her lips swollen from his kisses, slumberous satisfaction glimmering in her eyes, her dark hair a tousled mess that spilled over his arm. 

Dhega held her soft hand over his heart, his other arm wrapped around her to keep her pressed to his side, ensuring she remained half sprawled over him. 

"I have no intention of leaving."

She gave a soft, thoughtful, 'huh' and pushed up on her elbow, her breasts lifting as she reached up to push her tangled curls from her brow. 

She slung her leg over his hips to settle herself on top of him with her arms braced on his chest, her chin in her hand, tilting her head as she studied his face, reaching up to trace the red rings around the base of his horn. 

"I thought you said it was too dangerous."

"It is, but every one of my councilors and princes present in the temple saw my reaction to your seizure."

Her gaze softened, a light in her eyes he could only dare hope was adoration. "Tom said you were worried."

"Worried?" he scoffed incredulously, filling his palms with the glorious mounds of her ass, watching her pupils widen with desire. Worried? Ha! 

He'd been beside himself with rage, having paced for two days as he watched her, frozen in place as she stared into the pool, lost to its hypnotic powers. 

The moment Jalia had once again become aware of her physical self, Dhega had felt it. A fission of sensation, a tickle across his nape that had caused him to leap up from where he'd finally sat, meeting Jalia's gaze in the pool, struck deeply by the fear and uncertainty he saw in her too wide eyes. 

The silent way she had looked to him, trusting he would do something to help her? Worried was so tame a word to describe what he'd felt, it was laughable.

The healers had passed their smoking pots of herbs beneath her nose to relax her, but Tom had waved them aside the moment Jalia passed out and pressed a silver tube to her throat. 

Moments later Jalia had seized, her back arching, twisting, convulsing on the floor as her eyes rolled back. For the second time, he had been forced to stand helplessly, waiting for someone to tell him whether she would survive.

"I lost control of myself. Threatened your assassin with a bloody death. Threatened the healers with worse. If anyone was confused as to my feelings toward you, they are not now."

A different sort of pleasure brightened Jalia's eyes. Her blunt teeth raked over the full curve of her bottom lip. 

"You have feelings toward me?"

It was the gentle shyness in her tone, the hope he saw in her gaze that urged him to answer truthfully, and not simply say yes. "You captured my interest from the very first,” he confessed softly, 

“I was curious how someone with no outwardly apparent strength could hope to compete in the brutal contest left to us by our creators, but very quickly 

“I came to realize your intelligence more than made up for any perceived lack of physical strength.

"You inspired lust with your playful challenges, amusement in the way you teased the others to keep them focused on underestimating you. 

“I am no stranger to females and have met several of alien cultures in the recent months, yet none of them inspired anything other than passing curiosity. When you fell prey to the Labyrinth of Thorns—"

"I didn't 'fall prey,' Cocknballs pushed me and left me for dead." she interrupted with a heated glare.

Dhega couldn't withhold his chuckle, rolling with her, so she was once again beneath him. 

"So she did. Your injury and near brush with death forced me to admit there was something about you I had no desire to do without. 

“My gut churns each time you so bravely face the terrors of my world. I feel pride when you emerge, relief, happiness. I wouldn't know what to call the combination, but it fills me here," he brushed his lips across her brow, feeling how her breath hitched in response. 

"And here," he murmured against the tender flesh between her breasts. 

Her fingers burrowed into his pelt, sending delicious shivers down his spine as she held on for dear life, 

"That all sounds suspiciously like what humans call, love." 

"Love," he repeated, careful of his horns as he turned his cheek to her chest, "I don't know love, but the word feels true."

"Yes, it does," she agreed softly, sliding her arms around his head, holding him close while he allowed himself to be lulled by the sound of her heart beating strong and steady beneath his ear. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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"And so, your journey ends here, at Iros."

A chill went through Jalia at Prince Tyro's ominous rumble. He was a scary farking bull, lean as a whip, his horns curved around his face, the points resting just above the corners of his lips. 

His eyes were a piercing yellow, hard, intense to look at for too long. 

His skin and hair were black as night, with only a splash of white that extended from his eyebrows to his mouth in a perfect V. 

As though someone had painted that patch of pale flesh to make him seem as frightening as possible. 

He spoke with little to no inflection, the monotonous tone lent to his slightly terrifying aura and made it difficult to stand in his presence and not shiver. 

Kalphius had joked with her in the transport, telling her everyone called Tyro the Prince of Darkness, but never to his face. Jalia could understand why.

Iros was not far from Dymigona, but the landscape was so vastly different as to make it seem like they'd traveled a continent away. 

Dymigona was glittering deserts and searing sunlight, Iros was a wasteland of rocks and scrub brush, gray and drab, perpetually shadowed by the clouds that formed in the region and filtered the sunlight, making it appear like the place was always on the verge of a storm. 

The palace sat perched high above them on a spear of rock, gleaming like the remnants of a shattered moon. 

Entayta's high pitched giggle made the fine hairs on Jalia's nape stand on end. The Nirian elite had left Dymigona a changed woman. 

There was a light of madness in her eyes that hadn't been there before, a manic energy buzzing around her which seemed to unnerve everyone around her. Especially her attendants. 

Entayta constantly pulled at the tips of her fingers, her head ticked and twitched to the left as she shot furtive looks at her people, tiny yips and hiccups leaving her cracked, dry lips every few seconds. 

Whatever had happened to her in the Maze of Two Souls had seriously damaged the lady's calm and continued to freak Jalia out.

No one else seemed particularly disturbed by Entayta's unexpected neurotic behavior, or if they were, they didn't show it outwardly. 

Dhega wasn't even the slightest bit concerned, yet he hadn't allowed Jalia to stray very far from his side since leaving the desert yesterday.

Dhega set his fingertips to her waist, silently urging her forward when Tyro turned to lead the way up the narrow, winding path cut between solid rock. 

Once inside, he escorted her to the quarters Tyro had selected for her, glancing around inside the beautifully tiled room as though deciding if it was worthy of her before he left her alone with Tom and Croft. 

But not without a parting gift. 

Dhega lifted his hand, and Nivir appeared carrying a long, slender wooden box with the most beautifully carved lid. Nivir held it out to her with a warm smile, Dhega urging her to open it when she hesitated. 

The hinges made not a sound when she lifted the latch, and she nearly fell back a step in shock to see what lay draped across the rich green fabric. 

It wasn't merely a necklace, but a cape of golden chains and delicate round gems filled with rainbows no shadow could banish.

It was wide enough to fall across her shoulders, the shape of it meant to cover and cup her breasts like jeweled armor.

"Wear it tonight," Dhega ordered, leaving her standing there with her mouth half open

*****
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"Why didn't anyone bother to mention there'd be a farking ball tonight?" she hissed under her breath at Tom. 

Jalia had been expecting a formal dinner, sure, the beauty of the green dress and her gold cape of gems was kind of a clue that something special was going on. 

Jalia had just assumed it would be like the other evening meals with the handful of princes and councilors, not every prince and royal on the planet. 

The grand hall was packed to the gills with men and women in their finest clothes, the hum of conversation so loud it sounded like the beginnings of a storm. 

Above them, the night sky was bared by the glass ceiling, the clouds that rolled by still gray and drab, but in the ballroom, there wasn't a single shadow to be seen. 

Thousands of shimmering crystals sat in braziers that hung from mirrored arches, intensifying the shine tenfold. 

Dhega had said there were over forty princes, easily discernible in the crowd by the golden points or rings around their horns, the Golden Bulls of Minos, but there had to be over two hundred bodies in the room, mingling, drinking, eating, laughing, staying well away from where Dhega sat in his customary sprawl upon a slightly raised dais. 

Nivir and Zavir stood behind, and on either side of him, arms crossed over their chests, looking severe and intimidating as they scanned the crowd.

Jalia looked for Antehe, wondering if the former queen was here somewhere, hoping her sons would speak to her. Jalia didn't see her scowling face. 

Instead, she saw Renaya standing stiffly beside a tall, slender Minoan who wore an openly naked expression of eagerness, looking crestfallen and frustrated when the princess shook her head and hurried to disappear into the crush.

"I didn't find out until a few hours ago but got distracted listening to the Nirian's attendants having a hushed conversation about how their mistress has gone insane. She's not coming tonight. Do you want me to look into that?"

Jalia did her best to maintain her game face when she really wanted to frown at her escort. 

"Look into Entayta having gone insane?"

"I already know everything regarding Entayta's sanity. We'll talk about it later. I meant, what happened just now between Renaya and her unhappy friend. "

"How could you tell I was watching them?"

Tom snorted under his breath, "I'm overly observant. When you win, I want a job."

Jalia could barely contain her surprise, casting a smile at a woman who looked her way curiously when they reached the landing halfway down the staircase. Tom's request was such a shock, at first, she didn't know how to respond. 

"I didn't realize you were unhappy with Boudreaux's crew."

Tom made a careless, casual noise, "I'm not unhappy, I'm just ready for a change. Besides, queen's need their own royal guard, don't they?"

"Fair enough. Sure, I win, you're hired."

"Don't need to confer with your soon-to-be-husband?"

Jalia let her gaze return to the man in question, her stomach lurching as though she'd just taken a high-G turn without the intertional dampeners when she found Dhega staring right at her. 

He covered his possessive smirk by rubbing his hand over his jaw, lavishing a long, head-to-toe look at her that made Jalia feel like the only person in the room. 

Without looking away, he tipped his head to the left and said something to Nivir that set the captain striding toward her immediately. 

"He has his guard, and I'll have mine, and yes. I would like to know what that thing with Renaya was all about."

"Consider it done."

Like he had his personal force field, the crowd parted around Nivir until he had an unobstructed path, and everyone was now looking right at her. 

She and Tom hit the bottom stairs as Nivir came to a stop and gave a slight bow, winking at her from the cover of his shaggy hair.

"His majesty the king requests your presence, Marchesa." He spoke just loud enough that anyone within earshot now knew who she was, and as she moved from Tom's arm to Nivir's, she could hear the wave of whispers that echoed out around her, feel the eyes that turned to follow, scrutinizing her every move. 

She must have been clutching too tightly at his arm, because Nivir covered her hand with his and whispered, 

"You have no reason to fear, they stare because no one anticipated our new queen to be so lovely."

"I'm not queen yet," Jalia reminded him.

Jalia crossed the last few feet to where Dhega waited, snared by the now familiar heat in his eyes. 

He didn't say anything, continuing to look her up and down, his satisfaction plain, lingering on the gold and jewels where they lay draped across her breasts.

"Would you like me to turn around so you can stare at my ass for a while? It's feeling jealous of all the attention you're paying my breasts." 

Jalia heard gasps come from those close enough to hear, no doubt waiting for Dhega to snarl or do something ferocious. He blinked at her and startled every person present when he threw his head back and roared with laughter.

"Your ass has my sincerest apologies, Marchesa. Sit." He motioned to the smaller seat beside his, dainty and feminine, with a cushion embroidered with her false standard waiting for her.

Jalia swept her long, gauzy skirts aside and sat, folding her hands demurely in her lap. 

"You should be apologizing for not telling me every prince in Minos would be here tonight. Everyone is staring so hard I feel like I'm naked."

"I vow, I will apologize most fervently later. Will you accept?" The sensual promise in his voice made her shiver, throwing him a sidelong look she hoped was answer enough. 

"Good. There is no reason for you to feel so exposed. No other present is more beautiful than you."

She couldn't help but smile and didn't bother to try and contain her blush, or the roll of her eyes. 

"You think I flatter you untruthfully?" Dhega guffawed, his tone hardening like she'd just insulted him. 

"I think, without your gifts and careful hours spent choosing my colors, I would pale in comparison to several others here."

Dhega gave an incredulous snort, tossing a hand back to catch Zavir on the arm. 

"What have you to say to that, Zavir?"

Zavir grunted, his face giving no indication of his mood, though his voice was thick with amusement. 

"If my lady so doubts her beauty, you have not properly paid homage to the exotic little goddess at your side, my king."

"Exotic little goddess?" Jalia laughed, getting a faint wink from Zavir.

"Indeed, I seat you here like my trophy, when it is you who have won me. Come," 

Dhega stood and offered her his hand, his bored, lazy look ruined by the warmth and softness of his gaze. His fingers closed over hers, his thumb brushing her knuckles, keeping hold of her as he led her in a slow stroll through the crowd. 

He introduced her to several of the princes, some she knew already, Jansus, Kalphius, and to her delight, Turju. 

The prince of Islingrane gave a flirtatious bow, quick to compliment her on the beauty of her dress and jewels, 

"But both would be no more than trinkets and rags without your beauty to make them shine. The only thing missing is your crown," the prince winked playfully, and Jalia could feel Dhega tense in reaction to her laughter. 

She leaned against his arm, curling her free hand around his wrist in hopes he understood she was his alone.

"Missing? How can it be missing? I haven't won it yet."

Turju's teasing fled, replaced by a far more honest, open smile as he glanced at her and Dhega's joined hands. 

"It appears you have won something far more important."

Dhega remained mute, but his hand tightened on hers, and the tension thrumming through him eased. "I mistakenly forgot to mention to the Marchesa why all are be present tonight. Perhaps you would be so good as to explain?"

Turju spread his arms wide, his grin as bright as the crystals surrounding them. 

"We are here to witness your victory, and to welcome our new queen as she chooses her crown."

"I get to choose it?" she asked in surprise.

"His majesty has crafted a crown fit for his queen, but the choice is ultimately yours. Let me show you,"

She looked up at Dhega's towering form for permission, waiting for his nod before she released him and accepted the arm Turju offered. 

Dhega remained close, a muscle in his jaw ticking, which Turju very purposefully ignored. He drew her to the round rail in the center of the ballroom, and at his urging, she looked down. 

The tiled floor far, far below was illuminated by torches set in the walls, the pattern of black and white tiles she immediately committed to memory, even as she took in the hundreds of tiaras and crowns that sat on shelves and pedestals. 

"It is the heart of the labyrinth," Turju told her, pointing at the staircase that began a few feet to their left and wound around and around the side of the shaft. 

"And also, the entrance. You and Lady Entayta will be escorted down, and all us golden bulls will follow to a chamber above, where we will wait and watch. 

“You will choose, but much like the Maze of Cups, you may choose only one, and you must choose wisely, for all is not what it seems below."

"Is that what you did, Turju? Chose your crown amongst all that?"

Turju chuckled and gave her hand a pat, "Typically the heart here is filled with gems or jewels, and if a young male has no specific palace in mind, or no family member they intend to replace someday, his gem is later put into a pot and pulled at random by the king. The crowns were added especially for you and the others as we know precisely which region you will rule."

"Jalia,"

She returned to Dhega at the imperious command he made of her name, glad to feel the strength of his hand around hers. 

Their meeting and greeting continued, and she did her best to remember names and faces, but she would rather have stood a little longer at the heart of the labyrinth to study the chamber more closely.

She ate and drank her fill, stood beside Dhega while he thanked everyone for coming, finding Renaya watching from one of the alcoves with a sad look until their eyes met. 

The princess squared her shoulders and gave a solemn nod, one Jalia responded to with a smile, seeing the man she saw speaking to Renaya earlier, watching the princess with such naked longing it made Jalia's heart ache a little. 

When it came time for her to turn in, Dhega leaned down to whisper in her ear, his hot breath causing ripples of desire to shake her. 

"This will be the last night we spend apart." 

If not for the horde of people moving throughout the palace, all the attendants and spies, Jalia would have considered utilizing Tom's skills to get her in and out of Dhega's quarters. 

But, it was just one more night. 

She could wait. 

*****
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Jalia looked up before she was swallowed by the stone staircase, the vertical shaft filled with blinding sunlight. 

The last bit of light she would see until she found her way back here, to the heart of the labyrinth. 

The path itself wound down and around, down and around into a shadowy mouth, the chamber beyond lit by only two torches on either side of an arched stone door. 

She stared at it, at its beautifully sinister carvings across the towering wooden panels. It took four men, two on either side to pull the doors open, and Jalia couldn't say what frightened her more. 

The wall of absolute darkness beyond, or Entayta's constant mumbles, yips, and ticks.

There were no rules that said an insane female couldn't run the labyrinths. Anyone could try, the logic being that the entire purpose of the labyrinths was to weed out those too weak, too inferior, or too unstable to lead. 

The problem was, the most dangerous people Jalia had ever known had been legitimately insane.

Tom said Entayta's family were Nirian purists, and they liked to keep marriages in the family to ensure uncorrupted bloodlines. 

Entayta had come to Minos to escape marrying her brother, and whatever had happened to her within the Maze of Two Souls, it became clear to Entayta she wasn't going to win. 

Her attendants feared that's what had driven Entayta over the edge, so now not only was she insane, she was desperate.

"This is the last trial you will face," Tyro told them in his bland, monotonous voice. "Only one of you will be our new queen."

Entayta gave a sharp little bark, muttering under her breath over and over, "Me. Me, me, me. Queen me."

It was the most unnerving thing she'd ever heard, and when Jalia looked to find Dhega, he gave her a serious nod. She could almost hear his voice in her ear,

This will be the last night we spend apart.

His certainty filled her, and as soon as the doors shut behind her, as soon as the darkness swallowed her whole, Jalia dropped to her hands and knees in the soft dirt. Her sight was useless in here, better to use her hands and ears to find her way. 

She very quickly decided that no, it wasn't the dark that was frightening, it was Entayta's fear, the sounds of her screams every time she touched something, echoing through the tunnels loud enough to wake the dead that terrified her the most.

Jalia began her crawl, carefully feeling her way, taking her time while Entayta ran back and forth screaming and screaming...gods, why wouldn't she just shut up?

"Where are you?!" Entayta shrieked, "Where are you? Did he trick me? Put me in here alone while you languish in his bed? Everyone knows! Everyone knows you're his favorite! But I won't go back! 

“I won't go back you filthy stinking whore! I smell him on you! I smell his foul breath and his disgusting seed! I'll kill you, dig my fingers into your eyeballs and feel them pop like rancid berries! 

“Bash your face in, rip out your hair! Will you be his favorite then? NO! No favorites! Only me, only ME!"

Jalia had no idea if Entayta was threatening her, or someone else, but her intentions certainly sounded sincere. The more Entayta ranted, the easier it was to avoid her. 

The violent energy she put off so intense it was tangible, charging the cool air that blew her hair gently across her face. 

Jalia stopped moving, Axtasusa's brash voice crossing her thoughts, taking her back to a conversation they'd shared during a morning meal at Letau palace, the day after they had all sat beside Dhega for the Minoan day of justice. 

Dhega hadn't arrived yet, and while they waited, Jalia had decided she wanted to nurture the relationship between herself and the Duggan, hoping an alliance of friendship could be made. 

Jalia had asked Susa about Dugg, about her life there, what Susa's role in the military was.

"I take recruits into our tunnels and teach them how to survive," she'd said proudly.

"I imagine that's a lot like navigating a labyrinth."

Axtasusa brayed her loud, gut-busting laugh and rubbed her arm across her mouth to remove bits of the morning salad from her tusks. 

"Not really. So deep beneath the earth, there's no light to follow. No carvings on the walls or any real way to navigate."

"So how do you do it? How do you survive the tunnels on your homeworld?"

"Simple. If the air is blowing in your face, you're going the wrong way. Every tunnel system has to breathe, and you follow the exhale."

No one would ever see Jalia smile, but she sent up a quick thanks to Susa and turned until she could feel the air against the back of her ears. 

It was barely there, no more than a tickle, but she let it guide her, and before long felt an opening in the wall of the labyrinth.  

Every few feet Jalia had to stop and find the air again, crawling farther and farther away from Entayta's senseless ranting. 

She thought all that noise had been frightening? It was ten times as bad when Entayta suddenly stopped, and everything fell silent.

With her hands pressed to the dirt, Jalia could feel the vibrations of Entayta's pounding footsteps long before she heard them and barely threw herself out of the way in time to avoid Entayta as she went flying by. 

Jalia supposed bouncing off the walls constantly was one way to find the openings.

As the hours went by, Entayta made sure to let Jalia know where she was periodically, whether it was ahead or behind with random outbursts that grew increasingly agitated, until Jalia had a rather gruesome list of the many creative ways in which the Nirian would murder her. 

It was beginning to feel more than a little personal and sounded as though Entayta had been planning for some time now. 

"I want out, Amenei! I don't care if I have to rip this one's entrails out her throat! You can't keep me in here!" Entayta's screaming fury had turned the corner to crazed and fearful crying, speaking to someone else now. 

Jalia assumed she was the one in danger of being strangled with her entrails, but the rest? Entayta's brother? Another insane family member? Who could say? 

The airflow was steadily growing stronger, and when she felt an actual breeze Jalia opened her eyes, her heart leaping when she realized her eyes had either adjusted to the deep gloom, or she was close to the center of the labyrinth. She could see the faintest outline of her hand in front of her face!

It was hard not to rush forward, to not climb to her feet right then and there to hurry toward the idea of light and close her eyes again, but with her eyes open and searching for light, Jalia had lost the sensation of the air. 

Was it a trick? Did she imagine that faint breeze? It was possible she was losing her mind too, down here alone in the pitch black with a crazed murderer. Who wouldn't be scared out of their mind and make up ways to escape?

Jalia squeezed her eyes shut, trying to regulate her breathing as quietly as possible, waiting for her heart rate to calm enough for her to find the moving air again. 

It felt like another hour passed before the faint stirring of her hair urged her to turn slightly to the left, and to keep herself going, Jalia counted to twenty as she crawled forward, opened her eyes to test the light, then closed her eyes and counted to twenty again. 

Over and over, until she was sure the darkness was fading.

It took a count of three hundred before she was able to look down and see her own filthy, dirt covered hands in perfect detail. 

Jalia felt like she was an ancient old woman as she climbed to her feet, grimacing as her body protested the stretch, utilizing the cold stone wall of the labyrinth to hold her up while she bit down on her lip and breathed through the painful ache.

Was it impractical of her to hope Tyro had the same sort of hands-on healers who could spend a few hours massaging the kinks out of her limbs?

I'll be queen. He can get some. She thought raggedly. Imagining an entire week-long festival of selfish pampering where all she did was have sex with Dhega, eat, get massages, and sleep. 

Yup. That sounds like a plan. Eat, sleep, have sex, get massages. Perfect. Maybe make that two weeks.

Hell, when all this was over, Angel Eyes could land the LUX and Jalia could spend a week inside the salon itself. 

A few more turns and Jalia had to throw her hand up at the sudden blinding light pouring from the open arch before her. Relief spilled over her like clean water, 

"Fark my shoes, finally." 

"Fark, this!" 

Entayta's evil hiss came just before pain blasted Jalia's feelings of relief to dust, and the darkness of the labyrinth surged up like a living, breathing monster to swallow her once again.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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"...mine! It's mine, mine mine!"

Jalia wasn't sure if it was the shrill shrieks of triumph or the agony pounding in her head that brought her back to life, but whatever the cause was, she came to, lying in a heap on the ground with something sticky pooling in her ear. 

She tried to push herself up, but the movement made her so dizzy her belly immediately ejected the contents of her hearty breakfast.

The forced spasms hurt her head even more, and when she was finally able to take a breath not choked with vomit, when her blurry vision cleared enough to see, the bright light that filled the heart of the maze drilled another spike of agony into her already tormented brain.

Jalia shaded her eyes as best she could, taking a moment to notice and wonder why her hand was covered in blood. 

Oh, wonderful. 

Were her entrails still inside her body? Check. 

Eyeballs in working order? Obviously. 

She still had her tongue, her hands, all her appendages seemed to be in the right place. So, either Entayta had merely been screaming to her gods for no reason other than to frighten Jalia, or she'd gotten distracted by the glitter of gold at the center of the maze and decided bashing Jalia's head in was good enough.

Able to peek through her lashes, Jalia saw Entayta skipping around the illuminated chamber like a little girl, twirling and claiming something was hers. 

Jalia would have snorted her distaste, but it would have hurt too much. She must have made a sound to alert Entayta to the fact that she was still alive, because the Nirian whirled toward her, her saliva coated lips peeling back like she was rabidly trying to bare her teeth.

"It's MINE!" she screamed violently. 

Entayta snatched up the nearest crown and shoved it on her head with a snarl of victory. Jalia blinked, and the insane elite was gone, the only trace of her left behind was a smear of blood and dirt on the white tile she'd been standing on. 

Vanished, literally in the blink of an eye.

Oh, lovely. 

'Not what it seems,' meant the floor fell out from under you if you chose the wrong crown. Wasn't that nice?

Skull splitting apart in her hands, Jalia closed her eyes to take deep breaths, hoping to dispel the dizziness before she stood up. 

It helped a little, but even though her vision began to steady, her stomach still churned and heaved. It hurt to breathe; it hurt to think, every beat of her heart pumped blood through her veins, which hurt. 

She was so tired of hurting, but she supposed it was her own fault she'd turned her back on the crazy woman promising to kill her.

Jalia leaned against the cool stone, the toe of her shoes just barely touching the black tiles the circled the room, the wedges of white tiles bisecting it like a starburst. 

Entayta had been running around the room, so it stood to reason the black tiles weren't unstable, but it looked like every single crown within touching distance sat on a pedestal surrounded by white tiles. 

Jalia had to test her theory but bending down to find a rock made her feel as though someone had turned her upside down and poured all the blood in her body into her head. 

If there had been anything left in her stomach, it would have come back up at that moment, and it took so much effort to make her fingers close around a loose stone, even more, to lob it into the chamber in hopes it landed on a white square.

Luck was on her side, and the rock knocked a shiny tiara off one of the pedestals, and every white tile in the room disappeared for just long enough to drop someone into whatever waited beneath. They snapped back in place without a sound, two crowns now missing.

Two, out of hundreds. 

She was going to need more rocks.

Gathering them took time, the meager handful she brought back only sailed true enough to knock five more of the crowns from their perch, and each time the white tiles flipped up, but not the black. 

Once or twice she thought she heard a deep chuckle from the shadowy recess where the princes waited and watched. 

Did they think it was funny she was down here half dead, covered in blood, tossing rocks at diadems what would have financed her for years in another life? Bastards. 

Unsure how much of her they could see, Jalia withdrew back into the labyrinth and let her aching head fall back to the wall. Her arms shook with fatigue. Her left ear was full of cooling blood, her steps unsteady enough that she didn't trust herself to walk out on the tiled floor without a misstep that would send her to whatever pit waited beneath.

She couldn't go on like this, couldn't keep throwing rocks hoping to knock her crown off its treacherous pedestal in hopes of avoiding the fall. 

There was a pattern. There was always a pattern. She just had to work past the pain to think. 

Mustering what strength she had left, she forced herself to walk as straight as possible to the heart and looked up into that opening where she was certain Dhega and the others sat in comfort. 

"When this is finished, I expect to be so coddled, my feet won't touch the ground for weeks!" she shouted, the spike of searing pain that burst behind her eyes causing her sight to blur with tears. 

No one answered, but the way her skin prickled she knew Dhega was watching. Jalia marshaled her wits and struggled to find the answer to this damn puzzle. 

Pressure plates must sit beneath the crowns, lift the jewels, set off the plates, open went the floor. 

She made a cautious circuit around the room, counting the tiles, memorizing their placement, searching among the many sparkling tiaras for the one that would be hers.

Dhega had chosen it for her, so what did it look like? Was it that gaudy piece dripping with jewels? Or that simple circlet hung with delicate chains? Or maybe that one, a half-moon of glittering stars. 

Whichever one it was, it had been placed with care alongside all the others. There was a way. She just had to find it.

One of the rocks she'd tossed lay nearby, and an idea came to her. She scooped it up and retreated to the entrance, crouching down before she threw it one last time, knocking a tiara free. 

Jalia looked this time to the black tiles, quickly noting their position before the white ones fell back into place and smiled as the path became clear to her.

There were ten crowns safely within reach, the silver ones she discarded immediately, looking to the golden ones for her prize. 

She might not have horns, but after all she'd been through, she would be counted among the Golden Bulls. Four gold crowns remained, but only one caught her eye. 

It was studded with diamonds clear as teardrops, set in curling gold waves that reminded her of the way the ocean had rolled around her while Dhega held her safe in his hands during their swimming lesson. 

Looking back, that day stood out among all the others as the one where this became so much more than a contest.

Jalia kept her feet on the slices of black tile, bracing her hand carefully on the edge of one of the stone shelves to reach for the crown. Her crown. 

Her fingers closed around it, and she glanced down, making sure the ground beneath her feet was sure before lifting the jeweled diadem free.

As expected, the white tiles disappeared, and all that kept her from falling to her death was the narrow ledge of shadow, and her hand braced on the stone. 

She waited until the floor righted itself before she dared to breathe a sigh of relief. When she turned around, it was to the sight of every prince in Minos standing above her at the edge of the viewing room, the sounds of their applause filling her ears. 

It echoed like thunder in the chamber and made the pain in her head that much harder to bear. She looked for a way out, a way to get away from the noise, turning again to find Dhega filling the doorway right in front of her. 

Jalia's feet carried her to him without thought, drawn to him as though he were some kind of heavenly body, and she a star. He caught her up in his arms and held her close, his breath of relief hot against her throat. 

"So long as I have arms to hold you, your feet will never touch the ground."

*****
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Dhega brushed aside a soft lock of Jalia's dark hair, pressing his fingers beyond to feel for the smooth skin recently healed by her assassin's tonics. 

The blood had been washed away, her pain soothed by gentler hands than his, and now she slept, exhausted from all she had endured.

She had solved the nine labyrinths and stolen his hard heart at the same time. 

He had watched with that same heart in his throat as the crazed Nirian had slammed a rock into Jalia's fragile skull, only to fall prey to the trap so many before who had come before had done. 

To see Jalia use the rock meant to end her life so cleverly had left him smiling, even as he struggled to maintain his silence and not call out to her when she looked up for him. 

Bleeding, in pain, she had still passed her final test and claimed her crown. He hadn't yet been able to ask why she had chosen the diadem she had, if it had been out of pleasure or chance, or if she had somehow known it was the one he had ordered made especially for her. 

He would rather have stayed here with her all day, but there were things to do, preparations to be made for their return to Letau and the festival that would mark the occasion of their wedding. 

He would see it become such a spectacle as to be remembered for the ages.

Dhega forced himself away before he could find excuses to remain, silently closing the door to their temporary chambers and turning to find his guard, and Jalia's assassin waiting beyond. 

He looked at the man, at the short spikes of his black hair, his black eyes that gave away no secrets or emotions to betray his innermost thoughts.

"My queen sleeps. You will be close by if she wakes and is frightened?" Tom inclined his head and gave his word, folding his hands over the buckle of his bare belt. 

"You have no weapon to protect her, yet she names you as her Queen's Guard?"

The assassin gave a slow smile, but it was not one of mirth, 

"I am a weapon honed to a sharp edge, your majesty, but carry plenty which are sharper. So long as I have breath, my lady is in no danger."

Dhega couldn't help the surge of jealousy he felt at the declaration, wondering at the deeper meaning. 

Jalia claimed no feelings deeper than friendship, but a man who pledged his life to a woman who saw him only as a friend? Dhega could not shake that lingering doubt.

"She tells me your sword is pledged to her a crew of mercenaries, yet you claim you would give your life for hers?"

"I don't have a sword. I'm more of a knife man." Tom replied, "I will make whatever vow that will satisfy you, but I will give my life in service to the Queen of Minos."

Dhega felt the irrational knot of jealousy tighten around his throat and had to remind himself it was not the assassin Jalia had risked her life for all these weeks. 

"I will be satisfied to know you will also obey my commands."

"I will."

"Then I am satisfied. I will return before the evening meal."

Just as he made to leave his suite, the Phantom spoke again. 

"Princess Renaya is intent on meeting with the queen."

"The queen sleeps. Renaya and whatever demands she makes can wait."

"Her presence concerns me."

It was the ice in Tom's tone that caused him to take pause and look back, 

"Why?"

"Renaya comes in Antehe's place,"

Dhega rolled his eyes dismissively, "Antehe never comes to functions she is not commanded to, and I have not made such a command for many years."

"Then I am even more concerned."

"Do tell." Dhega drawled, his impatience to see his business done so he could spend the night uninterrupted with Jalia, growing dangerously. 

"Renaya wishes to speak to Jalia with what she claims are matters of importance. 

“Jalia has been queen for no more than a few hours, and while I could see Renaya might feel kinder ears would hear her important matters, there is an edge of desperation to her voice I do not care for. 

"Especially as she comes with an attendant who does not attend her, and without her son who still feeds at her breast. 

“I've spent half my life in the company of gamblers and have learned when to make bets on sure things. 

“I would wager Renaya has been sent to harm what you hold precious, and Antehe threatens to harm her son if she does not."

"Please see she finds her way up to visit with me then, Tom. Unharmed."

Dhega winced to hear Jalia speak from behind him, sounding perfectly unconcerned Renaya might have been sent to harm or kill her. 

"Jalia—"

Her arms wrapped around him from behind, her lips took a gentle cruise across his shoulder, causing him to stumble over the words that would immediately have denied her request to allow Renaya anywhere near her. 

"If you had your way, what would happen to Renaya at Tom's suspicions?"

"I would send Antehe back her head." He answered without hesitation, looking back to find her soft blue eyes gleaming at him with gentleness.

"Mm-hm. Then you would never know just what Antehe has planned, and Renaya would lose her son."

Nivir spoke, his voice tight with shame and anger when Dhega glanced his way. 

"My mother has a keen mind for strategy. She would not hesitate to take an innocent hostage if it gained her an advantage. 

“Renaya also brought word to me from Antehe, but I refused to hear it, as I always do."

"As did I," Navir confirmed.

Jalia hummed, turning her cheek to his back, and Dhega nearly groaned under the weight of desiring to do anything to please his little human. 

"I will not risk your life after all you have suffered. Not ever again."

"I'm not interested in risking my life again for at least another two weeks," she teased in answer, "Ask Renaya to come to me, let Tom take the attendant who's not an attendant, and we'll see what Renaya has to say. You can always kill her later," 

Dhega lifted his arm and drew her forward into his hold, looking into her beautiful eyes and let her see the monster only she was safe from. 

"You joke, but I would kill her with my own hands and feel no guilt. I would see the streets run red with blood and feel only satisfaction before I allowed anyone to hurt you. 

“If you wish to speak with Renaya, you will do it as her queen, with me at your side."

Jalia smiled up at him beautifully, not the least bit intimidated or frightened, "I would be very glad of such an imposing figure to guide and protect me. Will you bring Renaya up please, Nivir? Tom will deal with the attendant."

Tom's laughter echoed behind him as he left to do Jalia's bidding, and long after he had gone, Dhega realized he had just been managed by what he mistook for his own idea by a clever queen who looked at him with a loving gaze. 

He searched inside himself for the offense he would have taken to be so led by anyone else but found only amusement.

"In the future, I will not so easily be managed, my queen."

"Of course not, my king," she purred sweetly.
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"Antehe has my son and my sister with her son. She says she will see them dead if I do not find a way to kill you."

It was to her credit that seeing her attendant held securely in Tom's hand, Renaya didn't hesitate to confess. 

Jalia wanted to offer her a sympathetic word, but Dhega had been adamant she remain silent and allow Renaya to speak. He held her perched on his lap, claiming there was no throne for her to sit on beside him, so she would share his until such time as that error was remedied.

Jalia thought it was more likely Dhega just wanted her on his lap and was giving a reasonable explanation as to why. 

She didn't mind. She loved the way his huge hand so possessively covered her hip, his thumb having found a bare patch of skin at her hip where her skirt dipped low.

It was distracting as hell, but still felt wonderful and seemed to soothe Dhega even as she felt the muscles of his thighs bunch beneath her backside, tense with banked fury. 

Jalia was less worried about Dhega's feelings on the matter, and more for Antehe's sons.

Nivir was made of stone, standing at Dhega's right shoulder, no hint of his feelings to be seen. 

Zavir stood tall as well, but there was an ache in his gaze that hurt to look at for too long. Not because of the look itself, so much as the fact Jalia was intimately familiar with what Zavir was feeling. A man who held love for the woman who birthed him, yet was betrayed by her again and again, despite hoping for something different. 

"Do you forget something, Renaya?" Dhega drawled, his tone sharp with the threat of danger.

Renaya swallowed thickly, trembling as she stood before them again, awaiting judgment. 

"N-no, my king. I don't forget...oh." Renaya seemed to think better of whatever she would say, taking a deep breath before squaring her shoulders and offering a piece of actual paper. 

It had been so long since Jalia had seen actual paper, she almost laughed. 

Everything was digital and automated these days, which only served as a reminder to how simple a people the Minoan's were in terms of the universe. 

"I was to deliver this to Antehe's sons, but they had no desire to speak to me of their mother. 

“She warned me it might be so, and if I could not enlist their help, it fell to me to take up the task of murder. 

“Novea is here with me to ensure I follow orders, to report to Antehe. If I fail, my son will be cast to the snow of the mountain."

Dhega waved his fingers and Zavir moved forward to take the folded paper, who then turned pale as he read the words meant for him. 

"Antehe believes her sons will turn against king and brother, simply for the asking." Zavir rasped, his hand shaking as he visibly struggled not to crush the page in his fist, passing it to Dhega before returning to stand at his left side. 

The hurt and betrayal she had seen in his eyes before, now faded to emptiness. The last nail on the coffin to close his heart to his mother forever. 

"Our mother is mistaken if she believes us capable of such betrayal." Nivir spat, making Renaya flinch in response. 

"I have no mother." Zavir murmured fiercely, and Jalia winced at the ring of finality. "Our king spared her life in answer to our pledge of honest loyalty, and she repays it by holding babes hostage and asking for the death of our queen. 

“If it is your wish, your majesty, I will go to Myonaea and see Antehe brought to the Red Labyrinth myself."

"We will speak of it later," Dhega replied firmly, his thumb once again taking up the rhythmic stroking of her hip. "I am pleased to hear you confess what we already know as truth, Renaya, but the thing you forgot was to address your queen properly."

A smile of regret twisted Renaya's face, and she put her palms to her thighs in a respectful bow. 

"Forgive me, my lady. I meant no offense."

"It's only my first day. I'm getting used to the title myself." Jalia answered, uncertain she would ever get used to being called queen or majesty.

Dhega grunted, shifting his thigh beneath her to tilt her closer to his chest. Jalia raised her arm around his shoulders, pressing a kiss to his brow that seemed to soothe his ire. 

"I would know why you went to Myonaea in the first place, Renaya. I gave you and your sister the riches of Bull Island and freedom to return to your herd if you so chose."

A flash of ugly emotion crossed Renaya's face before her eyes dropped to the floor. 

"Hyrmina and I shared the fear of whoever would take charge of the islands following our forced husbands. 

“I would run the labyrinths to take charge of the island myself but have no desire to risk leaving my son without a mother.

"Our mother would have welcomed us home, but without my father or brothers to lead us, she would insist we marry again to someone of her choosing. 

“I thought Myonaea was home to all who would seek to be truly free, but upon arrival, I discovered there is no such thing. Antehe made her price known the morning after you left. 

“I do not know if my word bears weight, but I hoped for this. I hoped to be caught and brought before you to once again beg for the life of my son. 

“I will suffer whatever punishment you deem fit, do whatever I must if it means his life."

Dhega made a sound of acknowledgment, looking to the red-faced attendant held in Tom's unkind hand. 

"And what of your part in this plot to see my queen dead?"

Novea spit on the floor, her eyes wide with rage of her own. 

"My queen shivers with cold, banished to the mountain of tears, warmed only by the promise of vengeance for all that was taken from her."

It had been a long time since anyone had so senselessly directed hate her way, but even in loving arms, protect by Dhega's strength and the men who stood with him, Jalia couldn't help but feel the sting. Dhega's hand stilled on her hip, his fingers spread wide, feeling how she shivered in reaction to Novea's deep-rooted dislike. 

"How do you communicate with Antehe, Renaya?" he asked softly, his gaze fixed on the wild-eyed attendant.

"A strange device hidden in Novea's things. She claims only she can make it speak."

Novea shrieked like a demon, twisting in Tom's hold. "You bitch! Your son will be left to die in the snow beside his cousin, on your sister's dead breast!"

Jalia sighed softly, her first day on the job, and already she had enemies. Not that she had expected it to be all wine and gold, but still, it hadn't crossed her mind that her first order of business would be to deal with death threats and betrayal. 

She felt the weight of it settle on her shoulders, and she wondered if Dhega had been able to bear the pressure alone because his shoulders were so much broader, or because he was bred to be the strongest of the strong. 

"Zavir, find the device and bring it here," Dhega ordered, ignoring Novea's outburst. 

"Tom, please see Novea from my sight. I trust you have the skill to discover whether or not her claim is the truth?"

Boudreaux had once told her seeing Tom in action was the most terrifying thing he'd ever seen, and Jalia hadn't doubted it, but neither had she ever witnessed Tom truly put on his assassin face. 

He stood like a demon behind Novea, his hand sliding almost gently around her throat, looking like a lover when he bent to whisper in her ear, something that made the woman turn gray with absolute horror.

"It's the truth! It's the truth, I swear!"

Even Dhega seemed impressed by the quick turn from wrath to fear. 

"When does Antehe expect word of your success?" 

Renaya pressed her hands to her thighs once more, "By the time you leave Iros, your majesty."

"Very well. Present yourself tomorrow morning to hear my decision. A guard will be stationed outside your chambers. You may not leave it until you are summoned."

"Yes, your majesty. Thank you." Renaya gasped, tears already flowing down her cheeks in relief.

"Tyro has a wonderful dungeon, see Novea to it and return, Tom. Quickly. Nivir, escort Renaya to her quarters and ensure two of your men are stationed outside."

When the door to their suite shut and left them alone, Dhega heaved a soul-deep sigh and wrapped both arms around her now. "Has this damaged your trust in Nivir or Zavir?"

Dhega grunted, getting up to carry her out to the balcony, seating her on a large cushioned chair, throwing a blanket over her lap before turning to pace back and forth, that muscle in his jaw ticking. 

"No. It is not the first time Antehe has tried to use her sons against me. This will be the last."

"What about Hyrmina and the children?"

Dhega cast her a sidelong look as he turned on his heel to pace the other direction. 

"Short of creating an elaborate farce in which everyone is allowed to think you're dead—and Renaya somehow escapes on foot back to the mountain without getting caught—any force I send will ensure their deaths."

"I happen to have a pair of mercenaries who specialize in stealing precious items at my disposal. Tom knows the palace. He can get in and out with no one being the wiser."

Her agitated king paused with his back to her, digesting the offer she'd just made, "You would reward Renaya for her part in a plot to kill you?"

Jalia pulled the corner of the soft blanket through her fingers, "Who would you kill if someone took your son and threatened him if you didn't obey?"

"The person holding my son," he shot back instantly, turning to face her, his gaze narrowing when he found her smiling. 

Jalia got up and went to him, glad when he didn't hesitate to hug her close. "I'm exhausted, Dhega, but I'd like for my first day as queen to not involve death."

"Even if I agree to send your mercenaries on a rescue mission, it would be days before they could even get to Myonaea."

Jalia snorted, deciding she might have something to offer Minos after all. Some damn technological progress. 

"Dhega? Those shuttles we bused around on are bound for the scrap heap. My LUX could drop into orbit within five minutes and travel to Myonaea in three without anyone seeing or hearing a thing. 

“Hyrmina and the babies could be here within two hours, maybe less depending on how well Tom mapped out the palace. 

“Later, when I'm not so damn tired, we should talk about some upgrades that can be made without ruining the simplicity of Minoan life."

"I want you to help me make changes, upgrades, so I would gladly hear them. Two hours, you say?"

"Mm-hm,"

"Fine. I'll discuss it with Tom while you rest. I must see to some preparations for our departure."

"Alright." Jalia couldn't bite back her yawn, or her sleepy hum of amusement when Dhega picked her up and headed back to the bedroom. 

"I was joking, you know. About my feet not touching the ground, I can walk."

Dhega's deep voice turned to a coarse rumble, his lips brushing tenderly across her brow. "I will take as many opportunities as I can to hold you. Go back to sleep. I won't be gone long."
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Jalia had her own smaller throne this morning, she was feeling refreshed, ready to leave Iros, and had just been given some excellent news. 

She nodded when Dhega arched a questioning brow at her. Renaya sat across from them, twisting her hands in the already wrinkled skirt of her dress, waiting to hear their judgment. 

"Without Mecisistos as part of the equation, did you like Bull Island?" Jalia asked, holding her breath as the plans she and Dhega had made last night hinged on the princess's answer.

Renaya shrugged, picking up another handful of her dress, looking back and forth from Dhega to her and back. 

"Very much. After having grown up in the desert, the island seemed like a perpetual oasis. 

“Had circumstances been different, I would have been pleased to spend my days there."

"Good. Who was that man I saw you talking to at the feast the other night?"

The question threw the princess off guard, so much so that she couldn’t hide the flash of longing and regret before lowering her eyes. 

"His name is, Isandros, your majesty." Renaya murmured, looking startled suddenly as it occurred to her why Jalia was asking. "He knew nothing of my purpose here, my lady. I swear it."

"He seemed upset you wouldn't talk to him. How do you know one another?"

Renaya shook her head and gave a shrug, her cheeks pink for reasons Jalia doubted had to do with fear. 

"He is from the nomad herd Hyrmina and I took refuge with. Isandros was very kind to us even though he believed we were outcast. 

“He made sure we always had enough food to eat, blankets, a dry place to sleep, given chores that wouldn't cause us undue stress. 

“I was helping to gather firewood for the herd when I began to labor. The camp was so far away, and the midwife had just died, her apprentice was at one of the villages nearby to help with someone else's birth. 

“Isandros didn't know what to do, but he put up his tent and made a fire. He was so calm. 

“He made me laugh even while I cried, gave Hyrmina tasks to keep her occupied and out of the way. His hands delivered my son." Renaya said it with such reverent softness, Jalia felt the power of the princess's emotion. 

"Hyrmina and I left as soon as I could walk. I didn't say goodbye. I never told him why we had taken refuge with his herd."

Renaya's breath hitched on a soft sob, and she tried to keep it together, but her voice broke, 

"Isandros asked me about Kypris when I saw him the other night, and I was...I am so ashamed for taking advantage of his kindness. 

“For leaving the way I did, for so many things. I couldn't bear to tell him how I'd let Antehe take my son."

"Yes, well, you should have. I would have helped you get him back." Isandros came in holding Kypris, having insisted on going to Myonaea with Tom and Croft after their meeting last night. 

Jalia couldn't help but think the fair-haired prince looked very much like a father, keeping the baby tucked safely against his shoulder while he opened his other arm to Renaya, catching her when she rushed to him.

Jalia looked at Dhega with a waggle of her brows, getting a roll of his eyes. He lifted her hand to press a kiss to her knuckles, 

"It appears your scheme has born fruit."

"Now you have an ally who will never stand against you,"

"We have an ally, Jalia." Dhega corrected firmly. 

"Right. I forgot for a minute."

Dhega huffed, loudly clearing his throat when it seemed Renaya was going to go on crying for a little while. 

"We still have terms to discuss as far as your punishment, Renaya."

Jalia shot him such a dirty look, his tone having made Renaya turn gray again, her relief to be united with her son gone in a blink of her wet, spiky lashes. 

"Yes, your majesty. I submit to whatever you would have of me."

"Excellent. There will be three new princes chosen to govern Bull Island. After the coronation celebration, you and your sister will return with your children to assist the prince of the northern palace in adjusting to his new position. 

“You will be under his protection, and while he has expressed the desire to marry you, the choice will be yours."

It was hard not to laugh at the open-mouthed astonishment on Renaya's face. 

She had been expecting a fate worse than death, and when she stammered her thanks, Dhega gave her an evil look. 

"Give thanks to your queen. If not for her insistent scheming, I would have gone with my first instinct and sent Antehe your head in a box." 

Renaya's shoulders finally dropped from around her ears, and she nodded, wiping the last of her tears from her cheek, 

"Thank you, my queen."

"You're very welcome."

Isandros squeezed Renaya, taking her hand to draw her out, "Come on, I have questions about our new home."

Jalia couldn't help but grin when just before the door shut, she heard Renaya squawk in surprise, 

"You? You've been given the northern palace?"

"I don't know about given." Isandros chuckled, their voices fading away.

Jalia got up and climbed onto Dhega's lap, pressing a kiss to his clenched jaw. He was trying so hard to keep hold of his stern, disapproving scowl, 

"Thank you for being so accommodating in regard to my insistent scheming. You made them very happy."

"I could care less whether or not they are happy," Dhega growled, turning to take a proper kiss that left Jalia's head spinning. 

"Your happiness is all that matters. Are you ready to go home now?"

"Home." Jalia sighed, the word sweet on her kiss stung lips. "Yeah. I'm ready."
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"Dhega! Oh...oh yes! There, rightthereplease!" 

Jalia clung to his broad, sweat-slicked shoulders, her head flying back as he found the perfect spot and drilled his cock over and over it in time to her gasping cries. 

His hands gripped her hips tighter, yanking her to meet him as he drove inside her, rolling his hips in just the right way to make a tormented moan slide up her throat.

"Dhega," she whispered, so close to giving him what he wanted. Her body still quaked from her previous, awesome orgasm, feeling like the next one he was steadily driving her toward might kill her. 

"Not yet," he growled, going faster, slamming harder, their bodies meeting with loud, erotic slaps. 

Jalia tossed her head back and forth on the padded lounge, nearly there, 

"I don't think I can—"

"Not. Yet." Suddenly his hands weren't at her hips but reaching beneath her to jerk her up onto his lap, her body colliding with his as he slammed her down on his cock, driving the entire length inside her with such force Jalia saw stars. 

"Now,"  

Jalia obeyed his sexy snarl, her head falling back on a desperate cry, her nails digging deeply into his pelt as her body convulsed in ecstasy. 

His face dropped into the cradle of her shoulder, always so careful to keep from knocking her in the face with his horns, the vibration of his deeply satisfied groan adding another layer of debilitating pleasure to her overstimulated flesh. 

Even the feel of his gasping breaths on her throat as his shaft pulsed and flexed inside her was wonderful. 

He made a very male sound, reaching out behind her to brace himself before laying her back, his hips still pressed tight to hers, following her down with a roll that left her plastered on top of him. 

"I've decided," he stated firmly, his hand clenched on the cushion of her ass, pulling her forward and back, driving her up and down his shaft that never seemed to wilt so long as they were sharing the same skin. 

"We will begin every day just like this. Royal decree."

Jalia smiled, her body continuing to give up little mini-orgasms. 

"I second the motion. Should we write it down?"

"Yes. Then if someone interrupts us, it can be legally punishable by death."

She couldn't help but laugh, which made Dhega hiss and tuck his hips forward to keep her from forcing his cock out of her before he was good and ready, which made one last cascade of pleasure tear up through her deliciously abused belly. 

She moaned his name, half in protest, half in bliss, gasping to catch her breath, loving the way it felt when he reached up to knead his hand deep into her hair.

Time stretched on in a slow pull, the gentle breeze felt wonderful on her overheated body, the sound of his heart drumming beneath her ear and the sound of the waves crashing on the shore far below was almost a lullaby. 

Jalia could have stayed like this all day. She wanted to, she said so, but it wasn't to be.

"As could I, but the entire council of princes meets today. I must elect two more to go to Bull Island with Renaya and Isandros, you and we have to discuss the purchase and necessities of technology, fortifying our security. So much to do," he sighed regretfully, his hand tracing a rhythmic pattern up and down the length of her spine

"Croft told me he's ready to go back to his so-called life as a mercenary. He told me yesterday, Iscarion wants to go with him."

"The boy from Kaetonia?" Jalia could hear the frown in Dhega's question and looked up to see his brows tightly drawn together, the last of their gorgeous morning fading away as his responsibilities began to intrude once again.

"Yes. Croft has struck up a friendship with Iscarion, and while I don't know what kind of life a kid like him could have as a mercenary, he wants to go. 

“He has no family left, no desire to run the labyrinths—not that I blame him—and he wants to start fresh."

Dhega grunted, his gaze thoughtful and far away, still tracing patterns across her skin. 

"With mercenaries..."

Jalia could hear the doubt in his voice and had a whole host of concerns as to why she thought it was a bad idea, but Iscarion was an adult, a young adult, but old enough to make his own decisions. 

"Croft has told him stories of all the adventures a mercenary can have, and to a lonely boy seeking someplace to belong, it probably sounds like heaven. 

“Boudreaux is one of the more honorable mercs that I encountered, Iscarion could do so, so much worse, and with Tom staying here, Boudreaux will appreciate a new set of hands. He's old enough to decide for himself, and he wants to go."

"Well, then he should. Too many of our people are ignorant of the universe; perhaps it will work out in his favor." A faint smile made crinkles appear at the corner of Dhega's eyes. 

"When the meeting is over, I want to be back here with you, just like this."

"I'm certain I can arrange that for you. Is there anything I can do while you're gone?"

Up went one of his eyebrows, his faint smile turning into a mocking grin. 

"You believe you're exempt from this meeting? I think not, little human. You're a ruling monarch now, and I'll have you by my side every step of the way. You're surprised by this?"

"A little. I haven't been made official yet, so I thought—"

"You may not be officially my queen for another three days, but you survived the Nine. That makes you one of the Golden Bulls. Thus, you have a seat at the council table."

"I see. Can I wear my horns then?" she teased, loving how his entire face softened with laughter.

He let her taste the beauty of his mirth with a long, hungry kiss. "Wear whatever you want. I advise something loose and comfortable, as this may take all day. Several days, if the princes are in a disagreeable mood."

Jalia snorted indelicately, finding the strength to sit up, purposefully rocking back on the still hard rise of his cock, biting her lip when his nostrils flared, and his eyes darkened to a deep, sensual gold. 

"If they haven't said all they need to in a day, they can wait until the next queen comes along to voice their opinions. I have an important appointment tonight,"

"Appointments must be kept," he bit out, cupping her hips as she began a slow, easy ride. Their responsibilities could wait just a little longer.
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"This is farking ridiculous," Jalia muttered under her breath.

She looked around the long oval table, at the forty-three princes who were acting like they were on some kind of debate team. 

Half the team had one opinion, the other half opposed it. The opinion? Minos was fine as it was, and no changes needed to be made.

They'd been going on and on for hours now, and though she had one hell of a headache and her patience was wearing mighty thin, Jalia had to hand it to some of these bulls. 

They threw down insults with magical grace and left gaping wounds in their opponent's ego.

For instance, Prince Simo—who Jalia had erroneously thought to be more like Phelestes with his kind disposition and constant smile—was insanely passionate about his stance on whether or not the security of the planet was at risk. 

He was convinced it was not, had not been, and would not be invaded. 

Ever. 

End of.

"Every single ship that has ever come to Minos trying to penetrate the nebula has failed! They cannot navigate it!" Simo roared, shaking his fist at Turju who sat across from him looking only mildly annoyed. 

Turju pressed his fingertips together and gave a small shake of his head, 

"There is no need to repeat yourself, Simo. I ignored you just fine the first time."

Jalia rolled her lips together and choked a little on her laughter, because that was only the beginning of the feudal argument between the two princes, and they weren't the only ones. 

Farther down the table there was a whole group of princes with the same attitude as Simo, on their feet, hands waving, so convinced nothing bad would ever happen to them from outside sources it bordered on fanaticism. 

This wasn't going as well as Jalia had hoped, and when she glanced at Dhega, she found him pinching the bridge of his nose with an extremely frustrated look on his face. He held her hand, and when she took hold of his wrist he looked her way, a wry smirk on his face as though silently asking, 'isn't being queen fun?' and at this moment, her answer was decidedly, no. 

"You said I have a voice at the table, may I say something?"

He immediately lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles, "Of course."

"You won't like it," she warned, pretty sure no one at the table would like it.

"Does it need to be said?" Jalia nodded gravely, "Go on then."

And who said the king of Minos was not a reasonable creature? 

Jalia squeezed his hand and stood up, placing her fingers to her lips and was glad to see every prince at the table jump and wince at the high, loud whistle she gave to get their attention. 

Forty-three pairs of eyes rolled her way, mostly all of them round with surprise, some with their mouths still open, paused mid-sentence. 

"Gentlemen, I have to commend you. I have never heard such creative insults in my life." Jalia heard a few chortles, and for a split second, she waffled with uncertainty. 

Wanting to speak, wanting their attention, was markedly different from suddenly being the very center of attention with absolute silence waiting to be filled. By her. 

Jalia had thought about this, if she should be delicate and kind, would it make more of an impact? Or should she follow Dhega's lead and be cold, brutal even? 

Most everyone thought she was going to be the staying force that tempered Dhega's cruelty, but in truth, so far, she'd just been flying by the seat of her pants. Reacting to him instinctively and being herself as much as possible.

Now came the time to step up, and she was nervous as hell. She tried to think about it like a high-stakes game, looking around the room to read her opponents, weighing and measuring them to say who would be the biggest challenge, who would fold the easiest. 

After a few strained minutes of silence, it came to her and flowed with far more ease than she expected. 

"How many of you at this table have been outside the nebula? In space at all? Come on, raise your hands." 

Cautiously, curiously, the princes obeyed, and she was shocked by how few of them put their hands up. Ten, out of forty-three. 

"Alright, how many of you have actually—with your own eyes—seen the nebula surrounding your solar system?"

Five hands went up. 

Well, fark. 

"Before the king asked for alien brides to be brought to Minos, how many of you had ever seen a species other than your own?"

Three hands. Now Jalia wanted to pinch her nose in frustration. 

"Tom, I need my plasti—"

Jalia had barely finished asking for it before Tom was handing her the thin, transparent sheet that felt like glass in hand but was the most up-to-date personal computer on the market. 

There were smaller ones, the gold cuff bracelet around her wrist was one and could produce a fairly good-sized hologram, but for everyone's benefit, the bigger, the better. 

"Angel Eyes set up the link?" Tom gave a short nod to confirm, and before she had to ask, he started going around the room to pull the drapes. Bless him. 

Jalia lifted her skirt out of her way, planted her foot on her chair and climbed up onto the table, wanting to smirk as several of the princes gasped at the impropriety of it. 

"Your highness," Jalia said to Simo with what she hoped was an easy-going smile, he certainly smiled back and gave a little bow from his seat, "You are very certain as to the protection the nebula provides."

"I am, my lady," he declared, shooting a glare around her at Turju.

"Mm-hm. Your hand didn't go up when I asked how many of you had seen the nebula, so if you haven't seen it with your own eyes, how do you even know it's there?" Simo's glare faded almost immediately, morphing into an uncertain frown, 

"I'm just trying to clarify before I start, so I'm not making any egregious errors. Do you believe it's there and too powerful an obstacle to overcome because you've been told it is by people who have seen it? Or because you believe in it the way people believe in divine beings they've never laid eyes on?"

Simo floundered for a minute, acting as though no one had ever questioned him on how he knew the nebula was so all-powerful, or why he thought so. Finally, haltingly, he admitted the former was most accurate. 

"I suppose I have relied on counsel wiser than mine," 

Jalia inclined her head to him with a genuine thank you and keyed up the live feed being transmitted from the LUX. "For those of you who have not been outside your own solar system, this is the view of Minos from space right at this very moment. 

“The image is coming from the scanners of my ship, which I'll explain about in a moment. Basically, it sees everything and records it for later." 

She pulled a fat candle from its holder to discard, setting the tablet on the candlestick top, allowing the beams of light to appear all around them. 

Well over half the princes threw themselves back in their seats out of surprise or fear when the hologram rushed past them, showing an expanse of black, star-studded space and a riot of color that was the Minoan nebula, while others seemed fascinated by the spray of colors and lifted their hands to pass through it. 

She let them all get a good look, using her wrist unit to work the image, illuminating and enhancing the view of some very dangerous items hovering just outside the nebula. 

"You'll notice these little machines here, just hanging around, innocuous enough, right? No big deal? Wrong. These are satellites, over a hundred of them. 

“Think of them as mechanical spies, sent here by anyone and everyone who desires to know what lies beyond the nebula.

"They just hang there, orbiting the system, drawing maps, memorizing movements and taking atmospheric readings of the material that makes up the nebula itself. 

“Penetrating through it with invisible beams of light to scan the planets and inhabitants, looking for a way in. 

“Some of these are old, I'd say at least ten to fifteen years, while some have only been there a few months. Your nebula, your incomprehensibly ancient spaceship, are being watched."

Jalia let that sink in, looking now at some of the louder voices who had insisted they were perfectly safe behind their 'impenetrable' wall, and finally saw indecision. As he was closest to her, Jalia looked down at Prince Simo.

"Simo, how certain are you that in ten years, this satellite hasn't reported back to its master as to whether or not the nebula can be infiltrated?"

The prince looked up at her and very carefully phrased his response. "I have no knowledge of these satellites, my lady. I couldn't say. But in the past ten years, no one has penetrated our airspace."

Jalia gave a hum, clasping her hands behind her back to rock a little on her toes. "Does Minos have any sort of remote tracking system scanning the sky that you can say with one hundred percent certainty, that's a true statement?"

"Remote tracking system?" Simo asked blankly, giving Jalia all the answer she needed. Dear gods.

She shook her head in exasperation, using her hands to explain. "I want you to think of it as a fisherman's net, cast around the entire planet. It has strings that trap fish, and if a fisherman is any good, he can feel the tug when he's caught something. Yes?" 

She was given rumbles of assent to say everyone was following, 

"A remote tracking system is like the net, the strings are made up of light or sound that we can neither see or hear with our own senses. 

"They are programmed to feel disturbances, such as an enemy ship or drone, or even a rogue asteroid hurtling toward Letau at this very moment. 

“If a disruption is felt, an alarm is raised, and if a planet has proper defenses, the enemy ship or object is destroyed before it can do any damage.

"Minos has no protection beyond the nebula, and I can confirm to all of you, it's been penetrated repeatedly over the last several days by my ship without help from your pilots. 

“Did anyone see it? Hear it? Get a report from one of your people that a huge silver spear was seen cruising around the sky? No! You know why? 

"You have no way to tell whether or not other people have been here because only ten of you in this room have even gone into space! 

“Please argue with me to explain how the people of Minos are safe when the ruling body of their planet knows next to nothing about the universe beyond the nebula. I dare you."

She looked around the table, waiting for someone to speak, but all she saw were trouble looks and some that were mildly hostile towards her. 

Jalia picked up a piece of fruit from the table, giving it a bounce in her hand. 

“"Will someone please describe to me, the deadliest weapon on your planet?" Turju lifted his hand and claimed there was nothing more dangerous than the poisons within the Labyrinth of Thorns. 

"So, you go to battle throwing vials of poison, your highness? Or does everyone come to Islingrane to settle disputes, getting shoved into the labyrinth one by one until someone decides a victor?"

The prince gave a good-natured scoff, spreading his hands to indicate his peers. "It has been many years since any of our territories have gone to battle, but no. I suppose our warriors use swords and spears."

Of course, they did. And poison was chosen as the deadliest weapon, over their own warriors.

"Tom?" Jalia tossed the fruit up over her head, a low pulse of sound and a flash of light zipped through the air, and the fruit disintegrated to ash. 

"Your weapons are fine for interplanetary disputes, but if an army of Duggan's show up, they'll use something like that to decimate any fighting force you have within a few hours. 

“It's a hand-held weapon that shoots a seismic charge and will blow a hole through a man, and the three standing behind him."

Unsurprisingly, jaws dropped. 

"Over ten years’ worth of satellite reports, word of mouth, exaggerations? I'll be honest with you; I'm shocked an invasion hasn't happened already. 

“And instead of arguing that it won't happen, I genuinely believe it would be in everyone's best interest to take a look at the planetary finances and decide how much there is in the proverbial bank to get yourselves updated to at the very least, provide the planet with some kind of defense system.

"I'm not suggesting you turn into an industrialized planet, Minos is too lush and beautiful to ruin it with a boom of too much tech too fast. 

“I'm talking outer-nebula defense in the form of no less than three battleships with a full complement of fighter jets. A functioning communication network so Dymigona can call for help should some asshat from Dish show up and want to rain down shit and destruction on the temple. 

“Forty ground shuttles per-territory, so when Islingrane calls for help, it will get there within a few hours instead of a few days! 

"Surface-to-space shuttles for emergency evacuation, four per palace, minimum. A radar tracking system to alert us when an enemy ship gets through the nebula. Because mark my words, it's no longer a matter of if, gentlemen, it's a matter of when and how bad. 

“Minos is the most beautiful, unspoiled, wealthiest planet I know of, and I can guarantee you, every attendant or princess allowed to return home after failing to win the crown has taken stories of their time here back with them. 

"It won't be long before someone shows up on your doorstep with hostile intentions, and here we all are, basking in the beauty of Minos with our thumbs up our asses and no way to defend ourselves, because half of you are certain, everything is fine the way it is."

When she finished, Tyro stood slowly and gave a requisite bow, his intimidating face giving away nothing to betray his thoughts or which way he was leaning. 

He had been one of the very few to sit silently and listen while his peers argued all around him. 

"You are indeed vastly more knowledgeable than us about the outside world, my lady, but we have survived here, flourished even, since we destroyed our overlords. 

“Our traditions and our way of life is indeed simple, but it is ours. Much of what you suggest will change that."

Jalia bit back her urge to snap at him, repeating to herself over and over, Queens do not scream 'you farking morons' at her peers. 

"Your way of life is beautiful, your highness. I'm not suggesting you change anything except to protect it. I can't imagine anyone in Iros being upset over a few technological upgrades which will enhance their lives and ensure the protection of their families.

"Right now, all you have is the threat of the nebula's destructive power to keep your enemies at bay, and you have the 

“Labyrinth of Thorns as your greatest weapon to enforce that threat. Not your warriors, not your fighting spirit, a bunch of plants and flowers—no offense, Turju—that even were an enemy to magically choose Islingrane to invade first, could be burned to the ground with one blast of a seismic cannon. 

“I was told every man in this room was a prince, one of the Golden Bulls of Minos because they proved themselves to be the strongest, most intelligent of all the people on this planet. If that's the case, surely you can see the logic in what I'm saying."

Without missing a beat, Isandros spoke up from his seat. "I do, and I have no objection to enhancing our security measures. It would be foolish and arrogant of us to disregard anything you've said, my lady. 

“My pressing concern is giving us all advanced weaponry. There has been much upheaval between neighboring provinces over the years, battles of such carnage with simple swords and spears, that I cannot conceive of the damage should pistols such as the one your man carries, be introduced into society."

Jalia pointed at him with a solemn nod, "Excellent point. Thank you for bringing that up, your highness. Do not mistake me. 

“I am in no way suggesting we put pistols and rifles in the hands of every man, woman, and child on Minos. 

“I am suggesting, should an outside force of any number breach the nebula, we have the ability to defend the planet and the people. 

"As it stands, the only reason no one has invaded is most likely due to the rumor, no ship or being can survive passing through the nebula, and if they do, they're executed. Never to be seen or heard from again. 

“Several people from many different species have now come and gone from Minos, and the myth and rumor protecting the planet is about to be questioned. That's your only defense, people. A rumor. I'm suggesting you make it a fact. That's all."

Jalia looked to Dhega to try and gauge his thoughts, only to find him staring at her through narrow eyes, rubbing his lips in the way she had come to identify as his thinking face. 

He beckoned her with a crook of his finger, rising to meet her and to lift her down off the table top, unceremoniously sitting back down with her on his lap. 

It was right then, things started to go sideways.
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Dhega kept her on his lap, his palm finding its preferred place at her hip, keeping her seated when a prince she didn't recognize stood up and looked down the length of the table at them with what she could only describe as an evil, hateful glare. 

"I find this all to be incredibly...convenient."

He was almost as large and physically imposing as Dhega, his body one big stack of muscles that looked as though they didn't quit. His skin was a deep, rich brown, accentuated by the blood red material draped over one large shoulder. 

He seemed to have gold embedded in the skin around his neck and shoulders, a glittering collar of geometric shapes and small dots. 

The one nipple she could see had a gold hoop piercing it, as did his nose, both eyebrows, his flat ears where they sat just beneath his regal horns. 

Utterly bald, Jalia decided he was the most exotic and terrifyingly handsome bull—other than Dhega—in the room. If there hadn't been that hateful gleam in his eye, Jalia might have found him attractive.

"Antemion, don't." Kalphius sighed wearily, as though he'd heard whatever Antemion had to say and was tired of it. 

"Don't what?" the dusky skinned bull snarled, "Don't say what we're all thinking? Don't say our way of life, the impenetrable shield of the nebula, wasn't put in danger by our noble king's cock? 

“Don't say that if not for the presence of so many alien women and their ridiculous entourages, we all wouldn't be sitting here listening to some wench lecture us on the safety of our people, when she herself is very much a threat? 

“For all we know she has an armada of ships already in place, preparing to invade as we speak—"

Isandros leaped to his feet and boldly faced down the much larger bull, leaning forward across the table with a threatening toss of his hand, 

"That's exactly her point, you hairless monstrosity! We don't know, because we don't have the technology to protect our own palaces, let alone the planet were we to be invaded! We have the coin and the time now to prepare, but if you have your way, an invasion would be upon us before you acknowledged the real threat."

"Do not speak to me of protecting our palaces, boy! No one at this table agreed to see you made a prince of Bull Island, and you haven't even set foot in your palace to say whether or not it needs protecting!" Antemion roared back.

"I agreed," Turju stated, lifting his hand with a bored flare.

"So did I," Kalphius grunted, shaking his head with disapproval. Several other princes raised their hands to say they had voted Isandros into his seat at the northern palace of Bull Island, which only seemed to piss Antemion off more. 

Dhega hadn't said a word, his muscles getting progressively tighter and tighter beneath her, his grip on her thigh almost bruising. 

Jalia noticed Daegana watching the spectacle from his seat with this hopeful gleam in his eye, and when Dhega finally did speak, that gleam turned into a smile that was there and gone again before anyone but she, noticed. 

"I accept your challenge," Dhega stated firmly, calmly, as though he wasn't vibrating with fury, and for a moment there was silence. 

Jalia had to bite down on her tongue to keep from making a sound, holding her breath because surely, he hadn't just said that. 

Even Antemion seemed momentarily flustered, as though he hadn't been expecting Dhega to respond at all. 

"I beg your pardon?"

"You should be begging, you idiot," someone muttered. 

Dhega stood up and gently pushed her aside, his focus given solely to the male snarling and spitting bile. 

Jalia's stomach churned with uneasiness, hoping Dhega wasn't about to do what she was terrified he was about to do.

"As you so clearly blame me for putting our way of life in danger and have no care to see Minos made stronger. 

“Perhaps you would serve the planet and the people much better, Antemion. Protect them from outside threats without the help of my alien wench, while relying on this impenetrable nebula you yourself have never set eyes on. 

“I accept your challenge. Is there anyone else here who feels the same? If so, speak up, no need to draw this out. We will all enter the Red Labyrinth tomorrow together."

All Jalia could do to protest without making a scene, was set her suddenly shaking hand to Dhega's back. He didn't look at her, but reached for her hand and squeezed tightly, still staring Antemion down. 

The stupid bastard had the intelligence to know he'd gone too far, but it was too late. He tried anyway, glancing around the table as though someone might help him. 

"I made no challenge, your majesty. I only speak my mind."

Jalia could only see half of Dhega's face, but what she saw made her mouth run dry. 

His expression was completely devoid of expression. His eyes colder than ice, dead like the eyes of her doll. He didn't move, he didn't look away, and Jalia could see Antemion's throat work, 

"You may speak your mind, Antemion, but the moment you insult me, insult my woman who has gone through the same trials as all of you here and earned her place to sit at this table, call her a wench? 

“You made your challenge. We will run the Red together, and you will not emerge alive. Is there. Anyone. Else?" 

Every prince at the table clamped his lips shut, no one spoke up to help Antemion, and after several tense moments, Dhega gave a satisfied grunt.

"Very well. Hiero?" one of the warriors standing by the door stepped forward at Dhega's call, stern-faced and at attention. "See to it the preparations for the celebration continue in my absence."

"Yes, your majesty. Shall I have your throne ready to receive another pair of horns as well?"

Dhega didn't smile, he gave a slow, cruel grin, and Antemion gulped audibly. "Yes. The meeting is adjourned. All of you will be present and prepared to leave at first light, am I clear?"

No one dared to refuse.
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Once again Dhega found himself sitting beside his queen, watching her sleep. It had been the most productive meeting of all the living princes since he had claimed the throne. 

Watching Jalia strut up and down the length of the council table wearing no jewels, no crown, only a simple white dress to flatter the deep tan she had changed her skin to, and the golden wealth of curls shining around her head, lecturing them all on their arrogance...his chest has been tight with pride, and his cock on fire with lust.

She was a constant surprise, voicing her concerns to him in private about not having what it took to be a queen, yet acting as though she had been born to the role the moment she was given opportunity. 

Antemion had indeed voiced what Dhega knew many were thinking, and before anyone had gotten it into their heads to threaten him, Dhega had made the challenge himself. 

If anyone of those pampered, entitled, blind fools thought they could take Dhega's place and do a better job, he welcomed the opportunity to let them try.

Jalia was frightened, not for her safety—though she had brought it up and loudly the moment they were alone—she was terrified of losing him to the Red Labyrinth, infuriated that after all she had suffered to be with him, Dhega turned right around and set himself up to die. 

Panic had made her eyes roll a little white, her outrage that he didn't just order half the table of princes killed on the spot instead of risking himself turned her cheeks an ashen gray. 

Her breasts had heaved with the effort in which she shouted at him that his grand-sire wanted this, he wanted Dhega to run the labyrinth again, and how could he be so stupid as to give the old bastard anything he wanted. 

Dhega did his best to assure her it had to be done no matter Degana's wishes, but there was no denying her rage aroused him to the point of madness.

Their coupling had been violent at first, hard and angry, but once the first wave of bliss had pulled back the desperate tide of emotion, they had spent hours tenderly wrapped around one another, not speaking, only touching and loving. Sharing whatever time they had left together as close as two souls could be. 

Dhega gave his most solemn vow he would not die tomorrow, and a trickle of tears fell down her flushed cheeks. 

"How can you possibly make me a promise like that?" the ache in her voice cut deep, but there was hope in her eyes as she searched his face.

"I have everything in the universe to live for, Jalia. I will face death however many times I must, for one more kiss from you." 

Dhega had held her, brushing kisses across her face until she had fallen into an exhausted sleep. 

She would need her rest, and he did too, but he was bursting with energy. It had happened each time he was to face the labyrinth, a restlessness no amount of activity could burn off, humming through him.

He wanted to spend the evening with Jalia, but his feet took him out to the balcony where he pulled deep lungfuls of the cool sea air and looked out at the city that hadn't been his home until she came. 

The moon was full and high, turning the surface of the sea silver. The scent of the night-blooming flowers was beautiful, sultry and thick. 

As he leaned forward on the wide ledge of the balcony rail, Dhega admitted to himself he wanted to grow old here, with her. 

Antemion was a mild threat, more noise than actual brute force, his size and vitriol were more of a danger than anything else. But for all his disrespectful tones and distrustful nature, Antemion's hate made him weak. I

t made him predictable, easy to rile, easy to distract. No doubt why Daegana had chosen Antemion to be his puppet. The old man was the least of his concerns now and would be dealt with once the challenge was over.  

The Red Labyrinth was made of gears and metal, but it was a ravenous beast, always thirsty for more blood. 

There was no room for weakness or fear within the maze, but it was almost impossible to face the deathtrap without feeling an overwhelming sense of hopelessness and dread.

Dhega had spent his entire childhood facing his fear of the Red Labyrinth, of his grandfather, of death. 

When the time came to take his turn within the Maze of Two Souls, the only thing left to be afraid of was disappointing his dead parents. Failing to succeed.

Now, he was afraid of what would happen to Jalia if he did fall tomorrow. He was afraid of what his stupid, foolish people would do to her, how they would blame her, hang their fears and vulnerability around her fragile neck and try to choke her with them.

He wanted to grow old with her? Wanted to see her kept safe? His only option was to succeed, and he would, but just in case...

"If I fall, make sure she leaves the planet safely."

Tom appeared from the shadows as though he had been part of them, as though he had been waiting for Dhega to speak.  

"I could make it look like a suicide." Dhega frowned at Tom's offer, uncertain of his meaning or if he should be alarmed. "Everyone would wake tomorrow, prepared to go to Antaeus, and Antemion wouldn't show up. 

“You'd send someone to find him and be brought the report that he'd hung himself. Slit his own throat. Jumped from the balcony sometime in the night. Or I could be creative."

Dhega found himself almost smiling, wondering what it meant for an assassin to get creative, "No. If not Antemion tomorrow, it would be another later. It must be done, but if I fall, make her leave."

For a moment the assassin silently stared back at him, his gaze probing for a few moments before he answered. 

"Croft is still here, and the ship will be close by. I'll get her out."

Dhega had always thought he would die in the labyrinths, challenged by someone younger and faster, but now...now, it was exactly as he'd told Jalia. 

He had everything in the universe to live for. Dhega had every intention of keeping his vow to her, but the maze would do it's best to make a liar of him. It always did.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Jalia tried to be strong, to keep the tears off her cheeks and out of her voice, standing with Dhega in the holding area beneath the labyrinth. 

They stood brow to brow, her hands on his chest, his hands curled around hers, the sound of the mechanical moving parts beneath the maze and the thunder of the stadium full of people above so loud she knew he could barely hear her, the scent of death so thick it was hard to think of anything else, 

"I need you to come back to me."

Dhega guided her hands to link behind his neck as he wrapped her up tightly in his enormous arms, and for those few precious seconds, everything was alright. 

"I will not fall."

"I'll be waiting." Jalia clung to him, not ready to let go. He captured her mouth in a hard, almost punishing kiss that rocked her entire body and tore away from her without a backward glance. 

She pressed her hands to her mouth to hold back the sobs that built, not wanting it to be the last sound he heard her make, silently watching as the platform he stepped up on started to rise to the surface.

"He will be alright, my lady," Nivir said from behind her, coming to take Dhega's place in front of her. 

She looked up at him in desperation, so afraid she could barely breathe. 

"How can you be so sure?"

Nivir smiled, reaching out to help her lift her chin, "Because no force in this world could willingly take him from you. Come on; they will not begin until you take your place on his throne. 

“The sooner it begins, the sooner it is over, and all this will be nothing but a terrible memory. Dry your tears, give him your strength,"

Jalia licked her dry lips and nodded, taking the square of cloth he handed her to wipe her eyes, clutching it in her fist so hard it hurt. 

She shook out her skirts, patted her hair, nearly knocking the crown Dhega had insisted she wear off her head, laughing a little when Nivir settled it for her. 

"Do I look alright?" she asked, stalling for a few more moments.

Nivir nodded gravely, offering her his arm. "You look like our queen."

Struggling to focus on something else, on someone else, she let Nivir guide her towards the stairs that would take them up to the spectator's box. 

By the time they made it upstairs, Jalia had found some semblance of control and entered the pavilion as though it belonged to her. Every single one of the princes were on their feet, waiting for her, and to her utter disgust, Daegana stood just to the left of the empty stone seat where she was to sit.

The heat was immense, but the sweat that rolled down her spine was cold as ice. All eyes were on her, waiting warily for her to take her seat. 

Croft stood directly behind her, giving her a grave nod to say he was here with her, Tom beside him. She almost shed a few tears to see a few of the other familiar faces kept close to her. 

Turju had come with Dysis, Kalphius was there offering her a bracing smile, and when she finally did sit, so did the rest of them, giving her an unimpeded view of the sand below where Dhega and Antemion waited. 

Jalia couldn't help but stare at Dhega, standing there in plain sandals and a loose pair of white trousers, no adornments of any kind on his person, his powerful arms crossed over his chest, looking at the entrance of the maze with obvious boredom. An expression of 'been there, done that' clear as day on his gorgeous face. 

Beside him, Antemion paced back and forth with nervous energy. Even with the golden collar embedded in his skin and the glint of his body jewelry, it was plain to anyone with eyes in their heads which man was more regal. Which man exuded the sort of calm, hard patience one would expect from a king.

"And here we are again, Marchesa." Daegana drawled from beside her, the feel of his gaze on her disgustingly frank, lingering much too long at her breasts. 

Jalia didn't move a muscle. Didn't give him the satisfaction of turning her attention toward him. Didn't say a word even though he called her Marchesa and not Your Majesty. 

"I can promise you, the spectacle will not be over as quickly as it was when last you were here. 

“The king does put on quite the show for everyone. Perhaps it will be more to your liking this time."

Jalia dug deep for the will to maintain her smooth expression, refusing to show the twisted bastard an ounce of uneasiness or anger. He liked it too much. As calmly and blankly as she could, Jalia gave her reply.

"Open your mouth in my presence again, and the next thing to come out of it will be your teeth. Zavir?"

"My queen?" 

She might not be able to see his face where he stood behind her, but she could hear the grin and his approval of her command in those two simple words. 

"Stop smiling," 

"Yes, my lady. Apologies."

"Let's get this over with." 

The horn gave it's low, sonorous growl, the doors to the Red Labyrinth slid open, and all around her the people of Minos went wild at the promise of impending bloodshed.
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As soon as the horn sounded, and the gateway hissed open, Antemion made his move to kill. He charged with an open-mouthed roar that sounded somewhere between a bellow and a scream. 

An ugly, intimidating sound, Antemion's goal clearly to use his brute strength to push Dhega through the gates and into the first wave on oncoming hazards. 

It was never the same, what waited just beyond the Red Gates. Today it was a wall of serrated spinning blades. 

Committed to the charge, Dhega sidestepped at the last possible moment, twisting his upper body out of the way, and Antemion flew past, losing half the length of his horns before he could throw himself back out of reach. 

The crowd booed loudly. Not one step beyond the labyrinth, and already Antemion was wounded. Dhega snorted and chose his path, the wall closing behind him as it always did, leaving him alone. 

He wanted to look up to find Jalia, knowing she was above and watching, but he couldn't take his eyes off the moving walls and instruments of death waiting to take him from his queen.

It was so difficult to hear it above the whirling and the noise of the crowd, but it was there, a rhythm, a tick, a way to find the heart of the labyrinth. 

He hummed the song under his breath he had memorized from his childhood, the rhythm matched perfectly to that subtle ticking sound. 

Every four seconds, a weapon within the maze moved. Blades thrust, fire pulsed, the ground opened up to reveal pits that stank of decaying bodies and the pikes they were skewered on, chains hung with spiked balls swung back and forth, spears thrust across the space between walls, rotating disks with razor edges spun up from the ground or horizontally along the walls.

Every eight seconds, the walls of the labyrinth shifted, and for the following four seconds, nothing moved.

Four seconds of death, eight seconds of movement, four seconds to live, eight seconds of movement, four seconds of death, eight seconds of movement, four seconds to live. 

One miscalculation, one miscount, and he was dead. The only way to survive was to hum and move. 

If he could make it to the center of the labyrinth, there was a lever which brought the constant whirling of the maze for sixty seconds and left a pathway open to the only escape possible. A straight shot, one chance. 

Four seconds of death, eight seconds of movement, four seconds to live. 
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Jalia had lost the ability to sit still and was pacing back and forth on the dais, unable to take her eyes off Dhega. 

It had been two hours, and somehow despite everything within the maze trying its damnedest to kill him, he was still alive. Constantly on the move, tirelessly advancing, and so far, hadn't been harmed.

Even more amazing, Antemion was also still alive. His horns ground down to half their length and bleeding quite a bit from a gash in his chest, but still alive, and gaining ground. 

"—quite remarkable." 

"Never seen anyone last this long, except the king."

"Do you think Antemion has a chance?"

"I thought for sure it was over the moment the fool charged,"

Jalia could hear them talking, the doubt in the voices of the princes who thought she couldn't hear their whispers. 

Daegana was too satisfied, poorly hiding his smirk, and it wasn't just her lack of control that had him sitting there with such a devious look on his face. He'd had a hand in orchestrating this, she was sure of it.

The crowd gave a collective gasp, which made Jalia whip around to find Dhega and Antemion had met somehow in the center of the labyrinth, the one thing the entire maze revolved around and had begun an aggressive fight. Flying fists, insane roars, kicking—

"Ha! Did I not tell you, Marchesa? What a show!" Daegana had trouble enunciating with a mouth full of food, and Jalia didn't dare look away from where her man was fighting for his life. 

Fighting for her. She didn't have to do anything other than point, and the next words out of Daegana's mouth were ones of protest as he was bodily hauled out of his chair and out of sight.

Jalia hadn't ever seen such a brutal fight, though she supposed it was made so much more awful to watch, because someone she loved had just been spun to the sand by a powerful blow to the face. 

Dhega gave every bit as good as he got, but Antemion was insane. A creature possessed.

"Here it comes," someone said below her, a particular note of satisfaction in the tone to say whatever was about to happen, they'd seen before.

She realized what it was seconds before Dhega made his move, and she braced herself. Slowly but surely, Dhega had been allowing Antemion to turn and herd him back toward the gnashing, shifting walls of the labyrinth. 

It would have worked better had Antemion not been missing half his horns, but Dhega made it happen. 

His muscles bunched with effort, shining with sweat and blood as he gripped Antemion's horns and used the power of his upper body to throw Antemion into a set of spiked rollers that grabbed hold of him and pulled him between the spinning blades, gruesomely turning his body into nothing more than pulp.

But Antemion had decided he wasn't going to die alone and clamped both hands around Dhega's forearm. Jalia watched helplessly as Dhega tried to save himself, to pull away, choking on the bile that clawed its way up her throat. 

She saw the moment Dhega made a decision to save his life, and his arm disappeared in a spray of blood, swallowed up to the elbow by the ravenous machine.

The labyrinth moved, and Dhega fell back to the sand where it was safe, bleeding to death before her eyes. Hands caught her as her legs went out from under her, held her up and got her back to the cold stone seat, 

"It's just an arm, Jalia. We've got everything on the LUX to fix it. He's gonna be fine." 

Croft was trying to help, and somewhere in the back of her mind, he was right. The infirmary on the LUX had so many settings and advanced capabilities, regrowing a mangled arm was no problem. 

It would be a problem if Dhega didn't get up, and he didn't have two more hours of blood left in his body to navigate back through the maze. 

He didn't have two minutes. The agony on his face, the way he struggled to get up...Jalia heard herself cry out, thinking it couldn't get any worse.
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Struggling to stay conscious was harder than it was to find his feet. Dhega could feel his body shutting down, the pain radiating up what remained of his arm so excruciating he could barely breathe, let alone move. 

His body was slicked with sweat, every surge of his heart pumped more of his blood across the sand, making him shiver with growing cold.

He had minutes, maybe less to figure out a way to survive this, and he would. It was only a hand. He could still hold and touch his woman with only one hand. 

Click, click, WHOOSH!

The familiar sound penetrated the haze of agony, and with nothing else to stop the bleeding, no other choice, Dhega stumbled toward the flames roaring through an open doorway and thrust his arm into the fire. 

Four seconds to live, that's all it would take, but four seconds had never been so long, or so terribly painful. He was glad the volume of the crowd drowned out the sounds he made. 

Dhega threw himself back into the safety of the center just before the wall closed again, rolling over to his back, his entire body convulsing around the blistered, stump of his arm. 

The scent of his own burning flesh...the pain...he couldn't focus. He couldn't see, couldn't breathe,

I need you to come back to me.

Jalia's voice whispered across his tortured senses, flashes of memory flickering in and out between the unending waves of pain to bring him fragile moments of relief. 

The sound of her laughter. The smell of her hair. The sweet rush of her breath across his chest while she slept. Her smile. The feel of her lips beneath his. 

The peace he felt in her embrace. The sound of her shrieks of terror as the little fish had swam around her ankles that day in the sea. How she had so trustingly submitted to him even in the grip of her fears. 

Her. 

The reason his heart beat. 

Nothing had ever been so difficult as it was to force himself to his feet again or to ignore the pain beating relentlessly through him. 

His remaining limbs were weak, unresponsive to his commands, but it was right there. The lever that would stall the engine beneath his feet for sixty seconds.

Dhega used the lever to steady himself, to drag in as much air as his lungs would allow, shaking his head to try and clear his vision. 

He looked up at all the faces staring down at him, their feet and hands stomping out a thunderous rhythm as they chanted his name, urged him to survive, but he only wanted to see one beautiful face. 

He found her, standing at the front of the shaded pavilion, so beautiful it was an agony of a whole other kind to look at her. 

Dark hair, blue eyes, soft, fair skin. He could see the tears on her cheeks, the pleading in her expression, silently begging him to come to her. Her lips moved, and though he couldn't hear what she said, he felt it. 

I need you to come back to me.

He couldn't fall. He couldn't fail. She was waiting for him. 

One minute was all he had to get back to her. One minute to live.

Dhega threw the lever and ran.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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"Shh, shh. Don't move. Just lie still a little while longer."

Dhega felt her gentle hand sweep across his jaw, her lips on his face. The nightmare clawing at him faded away as she continued to whisper in his ear. 

He relaxed beneath her touch, dragging the scent of her deep into his lungs as he struggled to open his eyes, needing to see her. Needing to reassure himself she was here, safe.

"Jalia?" was that twisted, ugly rasp his voice? 

He felt her shift, her arm moving to lay across his shoulders, her palm cradling his cheek. 

"I'm here. I'm right here. Don't move."

His vision was blurry for a moment as he blinked, again and again, to bring the space into focus. 

He was lying on something warm and strangely soft, a ring of bright light hovered above him, an odd cylinder with three mechanical arms was in constant motion at his right side, but before he could look, Jalia turned his face firmly toward her and distracted him with her tearful smile. 

"Hi," she whispered, her thumb in moving across the apple of his cheek. Her eyes were red from crying, exhaustion stamped on her features, her dark hair twisted into a haphazard knot on her head, but still, she smiled at him with love and relief in her expression. 

"Where are we?"

"We're in the med-bay on board my ship. You were hurt, but you're going to be just fine. Back to normal in a few more hours. Are you in any pain?"

Dhega tried to decide whether or not he was, but quickly realized all he could feel was the warmth and pressure of her arm on his chest, and her hand on his face. 

Though he wouldn't have been able to tell if he was moving or not, as he had no control of his limbs. It was the strangest, most disconcerting sensation he had ever experienced. 

He told her so, and she sniffled, nodding like that was perfectly normal, and urged him again to lie still. 

"Do you remember what happened?"

He tried to recall how he had come to be here, how he had been hurt, but his thoughts were as unresponsive as his body. 

"No?"

"It's alright. When the sedative wears off, and you're back on your feet, it'll come back. Close your eyes, just rest. I'm here. I won't leave."

He was tired. So damn tired. He couldn't speak above a whisper now, but he felt the curve of her lips when she pressed a kiss to his brow. 

"I love you,"

"And I love you," she whispered back.
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What was it about humans that drove them to turn their hair and eyes strange colors? Dhega sat on the peculiar table in the medical room on board Jalia's ship, staring at the young girl with odd red and silver eyes who bent over his arm, her short, violently blue hair held back from her thin face by goggles she wore strapped to her brow. 

Her right arm was made entirely of metal, and she was so short she wouldn't come to the middle of his chest. 

Jalia identified the creature as Angel Eyes, smiling at her with obvious fondness while the little one poked and prodded at his open palm with a slender wand that made his muscles seize and jump with each touch.

"Any pain?" she asked, gripping and massaging his arm as though feeling for something out of place. His arm that yesterday had not been whole. 

The wheels of the labyrinth had torn his limb apart, consuming everything from his elbow down, and today it was as if the grievous wound he had sealed with fire had never been. 

Jalia called it the wonders of technology. 

To Dhega, it was a miracle. 

"No."

"But you feel the contractions of your muscles? The prick of the wand?" Angel Eyes asked, tapping each of his fingertips one by one. 

"I do. It feels strange."

Her odd mechanical looking eyes rolled up to meet his, her head tilting curiously. 

"Define: strange?"

Dhega shrugged, wiggling his fingers, making a fist at her instruction. "I see you touch me with the utensil, but feel it seconds later. Like a delay."

He looked to Jalia to gauge her reaction, but she was still smiling at him, giving his shoulder a soothing rub. 

"Half your arm was just regrown, handsome. It'll take a few more days for your nerve endings to settle and sync with your brain. 

“You might feel a tingling sensation now and then, maybe an itch. Completely normal. Just keep an eye on your fingertips for discoloration. 

“These machines are top of the line, but sometimes little veins collapse, and the blood flow isn't correctly regulated. If that happens, another few hours in the stim-cell will fix you right up. How about the rest of you? Muscle aches? Pain?"

He shook his head, rolling his shoulders, tipping his head back and forth to crack his neck, taking a few deep breaths. He felt better than good. 

Dhega felt incredible. Refreshed, starving, but well rested and experiencing not a single twinge of discomfort to remind him of all he had suffered. 

Antemion had broken a few of his ribs, his fist crushing Dhega's lower lip while simultaneously breaking a few of his teeth. 

Dhega should have had raw, reddened flesh from his elbow to bicep from having pushed his amputated limb into the fire to cauterize it, yet his body showed not a single sign of having been so abused.

"Nothing. I feel as though yesterday hadn't happened at all."

"I wish it hadn't," Jalia informed him tightly, her smiles having disappeared into a scowl to conceal the trembling of her lips. 

Angel Eyes was forgotten as he reached for Jalia, drawing her from his side to the space between his thighs, wrapping his arms around her tight enough to make her moan softly in his ear.

"It's alright. It's over." 

She nodded, clinging to him as though she couldn't bear the thought of ever letting go. He would have pulled her up onto the table with him and taken advantage of the flat surface—strange mechanical girl or not—if someone hadn't cleared their throat to get his attention. Dhega opened his eyes and glared at the offender, but such a death stare was lost on Nivir. 

He saw relief on the face of his old friend, "Apologies for disturbing you, the princes grow impatient and will begin to cannibalize themselves if they are made to wait much longer."

"They can go to hell!" Jalia insisted hotly, and while Dhega couldn't disagree, they had duties to attend to. 

He rubbed deeply at the quivering curve of Jalia's spine, pressing a kiss to her shoulder, "Tell them we will be out in a moment."

"More than a few moments," Angel Eyes declared, "Jalia needs to freshen up. You can't go out there looking like you haven't slept in two days."

Jalia gave her pilot slash healer a rather rude suggestion as to what she could do with herself, but Angel Eyes just laughed. 

"Come on, a quick wash, five minutes in the chair, and you'll both walk out of here looking aces. You want them to be impressed by the tech, so use it."

"Yeah, yeah. Fine." Jalia grumbled, nuzzling at his throat.

"And your man needs some clothes."

"I have them," Nivir announced, and with one more squeeze to her quivering body, Dhega released Jalia, adoring how she looked back at him one last time before disappearing down the curved hallway. 

"This truly is a ship of wonders, my king. I am very pleased to see you all in one piece."

Dhega gave a ghost of a laugh, looking down at his arms, unable to tell he had ever suffered any trauma. Jalia had explained her machines could clone bone cells, rebuild muscle tissue, blood vessels, skin. 

She had waved her finger imperiously at him while informing him searing his own flesh in the fire was all that had saved him and chastising him in the next breath because she had been forced to watch while Angel Eyes had cut the burnt tissue away to allow the machines to make repairs.

Dhega didn't wholly understand how such a thing was possible, but he had no room to feel anything other than grateful he could touch Jalia, comfort her, with both hands.

"No less pleased than I am." he took the trousers Nivir handed him, his favored sleeveless robe, and arched an eyebrow at the small pot of paint and the knife Nivir had. 

The captain of his guard, his friend, opened the jar to show him the red paint inside, grinning as he pressed it into Dhega's hand and bade him sit. He did, and Nivir used the knife to notch another ring around the base of his left horn.

"What's happened while I've been asleep?"

It was always disconcerting to feel and hear the scrape of the blade against his horn. The sensation enough to make a shiver trickle down his spine. 

Nivir's voice was tight with concentration, his tongue comically coming back and forth across his lower lip while he carved. 

"Not all the princes believe you're still alive in spite of Jalia's reassurances you're not only alive, but perfectly whole. 

“Turju and Kalphius have conspired together to force the princes to vote as to who is the best candidate to take your place, which of course means all of them have voted for themselves, but having just seen you run the Red, none are quite willing to commit. 

"Your lovely lady was immensely displeased with Daegana's presence and his attempts to upset her while she watched you battle the labyrinth. 

“He was removed before he could witness your triumph and has been kicking his heels in the bowels of this ship. On our return to Letau, she let him out briefly and publicly accused him of giving Antemion the secret to solving the labyrinth. 

“He denied it of course, but her accusation was enough to make the princes agree his imprisonment was wise until you decided what was to be done with him.

"Tom has brought several reports to say that there are now thirty-three votes for procuring defenses for the planet, ten still against it. 

“I overheard my lady suggest those ten territories not receive the benefit of superior technology and defenses if they were going to be such 'farking morons.' She is quite fierce when she is riled."

Dhega couldn't help the grin that stretched across his face. 

"Well I know it. The princes who protest?"

"Jansus, Tyro, Simo, Marsayus, Pentheus, Ginpho, Demedes, Mnesus, Thesos, and Duris. There is also the argument for who will be appointed to the remaining seats of Bull Island, the fate of Myonaea, and who will take charge at Kaetonia. 

“I suspect by now there is also speculation as to whether or not the seat at Antaeus will be available soon as well."

Nivir finished notching his horn, laying his blade aside to take up the pot of crimson pigment, pulling a tiny brush from behind his ear while Dhega considered those who still opposed the changes Minos must face to continue thriving, but Nivir had more news to share. 

"On a more pleasant note, the preparations for your wedding and the festival to follow are nearly complete, the city all but overflowing with the people who have come to take part in the spectacle, and all seem very eager to meet their new queen. 

“There. You will be forever known as the only Minoan in our history to survive the Red Labyrinth four times. I know I am not the only one content to not see you attempt a fifth."

Dhega didn't get the chance to assure Nivir he had no intention of ever setting foot in the labyrinth again, before Jalia's irate voice filled the cabin as though she were still within the room, blasting both with her wrath.

"You even think about it, and before you can put so much as a toe past the gates, I'll make sure that hell hole is wiped off the face of this planet forever!"

He and Nivir both looked around the room for where she could possibly be hiding, but they were alone.

"I promise, my love. I have no desire to do so again," he told the empty air and heard her harrumph. 

"Good."

When she returned to him, Dhega was glad to have the support of the medical table beneath him.

Jalia looked as though someone had brushed her fair skin with hints of gold, causing her to glow softly. Her hair was again a riot of golden curls, loosely bound with a gold ribbon that wrapped the length of the thick tail she'd made of it, wearing a simple white gown with a gold belt laying gracefully around her hips. 

"Dhega?"

"Hmm?" Every step she took showed the smooth, gorgeous skin of her legs, clear up to the thigh. 

She had no jewelry save for a pair of golden metal cuffs wrapped around her biceps, and the vibrant golden shimmer her Luna Patch had taken where it sat centered on her brow. 

"Dhega," she touched him, and he felt the jolt of it clear through to his soul. "Everyone is waiting on us."

She looked unearthly. Divine. A goddess. How could he do anything other than worship her? 

"Everyone can go to hell."

Nivir gave a dark chuckle at his side, "I will wait outside."
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It was a few more hours before Jalia walked hand in hand with Dhega from the bowels of the LUX. 

Her body still hummed and quivered with the glorious aftermath of Dhega's attention, and while she could have utilized the stim-cell to soothe the residual ache between her thighs, she decided she would rather feel the echo of him inside her for days to come. Proof he was alive and well.

As deeply and tightly as he had fused their bodies together with his need, it wasn't enough. 

She had nearly lost him, and it would be the day after never she forgot falling to her knees beside him in the sand, cradling his bloody, mangled body in her arms while she waited for Angel Eyes to deploy the small emergency shuttle to come and get them.

Dhega had found her in the crowd, his pain filled gaze fixed on her as he had thrown his weight against a lever at the heart of the Red Labyrinth, and everything had stopped. 

The churning death trap had paused, and a pathway straight through to the gate there in front of the pavilion had opened. 

She hadn't thought it possible for someone as grievously injured as he had been to move so fast, or so blindly. 

The path to freedom opened, and without once taking his eyes from her, he ran, and literally a second after his feet passed the entrance to the maze, the doors slammed shut and once again the monstrous labyrinth came alive, churning and snarling with rage to have been denied its prize. 

The crowd watching had gone completely silent up until the gates had closed, and then they erupted in cheers so loud the entire stadium rocked, chanting his name over and over. 

Jalia had nearly flung herself over the edge of the balcony to get to Dhega, stopped from doing so only because Zavir had anticipated her, and showed her a narrow set of stairs instead. 

Even now, having intimately felt just how alive Dhega was, she clung to him. Both hands wrapped around his as they made their way outside. 

Angel Eyes had parked the LUX in the forecourt of the palace, pretty much blocking the flow of traffic in and out, and it seemed everyone came to check out the 'alien' spaceship in their midst.

There was a row of warriors with a variety of bladed weapons strapped to their hips or shoulders surrounding the exit ramp of the ship, their backs toward the LUX, keeping the crowd of curious people at bay. 

Jalia let go of Dhega's wrist to touch the earring now back in place at the helix of her right ear to ask Angel Eyes to park somewhere else. 

"I'll shoot up into orbit around the planet and take the shuttle down for the shindig. Your baggage was taken away by a pair of horny hunks while you and the hubs were uh...busy." Angel announced. The shindig, being Jalia's impending wedding.

Dhega's thumb leisurely swept up and down the back of her hand, a small smirk canting his lips toward her. 

"It is strange to hear another voice in my ear."

Jalia couldn't help but to laugh, reminding him how to touch the cuff now situated on his wrist to ensure the only communications he received through his new earring slash com-link were private or emergency only. 

Nivir and Zavir also had new communicators and were finding the little hoops made their lives much easier. Jalia hoped all the princes, warriors, and common folk had access to such things, soon.

Once stepping off the ramp, Dhega moved forward with long, purposeful strides, forcing their group of warriors to move with them, enclosing them in a circle of protection that also acted as immediate crowd dispersal. The people saw their king on the move and got the fark out of his way.

That and the LUX's engines gave off an intimidating whine which sent the curious folk running for cover. 

It wasn't a long journey to the same council chamber she'd been in not three days ago, and just like before, the princes were wildly debating on whether Dhega was still alive and who would have to run the Red next to take the throne. 

Maybe there should be a new rule about using inside voices when the entire group was together. 

"Will it always be like this?" Jalia asked, looking up at the scowl etched deep in her lover's brow. 

His face told a story of irritation and exasperation, but his eyes were soft as they roamed her face. 

Jalia had spent another few minutes in the revita-chair to minimize the look of having been so thoroughly had by said lover, but she still wondered if it was obvious to anyone who looked close enough. The lick of heat in Dhega's glance made her think it might be.

"No. Will you gather their attention as you did before? It was most effective." 

It took her half a second to understand what he was asking for, but his request made her smile. Which made it a bit difficult to get the ear-piercing quality of her whistle just so, but it was enough to silence the princes almost immediately. 

It was comical the way they all stopped mid-word and turned toward the sound she made, giving Jalia ample time to notice the genuine reactions of the princes closest to them. 

It was hard to fake one's emotions when caught off guard, and what she saw was relief. Lots and lots of relief. 

She wasn't sure if the men were relieved they didn't have to run the Red, or if they were genuinely pleased to see Dhega alive and well, and in one piece.

"Bull's Balls! His arm..."

"How is that possible? We all saw it ripped from his body..."

"Is that really him?"

"How could it be?"

Dhega cleared his throat pointedly to silence the rush of whispers and waved his newly healed arm at the assembled men, "Sit down, let's get this done. I have other things to do today, and we've delayed enough." Forty-One asses hit their seats and stared in rapt fascination at the flawless skin of Dhega's arm. 

"As you can see, I'm not dead, so unless there's another challenge being made, I am still your king."

Jalia hoped her expression was enough to dare someone to open their mouths and challenge Dhega. 

She half-hoped they did, just so she could make good on her threat to blow Antaeus off the map. Thankfully, everyone closed their swinging jaws so as not to be mistaken for having spoken.

"Good. To business then. I understand there was talk of collusion between Antemion and Daegana while I slept?" 

Seated to her left, Turju stood up and gave a regal bow of his horns, his smile wide and genuine when he voiced his happiness to see Dhega alive and whole. 

Dhega sighed, lifted his hand and made a fist, "Through the wonders of advanced technology, I am restored. My arm is my own, no, I don't know how it is done, but it was. Jalia can explain later."

His firm decree took some of the tension out of the room, and Turju confirmed Jalia's suspicions about Daegana, 

"Three palace attendants have come forward to say they did indeed witness Daegana visiting Antemion in his quarters late the evening before the council meeting. 

“We cannot confirm what discussion was had, as her majesty insisted we await your return for any further questioning."

Jalia smiled gratefully at Turju, keeping her tongue between her teeth when Dhega ordered Daegana be brought in. 

Zavir must have been waiting outside with him, because only seconds after the order was given, Zavir and Tom both escorted the infuriated prince into the room.

The shackles around Daegana's throat and wrists clanked with every shuffling step he took, his robes wrinkled and stained from having worn the same pair for days. 

He looked so much less intimidating, all frazzled and furious as he was paraded past his peers, many of them who seemed delighted to see him in chains. 

Dhega gave his grandfather no opportunity to speak, "You know the charges set against you. What can you say to prove your innocence, old man?" 

He gave no outward sign at all his anger or his emotion towards Daegana, his tone bored and uncaring, but with her hands still wrapped around his, Jalia could feel the tension humming through Dhega's body. Daegana forced himself to stand tall as his gnarled body would allow. 

"I do not proclaim my innocence," Daegana told them all. 

"Then you do not deny meeting with Antemion to impart the secrets of the Red Labyrinth?" Kalphius asked gravely. 

Daegana shrugged, "I do not proclaim my innocence, because I have done nothing worthy of imprisonment other than express my hopes to the Marchesa that Antemion would prove a worthy opponent. I am as surprised as all of you he did not die three feet past the gates."

Kalphius gave a grunt of a laugh, "I did not realize you were growing hard of hearing, Daegana. Do you need me to speak up and repeat the question?"

Daegana opened his mouth to no doubt give a scathing reply, but Tom leaned in and whispered something in his ear that made the elder turn a sickly gray, looking to where she sat with true terror in his eyes, and Jalia wondered what Tom could have possibly said. 

Daegana opened his mouth and spilled his guts. 

He told them everything, from having met with Antemion several days before the meeting on the road to Iros and their discussions about the inner workings of the labyrinth. 

How Daegana had assured Antemion he could be king, if he simply followed Daegana's advice and instruction.

When he was finished, Daegana slumped between Tom and Zavir as though all the strength was gone from him. He looked rather pathetic, not a single ounce of his defiance left, and to her surprise, Jalia felt sorry for him.

Dhega was no more disturbed than he had seemed to be moments before, but he looked thoughtful. He hated his grandfather with a passion, had told her he'd been looking for a way to get rid of the bastard for years, but now that he had just cause to do so, Dhega was silent, and so was everyone else as they waited for his decision. 

"Our creators used the labyrinths as a system to decide which of their slaves had the strongest will to survive. Pitting brother against brother, father against son," 

Dhega finally said, still tracing circles around some imperfection on the table top. "In the five thousand years since we came into our own and shook off the collars of our masters, we have clung to their ways, using the labyrinths they created to prove which among us had the right to lead, to rule. 

"We allow criminals and traitors the chance to wipe clean their transgressions by running the Red. Allow them the opportunity to take fate into their own hands, to begin anew. 

“To continue plotting and causing harm until the next time they are caught. Five thousand years, and we have changed so little," he mused, reaching up to let his fingers rub absently at the four red lines etched into his horn. 

His gaze wandered the room, touching on each of the faces surrounding them, coming finally to rest on her. 

Jalia squeezed his hand gently, not sure where he was going with this, but prepared to support him just the same. He pressed back and took a deep breath before looking back to his peers. 

"Each of us has had a chance to make our own fate. To run the Nine and have the opportunity to govern a province, to have our voices be heard above all the rest, to be a leader of our herds, to elevate ourselves and bring changes we desperately desired, no matter if we were born to a royal family or if we were outcast. 

“And instead of using our positions for the betterment of all, there was betrayal, plotting, scheming, hunger for blood and death. 

"I believe our creators would be proud of us, and I find the thought sickening. I will no longer allow our masters to guide our hands, turning brother against brother, mother against son, son against father. 

“Those traitors among us will no longer receive the opportunity to change their fate or use the labyrinths to twist our laws to suit their own desires. 

“Daegana will be executed without mercy for his crimes, as will anyone else who decides to break our laws. Are there any objections?"

Not a single soul replied, and Dhega waved his hand at Zavir, ordering Daegana taken back to a cell to await his death. 

Jalia couldn't find it in her to feel sorry for him, secretly glad she wouldn't have to go back to Antaeus to watch him die in the meat grinder of the maze he had loved so much.

Dhega looked to her, maybe to gauge her reaction, grunting under his breath before continuing. 

"Minos will be protected by a network of our own satellites, the tracking system within the nebula to ensure unauthorized entry is dealt with. 

“We will have no less than three warships outside the nebula, the shuttles, communications—and having witnessed the capability of the healing devices available to us—our healers will now have access to advanced technology for the betterment of our people.

"It is my decision, that you may each choose whether or not your province or your herd, benefits from the protection and conveniences to come. 

“If you choose not to protect your people and your territory, should you come under attack or be devastated by a disaster which could have been avoided with the advancements, no aid will come to you."

Dhega took a beat, allowing his decree to sink in, and for those resisting the changes coming to understand they would be at a severe tactical disadvantage if they opted not to have accept the upgrades. Jalia wasn't sure Dhega's ultimatum was wise, but she held her tongue and waited,

"Does anyone wish not to be included in these changes being made for the betterment of our planet and our people?" he asked, waiting patiently for several minutes, but none raised their hands. 

"Very well. I will gather the information on what is available to us, and at the next solstice, we will all gather again to decide how best to proceed. Objections? Good. Moving on.

"There are forty-one Golden Bulls before me, and only twenty palaces or provinces to govern. Several of you have waited many years for the opportunity to claim your seat of choice. 

“Kaetonia, the southern and eastern palaces of Bull Island, and Antaeus are now available, but as change is swiftly approaching, there are other prominent appointments which will require proper care. As it stands, all our pilots and warriors who man the Rir ship come from Atiphates, and they have served us with honor. 

“Prince Lycoris is to be commended for his devotion to the safety of our borders thus far." 

Jalia saw a gray-haired bull give a nod of thanks from farther down the table, "I would appreciate your assistance, Lycoris, in choosing among the bulls present who you would feel best suited to taking command of two of the new warships. 

“You will, of course, maintain command of the third—if it is your wish—and as I understand it there are programs to decipher whether or not the warriors are suited to piloting the smaller crafts?"

Dhega looked to her for her input, and Jalia briefly and as best she could, explained how simulators worked, and why not everyone was suited to space flight.

"Every province will be expected to send their warriors for testing." Dhega decreed, and more nods of agreement were seen around the table. 

"As we slowly venture out into the universe, ambassadors will be needed. This will not be a position voted upon by the majority. 

“I will be the final decision, but as she has the most experience among us, Jalia will choose who she believes to be best suited to represent our people to the outside worlds."

This was news to her, and when everyone looked to her for confirmation or with interest, Jalia hoped her expression showed only calm, unruffled confidence. 

So maybe it wasn't a bad thing she was a gambler by trade. Jalia most definitely needed her game face when dealing with such scrutiny. Not to mention the pressure. 

If she chose an ambassador and he or she behaved poorly or decided to accept bribes, became corrupt, it was all on her. Oh yay!

"The seat of Myonaea will remain empty at this time until I can ascertain whether or not any other females took part in Antehe's plot to murder my queen. 

“Ignoring her treachery, Antehe did provide a needed service to her Ice Maidens, and I am not eager to evict so many who have found peace within its walls."

No one objected, likely because none of the men present wanted to be a prince of a frigid palace full of abused, angry women who'd cut their cocks off rather than be forced to endure their presence. 

Kalphius unrolled a long piece of paper with the names of the princes who did not have a seat of their own yet, a waiting list as it were, and the task of choosing who went where began. 

It didn't take long, and finally, all that was left was to decide the manner in which Daegana would be executed. 

When it became apparent there was a tie between beheading or hanging, Jalia was asked for her input. The swing vote, no pun intended. She put her hands up and very firmly stated she wanted no part in the execution itself. 

"I've seen enough death to last me a lifetime, and I don't care how it's done, so long as it's not done tomorrow. I will not have my wedding day sullied with blood."

To that, Dhega simply said, "Hanging. Today. Sunset." And it was done. 

He asked if there was any other immediate business needing attending to, and when none was brought up, he adjourned the meeting. 

All that was left for them to do was get married.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Jalia used her toe to push herself back and forth on the large couch swing, exhausted in the best way possible, enjoying a strong cup of mod-coff Angel Eyes had brought from the LUX and the quiet of the morning. Her wedding to the king of Minos had been five glorious days ago, and the festival was just now winding down. 

She had to hand it to the people. They knew how to party. 

"I know it's not exactly Rysor 12, but it's not bad, huh?" she teased, getting a ready laugh out of her friend. 

Angel Eyes drew deeply on the fresh ocean air, giving a hum of appreciation as she leaned forward on the warm stone of the wide balcony rail. "Not bad at all. While you were up here getting your brains scrambled by the most eligible former bachelor of Minos, I found an uninhabited island way out in the middle of the ocean, and I'm happy to claim it as Angel territory. My piece of the pie, as it were."

Jalia crossed her heart with her finger and promised she would see to it that island belonged solely to her. "Are you alright with taking Croft back on your own?"

Angel made a rude sound, giving a wave of her metal hand. "Please, that big beautiful LUX can fly herself to the Blue Giant. If Croft gives me any trouble, I'll lock him in the sim room and drop him into a holographic vat of gay tentacle men. I'm going a little stir-crazy with all this fresh air and clean living. And the way everyone keeps calling me 'Lady Angel Eyes?' It's weird."

Jalia hummed, closing her eyes for a minute to bask in the warm sunlight, glad Angel wasn't as happy here as she thought. Not because Jalia wanted to get rid of her, but because she had precious little access to people she could trust, who knew the ways of the world beyond the nebula. 

"It does take some getting used to. Would you like a job?"

"What, here in the palace?" Angel guffawed, her tone already answer enough. 

"No, I need a pilot. The ambassador I've picked will need someone to trust out there to help keep him out of trouble. Though, he hasn't done so bad for himself thus far. The pay will be excellent," she cracked an eyelid and found her friend looking at her with the strangest expression. "What?"

Angel Eyes shook her head, a smile canting her lips as she turned around and leaned back against the rail, bracing a booted foot up on the wall, the sun glinting off the armored plates of her arm. "You told me once how your family told you, you'd never amount to anything. 

“That you were wasting your talent because you're not the strategical genius your brother is, or a universally renowned bio-chemist like your sister, or an explorer who'll bring new life to a planet like the twins, or a historian like your mom. 

“Yet here you are, using your own talents, healing, using your history to plan a battle strategy to bring new life to Minos."

Jalia searched her face, looking for any signs that her friend felt taken advantage of, or disappointed in her. "You're not angry that we're not moving on to the next big thing?"

"Nope, this is about as big as it gets. I'm a wanderer at heart, Jalia. I don't mind ferrying ambassadors and mercenaries, and if the pay is so fabulous, I think I may just buy a LUX of my own." Angel stole her cup, swallowing the last sip of her mod-coff with a mischievous grin, and sighed in satisfaction as they sat and swayed back and forth. 

The silence stretched between them, comfortably so, languishing together in the morning sun. 

"You're the best combination of all your siblings, Jalia. They were all just too stupid to see it. "

Jalia could feel the familiar sizzle, the electric ripple through her belly that let her know a pair of gorgeous golden eyes was watching her. She looked and found her husband staring at her from the far doorway, a smirk on his lips and an expression to say he was in total agreement. 

Angel Eyes, stretched and slid off the daybed, shooting her a playful wink. 

"I'm going to go take a walk. This fresh air is something else, and in case you haven't gotten the message, you were born for this, your majesty." 

Jalia watched her go, feeling like Angel had just set off a seismic charge that decimated the last little bit of doubt in her heart. Dhega's shadow fell over her, drawing her gaze up to find him giving her a warm, serious look. 

"Your little friend is correct, you know. You belong here."

How was it possible for those three simple words to fill the ever-present ache inside her? To fill her with pride until she was full to bursting with it?  

"I've never belonged anywhere before."

She went willingly into his arms when he reached for her, settling against him, her head tucked beneath his chin. It felt as natural as breathing to be nestled close to such a powerful creature, safe, 

"You do now."

Jalia sighed, relaxing against him as the events of her past that had for so long shaped the way she thought and felt, how she lived her life day to day, faded away to nothing. The feeling that came with acceptance of his confident decree, that sense of belonging, she felt it wrap around her every bit as tightly as his arms, seeping into her pores as a tear of relief fell slowly from the corner of her eye.

Home wasn't a faded image on an old pamphlet she clung to anymore. It wasn't some dream forever out of reach or an idea born from long, hopeless nights spent curled up on a narrow cot in the shadow of her own personal hell. It was this creature, this monstrous bull who held her like the most precious treasure in his universe. Home.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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It had been over two months since the last time Jalia had stepped foot on this beach. Not since her swimming lesson in the days before her descent into the Vanishing Labyrinth. 

She had forgotten the feeling of the sun warmed sand beneath her feet and how enjoyable it was to feel the water licking at her toes.

It was nearly time again for the Golden Bulls of Minos to gather and begin discussing how they would start implementing all the changes to their world, and for the last three nights, Jalia hadn't slept well. 

Anxious because she knew there were only two paths to take for the first few steps, and neither one of them would be without pitfalls or uneven roads to navigate.

Minos had no superior weapons, their warriors were trained for hand to hand combat with what the universe would consider extremely primitive weapons, and they had nothing in the way of defenses. 

Going out beyond the nebula to shop around for battlecruisers and weaponry was tantamount to announcing to the entire galaxy that Minos was vulnerable and ripe for the picking. 

Not just for other races with habits of conquering planets and people to add to the might of their own empires, but for the Universal Coalition. 

The UC would leap at the opportunity to bring Minos into the fold, and in many ways, that was a good thing. But in so many other ways, it was terrible. 

The UC would offer their assistance, seeking to make an alliance that would also bring Minos under the Universal Planetary Protection Act and make such things as the contract Jalia and the other prospective brides had signed, binding and legal. 

It would also open Minos up to having to abide by UC rules and regulations, but without defenses to back them up, Minos had no way of saying, 

'No, we will not accept these terms, these are our ways, and we will not change' and enforcing it. 

Without protection for their people, the UC could come in, take control, set up outposts all over the place, and there would be no way for Minos to remain a sovereign system.

To not seem weak and vulnerable while still procuring the battlecruisers, shuttles, medical supplies and so on, the other option would be to approach a company like JC6, aka Justus Corp. 

Jeremy and Joseph's terraforming company. 

There was no other company like it in the universe, a one-stop shop where everything from communications to cruisers, farming equipment to first-class medical stations, and everything in between could be purchased and set up by the company. 

Jalia had been studying her brother's company for weeks, learning the ins and outs of their legal jargon, their product availability, how they had put together terraforming kits for anyone wishing to claim a planet and begin turning it into their own private eden. 

The idea was to give any space-faring people who could afford the entire package a chance to set up defensible perimeters. 

To begin building their cities and governments, determine if they had anything of value to begin trading, or to have sown a crop desperately needed by the surrounding territories—the seeds or start-up for that crop provided by JC6—to then qualify the planet for inclusion into the Universal Coalition. 

It was very clever, providing supply for the ever-growing demand, building an economy and more habitable worlds, all while expanding the empire that was the UC. 

There were several documents with fine print—which Jalia had been diligently reading—which stated certain products were only available for purchase if the buyer made a commitment to utilizing those specific products for the benefit of the UC, and the products were so outrageously expensive, nine out of ten times they had to be financed. 

For instance, buying equipment to create bio-domes to grow produce meant a portion of that produce was to be given to the UC as part of the interest included in the repayment of the loan, which made it possible to grow the produce in the first place. 

A very roundabout logic that reeked of Jared's ingenious guidance and would no doubt be fully backed by their father.

The good news was that what Minos lacked in defenses, they more than made up for in monetary wealth and had all they needed to buy whatever they needed outright. 

Which was, on the other hand, terrible news if word got out that there were literally deserts of precious gems and minerals just lying around going unused.

That bag of sand Croft had collected from Dymigona turned out to be 83% pure emprhinite. 

The mineral was used in the production of nearly every technological advancement since space travel had been invented. 

Emprhinite was a combination of several raw elements that absorbed heat and energy like solar cells and stored it without any discharge whatsoever. 

Meaning, one handful of dirt with an 83% emphrinite concentration could power a three-tier space station for a year. 

It was clean, non-combustible energy that put out no pollutants, and in fact, positively charged atmosphere to the point that it was almost exclusively used for terraforming previously uninhabitable planets and powering space stations that had no access to planetary orbit or suns to power their hyper-cell engines.

There was no doubt in Jalia's mind her brothers would do anything to get their hands on every grain of emphrinite in Dymigona. Which was also the problem. 

They were between a rock and a hard place, and all roads led to a reunion with her family. One Jalia couldn't see going very well.

"You wanted to speak to me, my lady?" Nivir's probing voice drew her out of her restless thoughts, reminding her why she was down here on the beach in the first place. 

Dhega's guard walked at her side, five more trailed along behind them. Her honor guard whenever she went exploring around Letau. They didn't bother her or speak to her, but they smiled at her and respectfully kept their distance.

Tom had been taking his new duties very seriously, so she had no doubt he was around somewhere, lurking in the shadows in that way of his that defied explanation. 

"Sorry, just lost in thought. May I ask you a personal question?"

Nivir made a face and shrugged his broad shoulders, "Of course."

"Well, a few personal questions. First, how are you and Zavir? I know you, and your mother hadn't exactly been on the best of terms for a long time, but she was still your mother." Jalia tried to ask as gently as she knew how, but Nivir's jaw still clenched and spots of color brightened his cheeks. 

Per Dhega's implementation of criminals no longer being afforded the opportunity to run the Red and be absolved of their crimes, Antehe had been sentenced to public execution. 

A squad of warriors had been sent to collect her, only to find she and every Ice Maiden loyal to her had ingested poison in a last defiant act. 

According to the warrior in charge, it had been a most gruesome sight. 

Nivir was silent for a while gathering his thoughts, his golden gaze roaming ahead in an aimless pattern. 

"I suppose part of me wonders if perhaps I had not been so quick to turn my back on her, the anger and grief over my father's death wouldn't have caused her to turn to madness. 

“She raised my brother and me to honor our laws and traditions, yet when it came time for her to do the same, she chose not to. 

"Zavir struggles to see the good in everyone, and his heart is heavy knowing our mother had very little good left in her at the end. 

“Her death saddens me, but in truth, I am glad I did not have to witness it. For all her faults, for all the times I was embarrassed to claim our relation, she was my mother."

"Do you ever regret choosing to side with Dhega?" Jalia asked gently, hoping she hadn't made it sound as though she was questioning his loyalty.

Thankfully, Nivir responded immediately and with understanding. 

"No. He had every right to challenge my father, and if I were able to go back and do it again, I would make the same choice. 

“He makes it difficult to remember sometimes, our king, but in the years he has held the throne, Minos has never been so prosperous or been so long at peace. 

"Dhega has done things no other before him had even dreamed of, and no matter what those foolish princes have to say about it, he has brought us into a new age, ensuring the survival of our people through sheer stubbornness. 

“Now he has you to help him, which I will be forever thankful for. Although, it could be argued it was my doing that brought you are here,"

Nivir said it with a playful wink, chortling to himself, "I believe I will remind our good king about the hand I had in delivering his beloved, the next time he has cause to level that glare of his my way."

It felt good to laugh, having spent more than a few days on the receiving end of that glare as she'd argued and explained the manipulative ways of the UC and how it would affect them, should Dhega choose to become part of the coalition. They argued a lot in the last week, but they had also made up in some delightfully creative ways.

"Speaking of, it's been on my mind, wondering how you were able to so easily go out into the world and bring back all those prospective brides. 

“As I understand it, you single-handedly arranged the medical checks, the invitations to specific kingdoms and species, all the little details in planning to get the women from out there to here, and you'd never before been outside the Minoan solar system. Is that right?"

Nivir was humble in his response, but there was no mistaking the way his shoulders went back or the proud lift of his chin. 

"I admit, the outside world has been a fascination of mine since childhood. I bargained with my father to let me do my warrior training in Atiphates, so I could spend time on our starship before running the Nine as he wished me to do. 

"I learned to use the technology on board to study the planets and stars closest to us, learned to fly the smaller of the three shuttlecrafts. 

“I even snuck off to a place called the Seven Sisters, once. It is a vessel that roams space, collecting passengers for all manner of uh...pleasures—"

Jalia laughed at Nivir's careful hesitation, assuring him she knew exactly what sort of pleasures the Seven Sisters offered. 

"I spent a week on board that very same vessel not long after I escaped the reform school my father sent me to. It's how I met Angel Eyes. 

“We were being held in the brig after we'd both won a rather disgusting amount of credits and were being questioned about cheating at the gambling tables, but when the security officers couldn't prove it, we were given our credits and subsequently banned from ever putting a foot back on-board. Good times."

Nivir was looking at her in horrified fascination, which told her she'd given far too much information about her shady past. 

She pasted a bright, innocent smile on her face, the one that had subsequently gotten her out of trouble with the ex-coalition soldiers working security at the Seven Sisters, and if anything, Nivir's expression became even warier. 

"You were saying?" she prompted, and he went on to tell her how he had gotten a room and spent most of his time glued to the data-terminal, searching for ways to find his king the bride he was after without inviting the entire universe to Minos. 

"When his majesty tasked me with finding a bride, I took a shuttle back out into space and found another vessel like the Seven Sisters; only this one didn't have so many places to lose coin.

“It was an enormous tube with hundreds of other tubes coming off of it, the Ignus Station?"

"I'm familiar with it. There are places like it all over the galaxy, think of them like the territories around Minos. Letau would be an equivalent, a giant city in space, contained in those tubular sections." 

"Right. Well, I wasn't sure how to go about it, but then as I was passing through one of the districts within the vessel, I noticed there were portals constantly scrolling announcements for occupation placement. 

“I studied the announcements and found they all had a required medical health check to ensure the species of alien was suited to the specific planet.

"His majesty required his future bride to be physically compatible and able to bear young. I had no idea if such a thing was possible with some of the females I saw roaming the station, and neither had it occurred to me that anyone who came to Minos that was not native, might not be able to breathe our atmosphere or bring some form of contagion with them. 

"So, I contacted the same company the employment placement centers utilize for their pre-health screenings and made inquiries. 

“All that remained was to put out the invitations, and I'm quite glad I had been given specific requirements for the female his majesty would find acceptable—they allowed me to thin the herd so to speak—there was an astounding number of applicants."

Jalia could just bet there had been. "I have to say, Nivir, I'm seriously impressed and very thankful for your hand in bringing me here."

"It was my pleasure, my lady." 

"Mine too," she teased with a wink, getting the captain to chuckle, "Now, I have a proposition that I wanted to discuss with you."

"Oh?"

"In a few days we start the discussion with the princes and council on how best to proceed with the advancements, and I was wondering if you would consider becoming our first ambassador?"

Nivir stopped walking and faced her, looking down at her with an inscrutable expression. 

The sort that would do very well in diplomatic communications between Minos and any outside sources, but he didn't seem as excited or flattered by her proposition as she'd hoped. 

"If you accept, Zavir would take your place as head of the royal guard, while you become the first line of defense Minos would have against the UC or any other nations we might establish trade with. 

“You were raised in a royal household, you've been Dhega's right-hand man for years—and I know that hasn't been all wine and flowers—you're not a stranger to political power plays, you made all the arrangements when Dhega asked for a bride.

"All the other choices have their own agendas and zero experience with the outside world, so it would be up to me to teach them what to do, and battle with them as they question my every move and motivation...with you, I can carry on an intelligent conversation and know you won't balk at visiting other planets or stations."

Nivir looked down at the sand between his booted feet, rubbing at the back of his neck, "I am...I am honored you would ask this of me, my queen. But I am not one of the Golden Bulls to be so favored."

"When Dhega told me to choose our ambassadors, he said nothing about only choosing from the princes. As for favor, it's not a favor. 

“It's going to be hard, frustrating, probably ugly work that will take an incredible amount of patience. 

“You'll have to deal with pricks like the princes daily. Only you get to speak your mind and tell them where to shove their rude comments.

"I don't need your answer until the solstice, but keep in mind, there isn't anyone Dhega trusts more than you and Zavir. 

“I would be very reassured knowing someone as capable and resourceful as you would represent Minos. Angel Eyes will be your pilot, and until I can train someone to assist you, she'll gather the information you would need to speak to other delegates and ambassadors, be your security."

"Have you discussed this with the king?"

"No, not yet. I wanted to give you time to decide before I involved him."

He nodded and lifted his gaze to the palace, deep in thought and silent as they made their way back. By the time they climbed the last stair Jalia was out of breath, sweating profusely, her legs were trembling, and her belly was doing its best to gnaw a hole through her spine. 

"You'd think after all the stairs I've climbed up and down since I've been here, I'd be in better shape."

Nivir grinned, and half carried her over to the seating area closest to them, waving down an attendant to bring some water. 

"Perhaps we should install a lift for you, my lady." He was teasing her, but Jalia wouldn't be opposed to several lifts in convenient locations. 

*****
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"She fell asleep almost as soon as you left to attend Prince Isandros's arrival, your majesty,"

Dhega put his finger to his lips, waving Dysis away so he could spend a few more minutes in silent appreciation, staring at Jalia where she lay sprawled on the swinging daybed she favored. 

There were tablets and charts spread out all around her, an enormous tray of half-eaten snacks, little pots filled with sand from Dymigona nestled in and among the food. Anarchy, and yet he knew if he asked for a specific item, she would know its precise location.

Jalia had been dedicated to reading everything she could on the different ways they could go about procuring the items they needed to ensure they were not putting Minos in jeopardy as they tried to defend her, obsessed with pouring over the fine print and putting her clever mind to good use. 

Walking the walk, she said, though Dhega had no idea how exhausting herself had anything to do with walking correctly.

He knew she was concerned about the Universal Coalition and what they would do once they found out the riches of Minos weren't limited to gold or jewels and weighing the likelihood of her family becoming involved in their lives when she so clearly wanted nothing to do with them. 

She gave some human idiom about the devil one knows, which she explained was a way to say that choosing the enemy she was familiar with and used to foiling, versus a new enemy they didn't know, was the wiser course. 

Her family being the enemy she knew well. Dhega couldn't fault her logic in that regard.

It was difficult for her, but she had admitted to him the company her twin brothers owned was the safest choice to get the communications and ground defense systems. 

Her suggestions on how to tread carefully and avoid leaving vulnerabilities in their outer defenses, in the protection of the nebula and regulations on who should or shouldn't be allowed to breach the border, were wise. 

He admitted several things he would have overlooked could have been the deciding factor as to whether Minos was invaded, or peacefully explored by other races at their invitation. 

Jalia suggested they advance the civilization in stages so as not to set the entire planet on its ear and make decisions as to trade and outside influence as they came instead of soliciting them and allowing those outside influences—such as the UC—to dictate their progress.

She was tireless in her pursuit of ensuring no one would take advantage of them, but it was taking its toll on her. 

There were dark circles under her eyes, her feathery lashes rested on pale cheeks, and of late she had been taking long naps in the afternoons, then waking angry that she hadn't completed this or that task, putting far too much pressure on herself. 

As though the entire fate of the planet rested on her slender shoulders alone, and should something go wrong, it would be her responsibility for having not prepared for it.

He was in the process of reaching out to take the uneaten lyiot fruit from her nerveless fingers when a terrible shrieking sounded from the golden cuff around her wrist. 

As though she'd been stabbed, Jalia jolted and came awake in an instant, sending papers flying and pillows to the ground as she flailed,

"I'm not sleeping!" she half shouted, making the most adorably confused sounds as she looked around for the source of the noise before glaring at her wrist and swiping her fingers across the metal surface to silence the shrieking. 

Dhega opened his mouth to ask her what had just happened, when half the guard came running to the rescue, weapons bristling as they surrounded the two of them near the swing and took up defensive positions.

"Uh, stand down, boys. No emergency here, I set my alarm to wake me up if I fell asleep. It's fine, we're good. Sorry,” He couldn't help it, Dhega found himself laughing before he could stop himself, harder when Jalia whacked him with a pillow and ordered him to stop. 

"It's not funny! I was trying to get some work done before Isandros and Renaya got here!"

"His highness and his family arrived several hours ago, my lady," Heiro informed her, still confused as to what was happening.

"Why didn't anyone wake me up? I have things to do, things to tell you, all this stuff—"

Dhega ducked when Jalia gave a frustrated squeal and went to smack him again with her pillow, catching her when her swing made the daybed fly backward and pitched her off the edge. 

"Leave us,"

The warriors dispersed at his order, leaving him with a lap full of squirming, irate female. 

"Jalia, settle. Isandros and Renaya are getting settled in their quarters. Everything is fine. You're exhausted. No one will begrudge you a nap,"

"I begrudge myself! I have too much to do!" she insisted, trying to gather the charts closest to her, actually growling at him when Dhega scooted away from her chaotic spread and prevented her from wiggling away by clamping his arms around hers, pinning them to her sides. 

"Jalia, this is not your burden to bear alone. You have gone above and beyond expectations I didn't have and done more in the last month to prepare us for what's to come than I thought possible. 

“As your king, I am grateful beyond measure. As your husband, I am worried. You're working so hard your health is declining, and I am not pleased."

"I'm perfectly fine!"

"You haven't slept a full night in weeks," he pointed out, because neither had he. "You're irritable, tired, you're losing weight, and don't think I haven't noticed you crying after we discuss the possibility of having to deal with your family. 

“Dysis has even commented on the stress you're putting yourself through, and I will not have it. 

"If you find you need a nap during the day, take one. Take two, if it helps. I will punish anyone who dares wake you, and I will order Dysis to hide that infernal thing you wear around constantly so you may rest. 

“I cannot do this without you by my side, but I can do this without you exhausting yourself. Am I understood?"

She heaved a sigh, the tension draining out of her all at once to leave her calm and relaxed in his hold, her head resting back against his shoulder, her hands smoothing over his forearms now instead of trying to pry them off. 

"Yes."

"Good. I am restricting you to two major items each day until your health improves. There will be no argument, Jalia, so don't even try it."

He cut her off before she could protest, leaving her room to do nothing except agree to his terms. But she did so irritably and clearly under protest. 

"Alright! Fine!"

"Thank you, my love. Now, as it is already late in the afternoon and we are to dine with the princes who have arrived on time, tell me one thing I can do to assist you today."

"I want Nivir to be the first ambassador." Having not expected that, Dhega didn't immediately respond, giving Jalia plenty of room to explain. 

"He's the only one even remotely qualified to be your voice when it's required that we send someone out to meet with delegates from JC6 or anyone else. 

“You know you can trust him to put your wishes first and not have an agenda which will go against what we're working toward. 

“He's been outside the nebula, and he's got experience dealing with royals with questionable tempers—"

"Are you suggesting I'm difficult to deal with?" 

"No. I'm telling you, you're a pain in my ass. Ow! Hey!" 

Dhega licked the soft flesh of her throat where he'd none too gently nipped the tender skin, inhaling the sweet scent of the bath oils she'd used this morning and the softer aroma that was hers alone. 

"Is that why you asked him to accompany you to the beach yesterday?"

"Yes. I wanted to give him some time to think about it. He hasn't answered me yet to say he'll do it. No doubt he wants your opinion first."

"No doubt," he echoed softly, his thoughts spinning as he continued to kiss and nuzzle at her throat, smiling briefly when he felt her breath catch and a shiver work its way through her body. 

Jalia did so love it when he spent time lavishing kisses to her neck and shoulder, and he loved pleasing her.

"Zavir would take his place as captain of the royal guard, and we would have a man in place with enough experience to be our first line of defense. 

“I told him it wouldn't be easy, and he'll probably hate the job after he has to deal with the UC, but—"

"You need not convince me, Jalia. You've made an excellent choice, and I approve."

"You do? Oh, well then. Good. Thank you."

"Will you do me a favor?"

"Is it a sexual favor?"

His face hurt from how widely he smiled. Her sudden change in emotion, from anger to lust in a heartbeat? Divine. 

"Not exactly, but I will, of course, accept any sexual favors you choose to grant me. Later." 

She gave an irritated little grumble, turning to press a kiss to his jaw. 

"Fine. What non-sexual favor may I do for you, your majesty?"

"When Angel Eyes returns tomorrow, see that you spend some time in that revitalization chair of yours. Hmm?"

"Sure. Right after the meeting with the princes."

"Jalia—"

"What? No sense in me getting all relaxed and revitalized only to sit down and ruin it all with the arguments Tyro and his support crew have prepared."

"Then use it twice. I want you well rested, love." 

"It's tough to be annoyed with you when you act like this," she huffed, proving there was some lingering tension within her when he spent several minutes kissing her into compliance.

"Act like what?"

He let her turn enough to sit sideways on his lap, able to see the spark of playful teasing in her gaze as she let her head fall back over his arm, her fingertips lifting to smooth the furrow between his brows. 

"A loving husband instead of a tyrannical king." 

"Tyrannical king? I'm sure I have no idea what you mean." It was all too easy to slip his hand beneath the robe she wore, palming the soft, smooth length of her thigh, following it up to the crease of her hip, fixated on the way her cheeks washed a deep pink and how her teeth sank into the succulent pout of her lower lip.

"I bet Nivir would,"

"I will be sure to ask him. Now, about that sexual favor..." her skirt bunched at her waist, the stroke of his fingertips back and forth above her mound caused her to immediately part her thighs, her hips rising in a silent plea, not a single barrier to be had between his skin and hers. 

He could feel the awesome heat of her, the incredibly slick juices seeping from between the delicate petals of her sex. Her hands dug deeply into his pelt, hanging on for dear life as he found the hidden treasure just there, circling it the way he had discovered gave her the most pleasure, entranced by her soft, exquisite little moan of need and the expression of slumberous desire on her face. 
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"So beautiful," Dhega whispered thickly, his gaze blistering with heat as he spread her inner lips with two thick fingers, rubbing back and forth firmly, teasing her by skating circles across her opening when Jalia tried to lift her hips to catch those talented fingers. 

Her blood felt like it was burning through her veins, surging to each of her most sensitive areas, making her nipples swell and rasp almost painfully against the material of her dress. 

She wanted it off, wanted to be naked beneath Dhega's intense, slumberous gaze, but she couldn't bear to let go of him or lose his hand between her legs.

A harsh exclamation of nearly orgasmic pleasure burst free from inside her, her body arching in reaction to the plunge of his fingers into the dripping depths of her pussy. 

He spread her, working his hand back and forth, a deep, rhythmic pace that made her entire body tremble.

Jalia needed him with a desperation she couldn't control, but then, he was so very good about making her come apart and forget any notions she had about control, driving her to the edge of madness and beyond, always leaving her a deliciously ruined mess on whatever surface he took her against.

She was fighting for a full breath, her womb tightening with the growing intensity of what promised to be an unbelievable release, his fingers stroking nerve endings throbbing for more with each thrust of his hand. 

Jalia felt like her skin was drawn too tight across her body, her hips gyrating on his fingers, rushing to meet the rising swell of pleasure.

The sounds of hot, wet sex and the harsh panting of their breaths filled her ears, her own sounds of need added a layer of vibration that ratcheted the sensations flooding her even higher. Electricity danced across her skin, bringing her closer to the end, her pussy tightening around the length of Dhega's fingers until he was groaning with the effort it took to continue thrusting inside her. 

Her back arched, she drew in an urgent gasp of air, and there it was. A blinding, nearly vicious, absolutely rapturous wave of release that crashed through her and left her trembling in his grasp. 

Tears wet her cheeks as her body convulsed with the lingering aftershocks, dimly aware of being moved, something soft cushioning her back. 

Jalia felt weakness steal through her, shaking from the intensity of that release, her gaze heavy-lidded, her mind sluggish until she felt cooler air wash over her entire body, and Dhega rose over her, blocking the sunlight that blinded her. 

He spread her thighs with loving hands, his expression tight with wanton delight, greedy as he scrutinized every bare inch of her laid out before him like an offering.

She watched him raise his hand, still glistening with her juices, licking the taste of her from his fingers like it was the most decadent treat he'd ever been given. 

Dhega made it a sexual act in and of itself, and that weakness she felt preventing her from lifting so much as an eyebrow, was pushed aside in favor of more. More pleasure, more touch, more of him.

"We have plenty of time for another nap before the evening meal, my love. Are you tired?" he drawled, teasing her with the glide of his cock through her cleft. Jalia shook her head, the desperation, the out-of-control need building once again. 

"No? Are you sure?"

She sank her shaking hands into the glorious mounds of his ass, laughably unable to make him move so much as an inch, 

"I'm not tired," she insisted, still trying to catch her breath. She could smell the faint hint of her on his mouth when he bent and brushed his lips ever so softly against hers. 

"You will be," he promised and struck. 

Everything inside her seized. Her body contracting around the hard, almost brutal plunge of his cock inside her. 

There was that infinitesimal moment where she felt the heaviness of his shaft stretching her, the pulse of blood through the thick veins electrifying the nerve-rich tissue, the echo of that throb sounding in every single one of her cells. 

She released the grip she had on his backside in favor of digging her nails into his pelt, somehow finding the power to lift her legs and lock her ankles around his waist, her body rocking with the power of his driving hips, holding on for dear life while the world dissolved around them and became nothing but pleasure. 

Raw, pounding, all-consuming pleasure.
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Dhega stifled a yawn, wondering perhaps if he shouldn't have joined Jalia in her revitalization chair. His clever queen had woken this morning ravenous for the taste of him, as though it had been days since they last came together, instead of mere hours. 

He watched her walk toward him now and wondered if his physical desire for her would ever wane in its intensity, fervently praying it would not.

The dark circles were gone from beneath her eyes, the tension that had tightened her shoulders had eased, and perhaps it was his biased adoration, perhaps it was simply the power of the technology on board her silver ship, but she seemed to float across the room, glowing with health and vitality. 

On the day of their wedding, she had come to him with her natural hair and eyes, and she did so now wearing a gown the same soft blue as her eyes. 

The smile she sent his way...he had to force himself not to grin back at her. His council and princes already thought he was a fool for his queen, which of course he was, but no need to reinforce their thoughts by giving them visible proof. 

He kissed her fingers when she set her hand in his, knowing if he took so much as a whisper of a kiss from her lips, he would give away the depth of his love for her. 

Thus far, no one had given him reason to suspect they had nefarious thoughts toward Jalia, and never in his wildest dreams had he ever considered he would be so taken by a woman or so deeply, emotionally entangled. 

He held her hand now and felt the heat of her where she sat beside him, giving a glance around the room at the faces surrounding them, searching for any signs of malice or ideas to weaken him by harming Jalia. 

It had not been said in jest; Dhega would see blood in the streets before he allowed harm to come to her.

"Whatever you're thinking, stop it," she whispered in his ear, drawing his attention back to her and how beautifully she glowed. 

"You're feeling better?"

"Much better. Did you get a chance to speak with Nivir?"

Dhega nodded, rubbing his thumb deeply into the pad of her hand, feeling oddly unbalanced to only have Zavir at his back, but content in the knowledge Nivir would go out into the galaxy and be his voice. 

Jalia had been concerned he would be displeased with her choice, but how could Dhega be displeased? She was here because of Nivir's diligence and resourcefulness. 

"I did. He has agreed and will begin his duties today."

Jalia looked very pleased with herself, almost smug if the sparkle in her eyes was anything to go by. 

He had little time to wonder what she was thinking as the meeting was called to start, and his focus became on how to counteract the arguments made against the plan to bring Minos into the future.

Though in truth, his queen seemed to be in her element and shot everyone down with well thought out, logical, unemotional responses. Dhega had little to do other than agree or disagree, but he noticed not once did Jalia mention her familial ties to the UC or the terraforming company JC6.

No one seemed particularly surprised by Dhega's announcement that Nivir was their new ambassador, and he couldn't have been more pleased when Nivir took to the position as though he had been doing it his whole life. 

It seemed the princes around them had no idea how capable Nivir was, or that he possessed the ability to pose intelligent, well thought out rebuttals and suggestions to add to the conversation. 

The only one openly displeased was Simo, 

"I don't understand why Dymigona is to bear the brunt of the financing! If we are all participating in the purchase of these...these terraforming items, why is Iros or Antaeus, or Kaetonia not expected to contribute?"

The vibrant glow Jalia had begun the meeting with had faded as time went on, and as this was the second time Simo's financial concerns had been raised, her irritation was plain. 

Dhega bit into his cheek, rubbing his hand across his lips that wanted so badly to split into a grin, not envying Simo at all when her eyes narrowed on the scowling prince.

"If we filled this council chamber with sand from Dymigona, would your desert suddenly disappear, Simo?" she challenged, her impatience giving a harsh bite to her words.

"Of course not, but—"

"Are you using the sand from the desert for any purpose? Building mortar? Sculptures? Some religious reasons we don't know about?" 

Jalia ruthlessly fired back, her hair darkening to a sinister black, her skin paling to an eerie white, her blue eyes taking on a tinge of red as her temper reached dangerous levels. 

How strange that when she became afraid, her hair turned yellow. When she was angry, it turned black. Did she do it on purpose or was it completely involuntary?

"No, but—"

"All the other provinces are providing coins and jewels in equal measure, along with manpower and specific resources unique to their provinces. 

“Dymigona is providing sand. No labor, no extra gems or gold, sand. Sand that has uncommon properties in huge demand by the outside world.

"If such a resource was located in another province, believe me, they would be called upon in exactly the same manner as you. 

“You're not being asked to go out there and dig it up yourself, none of the people of your province are being asked to pack the sand or carry it to Letau on their backs. 

“You're the very last person at this table who has reason to be upset about what they're being asked to provide." 

Simo looked to him as though he would agree Jalia's proposal was ludicrous—which only served to anger Jalia further—and Dhega shrugged. 

"Every province is contributing to the process in different ways, Simo. Dymigona has a rare product Minos can provide without doing any damage to the planet, which ensures when we go to purchase our defenses, we will carry no debt, which means we will not be forced to ally with the UC unless we want to. Give me a reason why that is so unfair, and I will gladly consider it."

"Perhaps his highness would prefer to match the total quantity of gems and gold provided by the rest of us?" Turju offered with a silken smile. 

Jalia coolly agreed that was an acceptable compromise, and Simo finally realized if he continued to complain, he truly would be bearing the brunt of the financial burden. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Dhega came awake, uncertain at first what had disturbed him. Bright moonlight spilled through the open archways, the wind blew gently through the sheer curtains around the bed, and not a single one of the night sounds were discordant enough to have awoken him so suddenly. 

The meeting of princes had lasted well into the evening, and by the time Dhega called an end to it he could tell Jalia was a breath away from collapsing with exhaustion. 

He had picked her up with every intention of carrying her to the LUX but hadn't made it more than a few feet past the council chambers before she was asleep.

She hadn't stirred at all when he put a knee on the bed and lay her down, or when he eased the cuff from around her wrist to ensure no communications would disturb her, or the spray of jewels from her hair. 

Dysis had brought food and drink, all without so much as a whisper to disturb Jalia. 

He bathed, ate his fill, put down his thoughts on the day's meeting before they faded, and crawled into bed with his sleeping queen, unable to keep from ginning when she turned to him and cuddled against his side in her preferred position. 

Now he looked over to see if Jalia was still sleeping peacefully, only to find her side of the bed empty and the sheets cool to the touch. 

His heart rate tripled as he searched the shadows for her but saw no sign of her anywhere. He threw back the blankets and jerked the curtains aside as he leaped to his feet, checking the daybed out on the terrace, fear pumping through him that someone had snuck past Tom and taken Jalia while Dhega had slept on undisturbed. 

He had just sucked in the breath to call for his guard when he heard a soft splash. He found his queen in the bath, the urgency fading from him on a breath of relief as he watched scoop the water off her face and startle a little when she looked up and found him looming over her. 

"Fark my shoes, you scared me!" she told him, pressing her hand to her chest with a breathless little laugh. "Did I wake you? I was trying to be quiet,"

Dhega crouched at the edge of the pool, crooking his finger at her, taking her chin in his hand when she came close enough, glaring at her in hopes of impressing upon her how worried he'd been by her absence. 

"We have a palace full of disgruntled princes and the potential for one of them to do something stupid. Wake me next time. It was disturbing to reach over and not know where you are."

She stretched up on her toes to brush a soft, apologetic kiss across his mouth, promising in the future to wake him if she got up in the middle of the night and left the bed to do anything other than go to the bathroom.

"Thank you, are you hungry? You missed the evening meal."

A sheepish blush painted her cheeks, and she admitted to having eaten her fill before getting into the bath, 

"You looked so peaceful. I didn't want to disturb you. I do have something to show you, though. Unless you want to go back to bed?"

Dhega shook his head and got up to bring her a towel, holding it for her, watching her carefully climb the steps, the water parting to reveal her beautiful body, slick and glistening in the moonlight that filled the chamber. 

She grinned and purposefully reached up and back to wring the excess water from her hair, her breasts lifting towards him so enticingly he found himself salivating a little.

Jalia stood perfectly still and let him take his time drying her, humming hungrily when he licked at the little droplets clinging to her nipples, gripping onto his horns as she went up on her toes in response to his lips wrapping around the furled buds. 

Dhega suckled strongly, one then the other, using his tongue to press the swollen tips to the roof of his mouth, doing a little grinning himself at her moan of protest when he stopped.

He knelt down to dry off each of her beautiful long legs, licking at the crease of her hip, kissing his way across her belly to lick the other side, loving how the scrape of his teeth across her hip made her breath hitch and her skin prickle beneath his lips. 

Her eyes were glazed with pleasure, she was clinging to him and ever so slightly trembling, teeth gripping her lip at the careful swipe of the towel between her thighs.

"Perhaps I do want to go back to bed,"

"Me too," she agreed breathlessly.

"I thought you had something to show me?" he reminded, carefully tipping his head back as he stood to keep from accidentally catching her with his horns.

"Sh-show you, uh hu," Jalia gave herself a shake, giving him a playful scowl while knotting the towel beneath her arm. "You're a six-and-a-half-foot tall distraction with horns, that's what you are."

He couldn't help but laugh as she claimed him by the hand and led the way back to their bed, urging him to sit while she went to fetch her cuff. 

She climbed back up beside him and put it on, swiping her finger over the surface to display a small holographic window. 

Two blue lines moved across the black background, the rhythmic pulses were different, and he had no idea what he was looking at. 

He had just begun to learn the many functions of the cuff that downloaded and displayed data, fielded communications and filtered them through the ring in his ear along with what she claimed were millions of languages. 

It did so many things he couldn't remember them all, but Jalia was smiling at him with excitement, with such happiness, he couldn't admit he'd forgotten. 

She laughed, obviously able to tell anyway and took pity on him to explain.  

"This is my heartbeat," she told him, her finger following the peaks of the slower line at the top of the grid, "and this, is why I've been so tired and cranky the last few weeks."
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It had been a shock for her, sitting back in the revita-chair expecting a rush of energy and relaxation, only to hear the automated system announce the chair could not complete the process on its current setting. 

Angel Eyes had given her a weird look, shrugging at the unexpected announcement. 

"It's a brand-new chair, so what's wrong with you?" Angel asked, and of course, Jalia said nothing. Which meant a trip to the infirmary, only to discover a startling surprise. 

The Svrian clinic Jalia had visited to get her medical screening? Yeah, they'd disabled her birth control chip and not mentioned it. Pulling up her chart, the reason she was pregnant was clearly notated—

Breeding capability required: hormone inhibitor deactivated.

Jalia thought she would have trouble keeping the surprise a secret and keeping her hands off her belly during the meeting, but the constant aggravation provided by Simo and Tyro regarding the finances it would take to purchase the machines and devices necessary for planetary defense had kept her quite distracted. 

Now it was the dead of night, the light of the full moon was bright enough to see Dhega was staring at the second line of vitals, rubbing his jaw, looking at her skeptically, not comprehending its significance. 

All he heard was that there was a reason behind her exhaustion, and he was worried. It showed in the deep line between his brows, in the narrowing of his eyes. 

She gave him a minute to figure it out on his own and was just about to tell him when comprehension struck. 

Every muscle in his body froze as his frown melted away and his wide eyes dropped to her stomach. 

"Eight weeks and a few days ago, we were at Iros," she told him softly, flicking her wrist to dismiss the display of the heart monitor, which seemed to snap Dhega out of his stupor. 

He opened his mouth to speak, stopped, tried again, and utterly took her breath away when he reached out a trembling hand to brush her towel away, settling and spreading his fingers as wide as he could manage on her bare skin.

"Iros," he repeated hoarsely, his thumb sweeping back and forth above her navel, drawing her into his lap so he could hold her and not relinquish her belly, 

"A baby?"

Jalia managed a laugh even as his awe-filled question brought happy tears to her eyes, 

"Yeah. Do you want to know what it is?"

"What it...your machines can tell us the sex? Truly?" 

"Truly," his eyes were wide with wonder, and when she wrapped her arms around his shoulders he cuddled her even closer, tugging her towel away from her, so they were skin to skin, 

"Do you want to know, or be surprised?" He was quiet for long enough Jalia thought maybe he hadn't heard her, fixedly staring at the spot his palm covered. 

"Dhega?"

"I want to know," 

She couldn't help but tease him, just a little bit. "Are you sure?"

"Yes,"

"You don't sound sure."

"Jalia," his tone took on a dark edge, but his touch remained gentle as ever. 

She continued to giggle, reaching up to kiss his jaw, shocked and touched to feel how it quivered beneath her lips. 

It dried up her laughter in a flash, leaving only the warmth of happiness behind. 

"Based on the growth calculations, we're going to have a little boy in about ten months."

What breath he'd gathered whooshed out of him on a ragged sigh. Jalia hadn't been sure what Dhega's reaction would be. 

She'd hoped he would be ecstatic, but truthfully, she hadn't expected the depth of his emotion or for there to be unshed tears glimmering across the surface of his beautiful golden eyes.

"A son," he whispered, and Jalia was pretty sure she couldn't have been more in love. 

She could see the hopes and fears the powerful king of Minos felt in that moment, everything he was, reflected in his gaze. 

His brows lowered intently, his expression turning fiercely protective as he rubbed soft circles on her skin with just the tips of his fingers. 

"I hadn't realized until you came into my life, how very alone I've been. I have only just begun to adjust to needing anything or anyone with such ferocity as I do you, and now you give me this."

"Well, you have some time to adjust. I admit I'm nervous,"

Jalia realized she'd made a rather large error when Dhega's skin paled ever so slightly, and his scowl became more pronounced. 

"There is nothing to fear. I will order Nivir to bring the very best healers in the universe to care for you. 

“You'll stop working so hard, rest more. Nothing will go wrong. You will be fine. I will not allow you to be otherwise."

Wow. So maybe Dhega was a little bit like her father. The way he'd just ordered her to be fine? Kind of funny, unbelievably sweet, and oh so ridiculous, but very much one of those man-reactions she remembered her father having to anything he couldn't quantify. 

Command it to do his bidding. Therefore, it would have no choice but to obey or face court marshal.  

Only she didn't balk at Dhega's orders the way she would have done her father's, because Jalia could see the panic just behind the royal bluster. 

So that's what it was supposed to look like. A loving husband and soon-to-be father, worrying. 

"How did I get so lucky?" she murmured, rubbing her finger across his brow to smooth his scowl.

"What?"

Jalia shook her head a little, sure to the very depths of her soul, Dhega might have some dictator-like tendencies, but he would love their son and any who might come after, with everything he had. He wouldn't ever send them away or make them feel like they were less in his eyes.

"I was nervous because I didn't exactly have a family who taught me how to be a good mother, but I'm not so nervous now."

"You're not?" 

"Nope. You and I get to be our own family, and any kids we have will be loved beyond measure." 

She got up on her knees to straddle his lap, smiling as she hugged his shoulders and gave his stern lips a kiss, 

"I'll work even harder to make sure I have plenty of time to rest," kiss—

"nothing will go wrong," kiss—

"and I know I'll be perfectly fine with you looking after us," kiss—

"and you can hold off on sending Nivir to find a healer, because I'm already doing that."

Dhega didn't fight very hard when Jalia pushed him back into the pillows, his stern scowl having melted into a roguish grin in the wake of her kisses. 

They laughed and celebrated together in the quiet darkness, and quite sometime later when they lay tangled together, breathing hard and quivering from their joyful exertion, Dhega kissed her shoulder and cupped her belly with a possessive, protective hand, whispering a promise in her ear just as she drifted back to sleep,

"You have all of me, Jalia. Everything I am belongs to you."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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J-Alpha 6

JC6 headquarters

Nivir had spent many days in the company of his new queen, and it hadn't taken her long to uncover his secret. 

His parents and been adamant Nivir become the next king of Minos, hounding him daily as soon as he'd come of age to run the labyrinths and claim his birthright as eldest son of the royal house. 

It had been merely by chance Nivir had learned he was not the eldest son, and instead of being angered or hurt by the news, Nivir had been overjoyed. 

He had selfishly used the information to force his father to allow him to train as a warrior under Lycoris's men. 

It gave Nivir the opportunity to travel into space, even if it was only so far beyond the boundaries of the nebula. He'd snuck out a few times with no one being the wiser, never guessing how those little excursions would change the course of his life forever. 

Nivir held little love for his parents, always scheming and manipulating behind the scenes. 

Portraying themselves as such kind, benevolent rulers, when in secret the truth had been so much more sinister. 

Prince Demos and his wife were both dead because Antehe had wished it. Accidents carefully crafted by a queen driven mad with jealousy by the actions of her indifferent king. 

Many such accidents had happened over the years, and no one ever suspected.

It had been a blessing the day his father's eldest son had come to Letau and demanded the right of challenge, and Nivir had leaped at the chance to support his brother and come to know him better. 

Dhega had been such a wild, suspicious beast back then, and completely unaware it was his true father's head he carried through the Red Labyrinth. 

Many times over the course of his life, Nivir had considered telling both Dhega and Zavir the truth. Confessing the reasons for keeping his secrets, but after spending so much time with Dhega, Nivir realized he had no desire to lose the trust of either of his brothers or to give Dhega a chance to question everything that had given him purpose in life.

He had seen the day Jalia realized the similarities between Nivir and his elder brother, the knowledge in her gaze, but she never said a word. Even when Nivir had thought to explain before they left Iros, she had smiled at him kindly and lay her small hand over his. 

"It's your secret to tell, Nivir, and I think you'll find—if you do tell him—he's thought of you as a brother for a long time and would welcome you and Zavir both."

The morning after the solstice council meeting, Nivir had been summoned at Dhega's order, and Zavir told him the king was in a strange mood. 

One he hadn't ever seen before. Nivir thought Jalia had finally betrayed his secret. He recalled how he'd braced himself to face the Dhega's wrath, uncertain of the king's reaction when he found Dhega leaning on the stone rail of the terrace, looking out on the city with an oddly relaxed expression on his face.

"Come up here, you're not part of the guard anymore," he'd said calmly, waving his arm to encourage Nivir closer.

It was with great caution, Nivir came to lean beside his king. Besides his brother, wondering if this was one of those times where Dhega's calm exterior very carefully hid the monster beneath. 

Persis had given his sons many things, their height and coloring, the shape of their horns and an inclination toward violence. But having been raised in Antaeus had put a completely different shine to that violence. 

Dhega's mind was a labyrinth in and of itself, a puzzle so complex it would take a lifetime to truly know it's secrets, and as close as they had been over the years, Nivir felt no shame in admitting his older brother was still a mystery to him. 

So, he stood quietly, waiting for Dhega to speak, trying to gauge his mood and preparing to leap out of the way should his temper explode. 

"I have relied heavily on you for many years now, Nivir, and you've never once given me reason to regret it."

Nivir knew better than to relax, or to offer up information Dhega didn't ask for. 

"I have been honored to serve you, my king, and hope never to give you cause for regrets."

And it was the truth. As a king and as a man, Nivir genuinely respected Dhega. Loved him as he loved Zavir and was proud to claim him as family. Even still, Nivir was wary of the huge bull's temper.

"I have not often rewarded you or expressed the depth of my gratitude. I don't know that it ever occurred to me, and I'm somewhat ashamed to realize I've taken you for granted."

Zavir had been quite correct in his assessment that Dhega had indeed, been in a bizarre mood. 

"There were times when I confess I was not certain of how best to carry out your orders without displeasing you, your majesty, but I have not felt taken advantage of, and you rewarded me often."

"Did I?" Dhega drawled with a disconcertingly playful grin.

"Every time you sent me on a mission outside the nebula, I was ecstatic. I wanted to be an explorer when I was young, but my father insisted I was meant for the throne. I couldn't imagine a worse fate for myself."

Dhega turned then to face him, tilting his head with curiosity. "Is that why you never ran the labyrinths?"

"I had no desire ever to be king, and the prospect of running the Red truly terrified me. I had nightmares of it as a child." 

Nivir had been only seven summers old the first time he had been to the Red Labyrinth. 

Just a few weeks before Nivir remembered pitching a fit and declaring he would not be a king. He wanted to be an explorer. 

Persis had taken Nivir with him to Antaeus, declaring him old enough to witness what happened to those who betrayed their king or their herd-sire. 

Sitting beside his father beneath the crimson pavilion, Nivir understood his father was trying to punish and intimidate him, to caution him against disobeying by forcing him to watch the group of criminals being ripped apart in the labyrinth.

Nivir wondered if Dhega remembered finding him hiding in the antechamber outside Daegana's study. 

It was the first time he'd ever met his brother. Nivir had been hiding behind one of the large planters set within an alcove, having thrown up in the planter itself as soon as his father had left him alone to discuss business with Daegana.

Dhega had been a few years older, wearing the drab clothing of an attendant, but even then there had been something commanding about him. Nivir wasn't sure how Dhega had found him, or if he simply hadn't been hiding that well in the first place.

"Here, rinse your mouth out. You'll feel better," young Dhega had told him, offering him a simple clay cup of water and some dry bread. 

Nothing else had been said, and for a long time, they just sat there in silence until Nivir explained what he'd seen in the labyrinth.

"Eh, it's not so bad. Just don't piss off the king, and you won't end up inside it," the boy advised, slipping away as soon as he'd heard Daegana's voice. 

Nivir hadn't seen Dhega again until the day he'd come to Letau, but it was advice Nivir had never forgotten.

"I did not love my father or respect him as a monarch. I don't think I have to explain why, but I confess, the first time you emerged, I had mixed feelings."

"Most did," Dhega acknowledged with a casual shrug.

"The second time you emerged unscathed, I was astounded. The third time, I could barely contain my amazement, or my happiness knowing that arrogant windbag, Ponto would not be king. 

“This fourth time? I worried your queen would find some drastic way to punish us all for allowing you for volunteering to enter the gates."

Dhega grimaced as his gaze turned toward where Jalia slept. His entire demeanor softened, just looking in her direction, and after a moment Dhega heaved a hugely contented sigh. 

"Zavir already proves he has learned from the best, but it is strange without both of you at my back. Especially now,"

For a moment, Nivir had feared Dhega would call him back to serve as his guard, and of course, Nivir would return to service, but he craved the ability to go out into the world. To feel such freedom, 

“Minos has needed this change for a long time, my king. We have relied too heavily on the technology of our creators,"

"We have, but I find my concern in that regard is of little consequence. I have given the princes the opportunity to share their thoughts and opinions, but as of yesterday, they no longer have a choice. 

“Minos will have every defensive system available, and I don't care if we have to give up every grain of sand in Dymigona to do it. My son will never see his home invaded or lose his mother to injuries easily healed by medical technology."

Nivir had been well on his way to complete agreement when the importance of what Dhega had said penetrated. 

"A son?"

Dhega's hand gripping tight on his shoulder had kept Nivir from swaying in shock, "Jalia's machines onboard her ship confirmed it yesterday."

"A son!" Nivir laughed, overwhelmed with happiness for his brother. 

Dhega laughed with him, nodding as he gave Nivir another squeeze, his gaze turning solemn as he gave a regal dip of his horns. 

"I gave you an impossible task, and you brought me a treasure, precious beyond my wildest expectations. Thank you, Nivir. I demanded a wife, and you gave me a family."

Nivir later learned he had been the very first person Dhega had told of the impending birth, and in truth, Nivir was honored beyond reason. 

At that moment, he had felt like a beloved brother and had hopes in the future to someday be called uncle by a little prince.

But now, he worried it would never happen.

In their many meetings where Jalia had coached him on what to say, what to expect, how to deal with any problems or questions he might face as an ambassador, her one demand had been that he never spoke her name to anyone at JC6, or to any one of the Universal Coalition liaisons he might encounter. S

he instructed him never to outright lie, but at the same time if faced with a direct question regarding her identity by someone in charge, give away as little information as possible.

Nivir was curious as to why and had been stunned when she admitted her brothers were the founders of JC6, her father and eldest brother were extremely high-ranking officers within the UC, and she wanted nothing to do with them on any personal level. 

She explained her father and brothers would do their utmost to manipulate a meeting with the ruling monarchs of Minos, and once they learned she was queen, those manipulations were likely to become more vicious. 

She wanted to be sure Minos had some form of defenses in place before that happened—which she assured Nivir would happen eventually—and if they had nothing but the nebula to protect them? As she put it, they were screwed.

She had even given him a list of non-negotiable requirements should anyone from the UC or JC6 visit Minos. From construction crew to official liaisons or ambassadors, and Angel Eyes also had such a list, of security protocols to be implemented.  

Her concern being that someone would use a device to map out a path through the nebula to later give them access before Minos was prepared to deal with uninvited guests. 

Thus far, no one had balked at the overly cautious protocols, until today.
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This morning, Nivir had been surprised to no longer be meeting with a representative of JC6, but with the founders themselves. Jeremy and Joseph Justus. 

Jalia's brothers had been coolly courteous, explaining their presence simply by saying Minos was to be their largest customer to date, and they wanted to personally ensure their company was providing the best possible service to ensure a long-standing business relationship. 

Having been prepared for this tactic, Nivir hadn't made any objections and continued on as though nothing were amiss, but the identical twins were not nearly as proficient at concealing their true feelings as their sister.

Nivir was quick to admit, he was enjoying his new position immensely, mostly because he delighted in playing the unassuming fool who knew little of the universe and was therefore easily taken advantage of. 

The brothers had tried every which way they could to insist on coming to Minos themselves, claiming if the ruling pair truly wanted assistance in setting up their remote tracking systems and orbital satellites, several of the items on the list of Nivir's list of protocols were simply ridiculous. 

They needed this machine or this many number of personnel to build the satellites and they most certainly needed this survey drone to find the best location for the tracking system antennas. 

He had let them go on and on about all the things they required, and how without them, they couldn't possibly provide the very best service, his wrist unit recording every moment of the conversation, certain they were also recording, but as time wore on, Nivir was getting bored. And irritated.

"Gentlemen, I feel as though you've wasted my time, and kept me here under false pretenses," Nivir told the brothers, interrupting them mid-word. 

"I've spent the last week here at your facility being assured by the appointed representatives, that your systems are fully automated. 

“The radar tracking antenna are to be spaced according to this schematic here—which I've sent ahead to my counterpart on Minos—and per these very detailed instructions, the locations chosen to house the antenna are optimal.

"The tour of your satellite production facility was most interesting, as I saw several thousand satellites already assembled and ready to be launched via spaceship, at which point the pre-programmed trajectory engages, and the satellites arrange themselves around the planet. 

"I was given a list of numbers as to the necessary amount of personnel required to assist in overseeing the launch of these products, and nowhere on this list is a survey drone or geothermal mapping machines. 

“Now, if I've been misinformed by your colleagues and your technology does none of the promised functions, and I've therefore wasted seven days being subsequently lied to? I'll be taking our business and our emphrinite elsewhere."

The twins shared a tight-lipped look and tried one more tactic to bring a sizable force of men with them to Minos. 

"We've received reports that you have purchased three fighting class battleships from the Martollan's. 

“They are known arms dealers who supply countries and planets with the means to invade other systems. The business and safety protocols of JC6 does not support such endeavors, and while we are very interested in whatever emphrinite you may have, you can understand why we are concerned and want to see for ourselves that your people aren't preparing to invade anyone."

It was in this moment Nivir admitted, his queen was ferociously clever, and he couldn't help but wonder why anyone would ever consider making an enemy of her. 

She had anticipated every single avenue of questioning or backhanded dealings Nivir might encounter and given him the answers needed to navigate safely through it all while maintaining the upper hand.

He understood now, what she had meant when she told him politics was a labyrinth every bit as complicated and ever-changing as the Red Labyrinth itself. 

Without Jalia's guidance to impart the secret to navigating this mess of half-truths and misdirection, Nivir surely would have faltered.

"Your concerns are not unreasonable, but rest assured Minos has no intention to invade anyone or any planet. 

“We are purchasing only what supplies we need to defend and protect our system as we bring progress to our world.  

“And as I understand it, JC6 is the largest supplier of weaponry and arms to the military forces of the United Coalition, who, upon regular basis engage in invasions, battles, and all manner of skirmishes in several systems across the galaxy."

The twins had no immediate rebuttal, which gave Nivir ample time to continue drawing out the game, twisting and turning the men across from him in the direction he wished them to go. Or, at least he hoped he was. 

"I was given a set of instructions and acceptable negotiation terms by my monarchs. If you feel you are unable to meet our terms or support the growth of my world due to your business and safety protocols, I would appreciate it if you state it plainly, so I may confer with my king and decide which of the many other companies vying for our emphrinite we will approach next."

"Will you also be conferring with your queen?" It was Jeremy who asked the question, leaving his brother to observe for any untoward reaction Nivir might give. 

"Certainly, the king and queen of Minos share their duties equally."

Their gazes sharpened intently, and Nivir could see some of Jalia's features in the twin's faces, but not many. They were darker complected, their hair more black than brown, with darker blue eyes and a similar shape to their nose. 

They were undoubtedly intelligent, ruthless rulers of their company, but they lacked something Jalia had, and Nivir couldn't quite put his finger on what it was.

"We are told the king and queen were very recently married."

Nivir smiled at the twins, leaning forward to convey his curiosity, 

"I am very interested to know the source of this information, there are precious few outsiders who leave our system and live to tell the tale." 

Joseph ground his jaw in frustration, glancing somewhere up and over Nivir's right shoulder. So, they were being watched. How interesting. 

"The company employs many people who gather intelligence for us."

"I see." Nivir had a very short list of people who would have shared such knowledge, Iscarion and Croft being the very top of that list. 

Nivir had visited with Iscarion before he'd departed for his new life and made it very plain what would happen to him should Iscarion ever think to betray his people, or the queen responsible for giving him the opportunities to have said new life. 

The boy had seemed truthful and honest in his vow to remain loyal, no matter where his travels took him. 

But there were ways in which a boy could be tested or tricked into speaking and Croft? 

Croft had been with Jalia through the entirety of her ordeal, and present for the wedding. Nivir made a mental note to get in touch with Tom in regard to Croft.

"Well, I will leave you to decide whether or not you are able to meet the terms provided and would appreciate notice no later than tomorrow morning, so our ship can be re-directed to Minoan space."

"Your ship?" Jeremy asked with a blink of surprise.

"Yes. My people are learning to pilot the vessels we have purchased from the Martollan's, and one of them is headed here to collect the cargo I had been dispatched to purchase. 

“But if no purchase is made, there is no reason for the third ship to continue it's heading and can return home."

Joseph looked up again, his frown so deep it appeared both brows had become one. "We would be happy to deliver all the products, of course."

Nivir sat back in his chair, giving a thoughtful rub of his jaw to hide his smile. "So I have been told on many occasions. Is there something wrong, Mr. Justus? You keep looking behind me as though someone was there."

The professional business masks had then disappeared, and Jeremy had slammed his fist to the table top violently. Or rather, as violently as a human could, but all it made Nivir want to do was laugh. 

"Let's cut the bullshit, alright?"

Nivir spread his hands and welcomed the opportunity, glad for the lesson in curse words Angel Eyes had given him, otherwise he might have misunderstood the usage of the word bullshit, in this context. 

"By all means, lets."

"We know our sister is on Minos, and we're not selling you or your people anything until we speak to her." 

"I was not aware you had a sister, Mr. Justus," oh how he enjoyed this game! And Jalia had been concerned he would grow weary of it, bah!

Joseph gave a strangled growl, clearly at the end of his patience, "We have two sisters. One we thought was dead, and the other one has been keeping you entertained in the evenings while you've been here."

And that was the moment Nivir had lost all hope of ever being called uncle, by his nephew. 

He'd thought their meeting was a complete accident. Having lost his way in the fruit orchard at the south end of the complex, Nivir had turned right, and right again, knocking a lovely human female to the ground in his clumsiness. 

She had laughed when his horns tangled in a shrub as he bent to try and help her, the sound joyous and sweet, her voice even more so as she'd helped him get free.

She introduced herself as Jade, pushing her golden hair out of her bright green eyes, smiling up at him with a charming shyness he had at the time believed to be so innocent. 

Nivir had been captivated by her generous curves and the way she shoved her hands in the pockets of her white overcoat, as though trying to keep her long fingers from touching him despite desperately wanting to. 

Or perhaps it had been his imagination, his own desires imprinted upon her beautifully pale flesh.

After admitting he was lost, Jade had taken him on a tour of the orchard, plucking ripe red berries for him to try, peeling the vibrant orange flesh off another to share the succulent wedges within. They'd wiled away hours together until she confessed she had duties to attend to. 

She had invited him to share the evening meal with her, dinner, she said, in the compound's main restaurant the following night, and after walking him to his guest quarters, Jade had shyly kissed his cheek and bade him goodnight. The next evening, Jade's kisses hadn't been nearly so shy, or so chaste.

Jalia had warned him it was possible her family would possibly try and send a woman to his bed in hopes of gaining information from him. 

Information he might not realize he was even giving away, and to be vigilant, wary of any woman who boldly introduced herself and tried to lure him away from his purpose.

He had assured his queen there was no woman in the galaxy who could glean information from him about Minos, and yet here sat the Justus twins, confessing to having sent their sister to his bed.

Nivir had told Jade nothing of his people or of Jalia, only that he was here to purchase terraforming gear. 

Still, he learned a bitter lesson, and the feelings, the hope that had been brewing within him that he should be so lucky as to find a woman who made him smile as stupidly as Dhega smiled at Jalia, shriveled to nothingness. 

It took every ounce of skill he possessed to not react to the news that the woman he had spent so many pleasurable hours with, was every bit as devious as Jalia had warned. 

"Well, I was certainly entertained. I hope whatever information she was sent to gather from me was useful," Nivir very calmly slid his plasti-tab into its case and stood up, eager to be gone as quickly as possible so he could contact Jalia and confess his failure. 

He prayed she would be understanding, but even if she was, Dhega certainly would not be. 

"Now then, your other sister's name? If I am to deliver your ultimatum to my monarchs, they will wish to know the name of this person,"

Jeremy gave a furious grimace, raking his hand through his hair in agitation. 

"Jalia," Joseph told him, not bothering to hide his contempt any longer. "Her name is Jalia. She ran away from home when she was sixteen years old, and we never heard from her again. We thought she was dead."

Curious, as that was not the story Jalia had told him. 

"I see. I will take my leave, confer with my monarchs about my time here, and send their reply as soon as I receive it. Angel?" Nivir touched the ring in his ear, glad to hear the familiar voice respond,

"Ambassador?"

"Please prepare the LUX for departure. I'll be there soon."

"Engines are hot and ready. We'll be waiting." 

Relieved and more than ready to get the fark off this planet, Nivir gave Jalia's brothers a cool smile and a nod, 

"Please give my regards to Jade. Her efforts on your behalf were most enjoyable." 

It delighted him to see the frustration and panic on the twin's faces, fully aware they might have just lost their chance at being supplied with the precious emphrenite, but it left a bitter taste in his mouth as he swept from the room. 

He heard Jade's voice behind him, angry and laced with tears, demanding to be released.  

"Damnit, Jared! Let go! Nivir, wait!"

It went against everything he believed it not to turn and look for her, to not rush to her aid. 

Nivir ground his teeth and forced himself to keep walking, to remind himself no matter how it had seemed, their time together, whatever he had begun to feel had been completely false

He didn't stop, and he didn't look back. Nivir had allowed himself to be played for a fool on his first mission as ambassador, and worse, he had been given fair warning to expect it. 

He deserved whatever punishment Dhega saw fit to mete out, but nothing his brother could do would hurt worse than this feeling of leaving the shattered remnants of his pride and his heart behind him.
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As soon as Angel Eyes had confirmed there were no listening devices on his person or spyware on his plasti-tab, Nivir had sent a message request to Minos, and been almost immediately answered. 

Dhega had been unavailable, off in another meeting, which Nivir was certain was a blessing. He wouldn't have to hear his punishment delivered in person. 

Jalia's image filled the space in front of him, the simulation chamber making it seem as though she were sitting in front of him, both of them on the terrace of the king's quarters on Minos. 

He had confessed his failure as quickly as possible, played the recording for her to judge his performance, and at the end of it all, the only thing his queen had to say was—

"You really liked her, didn't you?" The compassion in her voice was nearly his undoing. 

Nivir bit down on his cheeks and shook his head as he inhaled deeply, trying to cool the acidic churning of his guts, struggling not to remember the sound of Jade's laugh, or the taste of her lips, or the way it had felt to sleep with one hand cupped possessively between her thighs, his other around her breast.

Never in his life had a lover ever met and matched his desire with such unabashed pleasure, or such acceptance of the hedonistic control he demanded. 

Jade had flourished under his touch in ways no other had, not even the very well-trained ladies of Ephidon. At least, she seemed to. 

To know it was all a lie? Humiliation burned him to have to admit to his queen, who he adored and respected, how easily he was fooled.

"I liked who she pretended to be," he corrected, "but I suppose it doesn't matter. 

“I was careful not to speak of Minos, or of you, so unless she rifled through my things looking for clues, the only thing worth taking back to your brothers was the sample of emphrinite. And tales of my gullibility, of course."

Jalia sighed sadly, "I'm so sorry, Nivir. This is my fault," 

"What?" he guffawed incredulously, certain he had misheard her, "My lady, you had no hand in my falling prey to this trap. You even warned me against the possibility of it, and like a fool, I rushed toward it, her, with open arms."

Jalia clicked her tongue, reaching up to flick her tears away. Tears Nivir was horrified to see and had no idea how to stop, 

"I suspected it might happen, yes. But I didn't expect Jade to be the lure my brothers used. 

“She's usually glued to a microscope staring at bacteria samples and so busy with her work, she doesn't even realize there are living people around her until she needs blood samples, so I didn't think to include a photo of her in the files I gave you. If I had, you'd have recognized her, and this would never have happened."

Nivir had hoped Jalia would be understanding, but emotionally taking the burden of guilt upon herself? It never crossed his mind she would be so forgiving, and for some reason it made his failure feel so much worse. 

"Is there anything I can do to repair the situation?"

"Nivir, as heinous as this experience has been for you, it was still beneficial." His skepticism must have shown because his queen gave a little smile. A wicked, chilly smirk. 

"My brothers have made their reputation as honest businessmen, stomping out their competition simply by being above reproach, not accepting bribes, or stooping to corporate espionage and sabotage. Or by at least appearing to be. 

“I'll draft up a formal complaint against the company, Dhega will sign it, and Angel Eyes can file it with the UC which will make it public knowledge. 

"We'll also send a copy to the JC6 legal department—just a few hours after the complaint becomes public—citing corporate espionage and false information as our reason for withdrawal of our intent to purchase any terraforming products and denial of entry to all employees to Minos.

"Worst case scenario, we have to go with another company. Best case, we have three battleships outside Minoan space, and my brothers will be so desperate for us to withdraw our complaint, they'll agree to whatever terms we want. 

“I find it hard to believe my siblings thought I was dead, but if they don't give in on their demand to speak with me, they can do it on board one of the battlecruisers."

"A sound plan, my queen," Nivir was sure it was, but he couldn't find much energy within to care. 

"I apologize again for my behavior,"

The fierceness faded from Jalia's expression, and she reached out as though she could touch him, but all he felt was the hum of energy from the hologram along the back of his hand. 

"Please don't beat yourself up about this, Nivir. It was your first run, and I didn't prepare you as well as I could have."

"We will agree to disagree on that, your majesty, but I promise it will never happen again."

Long after her image had faded, Nivir sat in the dark, allowing himself the luxury of wallowing in his self-loathing for just a little while longer. 

But Angel Eyes didn't give him more than a few moments before the simulator came back online and he was sitting in front of a stage, watching a hideous creature with tentacles gyrating around a pole, illuminated by violently colored lights.

"What...what am I looking at?" he demanded loudly, barely able to hear himself think over the volume of the music. 

Angel Eyes appeared with an armful of silver bottles and plopped down on the seat next to him, opening a bottle that gave a loud hiss and handed it to him. 

"The cure for what ails you, my friend. Don't think, drink."

Uncertain if this was another one of her human customs, he tipped the bottle up and felt the flavorful burn of some sort of spirit. 

It seared its way down his throat and annihilated the feeling in his belly just long enough to give him a breath of relief. 

"I called Tom like you asked," she shouted, her gaze fixated on the dancing...thing. Was it supposed to hang upside down like that?

"And?" he shouted back,

"What?"

"What did he say? Dear gods, can we watch something else?"

"WHAT? I can't hear you, let's watch something else." 

The scene immediately changed to some fighting spectator sport, where powerful, brutish looking aliens fought hand to hand, striking out with fists and feet in a stunning show of violence. 

Yes. Much better.

"Keep drinking," Angel ordered, clinking her bottle to his, "anyway, I told Tom that either Croft or Iscarion had diarrhea of the mouth, and he said he'd take care of it."

"What does that mean?"

His companion shrugged, fixated on the fight, hissing in sympathy when one of the combatants went down. 

"Well, Tom's an assassin, so I assume it means someone is gonna die. Jalia made a deal with Boudreaux, and part of that deal was total silence. 

“Boudreaux has a reputation for being a man of his word, and if one of his crew made him a liar, well, Boudreaux'll make that guy dead. Feeling better yet?"

Nivir shook his now empty bottle and thought about it, "No. Not really."

"Have another one."

He took the second bottle and lifted it to his lips, humming over the different, sweeter flavor. 

"I like this one. Explain how this is the cure for...for what ails me?"

Angel Eyes snorted derisively, "We get shitface drunk, and in the morning,  we feel so physically terrible, the broken heart doesn't seem as painful. It wears off—the hangover—but you get some perspective. You know?"

"No, but your theory is sound. Speaking from experience?"

"Yup. Only I fell for a two-faced son of a bitch. Several times. Which I why I now stick to pleasure-bots. Way less complicated. Was she pretty?"

"Most beautiful female I've ever seen," he admitted hoarsely, staring into his bottle, wondering if there was enough drink on board to forget her.

"They always are."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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"We can leave, right now. There are other options available to us, my love. You've seen to that,"

Jalia paced past Dhega for the hundredth time, and for about the tenth time, he reminded her they could leave. 

She wanted to be anywhere but here, but this was the move she'd made, and her family had countered precisely in the way she had expected. 

JC6 and her brothers had bent over backward to maintain their good standing within the coalition, and to ensure all the emphrinite Minos had to offer went exclusively to the Justus Corps.

They'd even received an additional discount on the tracking systems and thank the stars Jalia had Angel Eyes on her team to ensure no little extra features or purposefully included weaknesses 'accidentally' found their way in the programming of the satellites. So far so good on that front, everything was loaded and on its way within the belly of the Deianeira. The largest of their three battlecruisers, named after Dhega's mother.

They were currently in a large meeting room on board the Kallisto, named for one of the previous queens of Minos, with the Euphrosyne close by should her family bring more than their one ship. 

Their new fighter pilots had taken care of every satellite orbiting the nebula, practicing their flight skills and battle formations. 

Four months and they had nearly a full squadron of pilots for each of the three ships, and to Jalia's utter delight, their best pilots thus far were female, and most of them came from Myonaea.

Everything was going well, communications were still a little sketchy, but every territory now had ways of contacting one another. 

The ground shuttles had arrived last month, and people all over Minos were singing their praises. 

The battleships were brand new and fully armored, the flight squadrons were nearly at capacity, and warriors had come in droves to begin training and testing for rotation aboard the cruisers.

All they waited on now were their medical suites and supplies, their in-orbit satellites for the radar tracking system, and the corresponding antennae. 

It was all on its way, but JC6 hadn't released them until Jalia had agreed to meet with her family. All of them.

"Jalia, all this fretting is bad for the baby. Sit down, or I'll take you back home so fast—"

On her next pass, Jalia turned and let her head fall against Dhega's chest, her adrenaline-fueled shivers easing in the warmth of his embrace, his warning cut short as he put his arms around her and rubbed soothing circles on her back. 

She took a deep breath, hoping she could somehow pull his strength into her, wrap it around her like armor to hide behind to get through this.

"I'm not fretting. I'm preparing for the worst possible scenario and giving my hormones a stern talking to. I've been crying when I get emotional, and the very last thing I want to do today is cry in front of my father. He'll take it as a sign of weakness, and I'll accomplish nothing."

"If he says anything to make you cry, hormones or not, I'll have Heiro blast him out an airlock."

Jalia laughed into the soft fabric of Dhega's shirt, tipping her head back to look into his stern, solemn face. Ever since he had seen the demonstration of the dangers of the airlock, it had been his go-to threat. 

Piss off the king while he was on board a battleship? You get thrown out the airlock. 

It was kind of adorable. Except it wasn't a threat. Dhega absolutely meant it and was dying to test it out on someone dumb enough to piss him off. Subsequently, everyone was on their very best behavior.

"I love you," she told him, loving the way her admission turned the gold of his eyes molten in response.

"Do not try to distract me from purpose, woman. I mean it, I will only tolerate so much, and should any of your family members upset you, I will deal with it. 

“They asked to assure themselves of your health and to speak with you. They did not specify for how long." She agreed that was true, but Dhega hadn't ever been faced with the Justus crew and had no idea how stubborn they were.

"You are a marvelous, clever, fierce, powerful, beautiful female. A queen. My queen, Jalia. Family or not, they are here at your will and have no power over you except what you give them. 

“Every warrior in this room will leap to do your bidding. When you are finished speaking, your family will leave. 

“I am here with you, and should you falter or cry, I will think no less of you. Not one bit."

She struggled against tears right now, thankful for the way Dhega had curved himself around her so none of the warriors would see if she did let a few fall. 

"Now then, where's your crown?"

"In our quarters,"

"Why is it in our quarters and not on your head?"

Jalia shrugged, nuzzling at his skin to soak him up, "I thought it might be a bit much for a semi-informal meeting."

"I disagree. Aetion, tell Dysis to bring the queen's crown."

"Ah, Zavir has just contacted me to say the Justus party has arrived," one of the bulls closest to them announced.

Dhega grunted derisively with his lips pressed to her brow. 

"They can wait. Dysis. Crown. Now."

"Right away, your majesty!" Aetion was not new to Dhega's guard, but since Nivir had been promoted the poor guy seemed to be getting the brunt of anything that displeased Dhega, as Zavir was often undertaking important tasks Dhega trusted no one else with.

"Thank you, Aetion," Jalia called, hoping to soothe the sting of Dhega's growl.

"Of course, my lady. Please know you have only to say the word, and we will clear the room immediately."

With so many handsome men at her beck and call, what could possibly go wrong?
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To Jalia's left was an enormous floor to ceiling viewing window that looked out on the breathtaking beauty that was the Minoan Nebula, and if she hadn't been so nervous, Jalia could have spent hours staring at it. 

Dhega insisted she sit on the one big chair set up on a small dais, Herio and Aetion in front and to the sides of her armed with pikes, while Dhega maintained position at her right, standing there with his most dangerous look and his arms crossed over his chest. 

Tom stood within her peripheral, having come in a few minutes ago, while Zavir waited patiently outside in the hall with her family. 

The com channel was open between them all, so when her father impatiently asked what was taking so long, Jalia heard Zavir's calm, chilly response. 

"You are not the only people to seek an audience with the king and queen this day. I did ask if you would prefer to wait in the guest quarters until you were summoned, but you declined."

"Sum—summoned?" and there it was. James Justus' big general voice, incredulous and outraged. It made Jalia shiver with memories of being called to his study and on the wrong end of another lecture in decorum and appearance. 

Any minute now he'd probably call for some MPs or shake his stars at Zavir. 

"Do you know who I am, boy?"

Dhega grunted at her side, not amused, but Zavir handled General Justus like a pro. 

"Of course. I have been thoroughly briefed on all members of your party. You are five-star General James Justus of the Universal Coalition, age sixty-four. I am Zavir, his royal majesty's second in command, age ninety-seven by your human standards."

"James, calm down. We're here in an unofficial capacity—did you say ninety-seven? My goodness, you don't look a day older than my youngest son!" 

Jalia ducked her head to hide her smile when she heard her mom's voice. Always fascinated when presented with a cultural or archaeological wonder. Which today just happened to be Zavir.

"Mom, not the time," and there was Jared. He sounded so much like their dad, Jalia had often wondered if he'd been cloned. 

However, Jaclyn Justus would not be denied when the curiosity was upon her. 

"How long have you been second in command, Zavir?"

"I have served the king loyally for nearly eighty of your human years, as third in command. My promotion was recent, as my brother Nivir was so honored to be promoted from second in command, to our first Minoan ambassador. I believe you've met him, Dr. Justus."

Jalia looked up at Dhega, finding her husband smirking ever so slightly. Forget pro, Zavir was a master. His contempt wasn't directed at her, and still, Jalia could feel the frosty bite of his voice. 

"Wow," Jalia mouthed at Dhega, getting a quick bounce of his brows in answer.

"Is he here?" Jade asked, the note of hope in her voice brutally shot down by Zavir's harsh, 

"No."

"So, you were around when Jalia became queen of your planet?" Jared changed the subject, not convinced he was being told the truth. 

"Indeed, I was."

"How?" Jared pressed.

"How, what?"

"How did she do it? Did she con her way onto the throne? I can't imagine she bought her way in."

This open com channel and making her family wait was the best idea Dhega had had yet. 

It was proving to be a veritable font of information. Jalia had known her family didn't think much of her, but man, her brother wasn't pulling any punches. 

"What does he mean by, con?" Dhega growled, clearly aware it was an insult, but not sure how bad.

Jalia shrugged, her fingers rubbing against the gold pattern stitched into the hem of her shawl, speaking for Zavir's benefit as well. 

"He's asking if I cheated to get here. Any second now he'll ask whether or not I used my body to entice you into giving me a crown." 

If Jared had been able to see the black look on Dhega's face, Jalia wondered what he might have done or said next. 

"Open the doors when he does, Zavir."

"My lady earned her place as queen, General," Zavir stated firmly, and as predicted, Jared just couldn't help himself. 

"Earned it how? On her back?"

The warriors handling the doors from her side banged them open so hard, her entire family jumped with surprise. 

Even having listened to them speaking for the past few minutes, it was a shock to see them all after so long. 

They must have all be taking anti-aging treatments because not a single one of them looked to have aged a day since she'd seen them last. 

It was odd to see her dad out of uniform, wearing the plain white jacket and trousers that had been provided after the extensive security scans, he looked almost like a normal dad. 

His black hair was striped with regal wings of silver at his temples, his strong jaw clenched and raised to a proud angle, eyes narrowed in either distaste or disapproval, she couldn't tell. 

Her mom was trim and beautiful as ever, looking sleek and posh in her white dress, her blonde hair fell in a sheet around her heart-shaped face, and Jalia was truly surprised to see the way her lips trembled, her cheeks turning hot with unshed tears that seemed to make her bright green eyes shine like gems. 

Huh, dad had really sold the whole death thing. 

Jared didn't have the same dignified streaks of silver in his black hair, but he was an identical copy of their father, looking just as uncomfortable to be out of uniform.

The twins were a beautiful blend of their parents, their features softer and more like their mother's, but they had their dad's dark hair and deep blue eyes. 

Jade was curvier than Jalia remembered, filling out her dress like it had been made especially for her. Jalia sometimes forgot how beautiful Jade was, remembering her wearing medical scrubs and lab coats, her blonde hair stuck up in a tight bun to conceal the fact it was a hip-length fall of perfect curls, hiding her emerald green eyes behind magni-glasses to help her with her work. 

Now, with her hair down and without those big clunky glasses, she looked every bit of a goddess, and it was easy to see why the twins had sent her to seduce Nivir. 

Just seeing her and knowing how deeply Jade's lies had wounded Nivir, Jalia couldn't help but do her best to cut at her sister.

"Of course not. I hear that's Jade's new job, Jared." The way Jade turned an unflattering shade of red and shot a mortified look at Zavir, and then at their parents was immensely satisfying. Unfortunately, their parents didn't seem to be paying attention to Jade at all.

"Oh my god, Jalia?" 

Jaclyn Justus rushed forward, only to come up short by the warriors that dropped their pikes to bar her mom from going any farther. Jaclyn looked shocked, confused as to why she was being stopped. 

Jalia thought she'd be angrier to see her mother, that the urge to tell her to take her fake tears somewhere else would be on the tip of her tongue, but it was harder than she'd thought. Maybe it was the hormones, but she found herself wanting a hug.

"You will not approach the king and queen without permission!" Heiro barked, and it was petty of her, but Jalia couldn't help the feeling of satisfaction she got from seeing the understanding on the faces of her family. 

“They hadn't believed she was queen of anything, and Jared still didn't, even seated on a throne, a crown on her head, with Dhega standing tall and imposing beside her.

"It's alright, Heiro, thank you. Sorry, mom. These guys are kind of over the top about security." Jalia smiled easily and got up, her stomach flipping from throat to toes as she walked down the steps to stand between the two towering warriors and hug her mom.

It was so strange, to breathe in and smell her childhood. Jaclyn's subtle perfume made Jalia remember days spent wandering around museums, staring at the different alien exhibits and wooden shelves behind thick panes of glass, stocked full of actual books, wondering where her mom had gone. 

Jalia didn't have enough fingers to count how many times Jaclyn had gone off with some aide or curator, forgetting she'd brought her youngest daughter to work. 

Sometimes it had taken Jaclyn hours before she'd remembered and come looking, more often than not finding Jalia wandering with some group of children on a school field trip or giving tours to patrons herself. 

"Oh honey, look at you!" Jaclyn laughed now, tears streaming down her cheeks as she took Jalia's face between her soft hands. 

"You're so beautiful, and I love your hair."

Jalia had gone with a vibrant mix of pinks, purples, and rich indigo, needing the bold colors like armor, knowing it would offend her father's sensibilities to see his youngest child—a queen no less—with the hair of a hoodlum. 

Even as her mom seemed overjoyed to see her again, this close Jalia could see the lines of grief etched deeply around her eyes. 

"How do we even know it's her? Remember that other girl who tried to pass herself off as Jalia, mom?" Jared challenged, ever the voice of practicality.

Jalia smiled at her mom and took hold of her wrists, leveling a glare on her oldest brother she wished would actually hurt. 

"You've still got it, I see."

Jared's lip curled as though he were looking at an insect, and not his sister. 

"Got what?"

"That enormous stick up your ass." His eyes widened at her reply, and doubt started to creep in, "But, let's see. How do I prove to you, dear brother, I am who I say I am? Hmm? Ooh! I know. 

“When I was eight, I found mom's student aide, Anna-Lena Johannesson on her knees in front of you, with your oh so spiffy pants around your ankles in dad's office. Does he know about the shooting star tattoo you have on your ass?"

Jared's lips pressed together in a scowl, making him look both constipated and furious at the same time. 

When Jalia raised her brows, silently inviting him to deny she was who he damn well knew she was, and somewhere in the room Jalia heard a cough that suspiciously sounded like a hastily muffled laugh. 

"Jalia," oh that tone! Her name said with such an air of disapproval. 

She looked at her father with a cool smile, "Yes, General?"

Could she blame it on her hormones? Or had facing her fear of her father within the Maze of Two Souls given her the freedom to confront him? 

Jeremy took the opportunity to step forward, coming up short when Heiro gave a sharp grunt of warning, looking at the big bull like he'd forgotten Heiro was there. 

Jeremy seemed angry, flushed and frowning at her, searching her face desperately for an answer to a question he hadn't asked yet. 

"Where have you been all this time? Why didn't you call us?"

"Call you?" Jalia scoffed, "Why would I have?"

"Because we're your family, and we thought you were dead!" Joseph shouted, every bit as angry as Jeremy, though for the life of her Jalia couldn't imagine why. 

Her mom suddenly backed up a step, looking intimidated and maybe even a little bit frightened, and a few moments later warm, familiar hands smoothed over Jalia's shoulders. She fought not to let the relief she felt show on her face. 

She wasn't ashamed to say she wouldn't have been able to face her family like this without Dhega.

"Raise your voice to my wife again, and you'll find yourself blasted out the nearest airlock." Dhega's voice was like the strike of an ice-cold whip, lashing out to hit Joseph clean in the face, making him pale and flinch. 

"We're her family," he repeated lamely. For the first time, Jalia was glad her pregnancy hormone-fueled mood swings, finally swung the way she wanted.

"That's news to me," she announced hotly, the surge of anger burning away any hesitation or uncertainty she'd felt toward this meeting.

Her father narrowed his eyes to dangerous slits, his nostrils flaring indignantly as he reached for his wife and pulled her back to stand with him, 

"And what exactly does that mean?"

Jalia wanted to rage and scream at him, the urge was right there, but the General never responded to tantrums. He liked his explanations to be rational and concise. 

"It means exactly what I said. I haven't been counted as part of the Justus family for a very long time, and none of you took pains to hide it."

"Honey, that's not true!" her mom protested, looking wounded as she clung to her husband for support.

"No? Odd, I thought the company you and dad helped the twins set up was called Justus Corps, six. 

“Only, oops, there's seven Justus family members. Was JC7 already taken, or did you not like having an odd number for a company name, Joseph?"

Joseph's face screwed up incredulously, "We thought you were dead, Jalia."

"Bullshit, you started JC6 when I was thirteen and dating Colonel Cartwright's daughter, Pamela, who told you I was a eugenics reject. I didn't vanish until sixteen."

"What happened, sweetheart? Why would you run away from home?" Jaclyn asked, her heart in her eyes. 

"What in the world makes you think I ran away from home?" Jalia replied, wanting someone to say it out loud, to give her dad no choice but to finally tell the truth.

She could see the shock on her mom's face, how she looked up at her iron-jawed husband for help but found him staring straight back at Jalia in stony silence. 

"We wanted to send you to a special school, someplace to help you hone your talents and stop wasting them on illegal card games. 

“You were so upset, I think the whole station heard you arguing with your father, and the next morning you were gone. We thought you'd just skipped school because you were angry, but then you didn't come home, and no one had seen you. You just disappeared."

"Disappeared." Jalia repeated softly, "It felt that way. How long did you wait to report me missing?"

"Three days. Your room always looked like a bomb went off in it," Jaclyn said with a hollow smile, "The MP's asked me if anything was missing, but I couldn't tell."

Jalia nodded, managing a weak brush of her knuckles back against Dhega's shoulder when he gave her a gentle squeeze, reminding her of his presence. 

"I wasn't given the opportunity to take anything. Two of dad's goons jerked me out of bed in the middle of the night, cuffed me like a criminal, slapped a gag over my mouth, and shoved me into a pre-programmed shuttle that took me straight to Scillion. 

“He couldn't even be bothered to take me himself, and by the time you reported me missing, I was locked down at the Telantes Reform School for girls." 

"Jamie, what is she talking about?" not even her mother's imploring question made the General blink.
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Jalia felt like she was in a staring contest with her father, silently daring him to lie. He was looking at her like he didn't know her, searching her face for any signs of the rebellious daughter he had so harshly punished over the smallest infractions. 

Listening to her music too loudly, not making her bed, staying out past curfew, refusing to wear a uniform to dinner, making friends with other children from lower ranked families. 

Failing to meet the basic requirements during physical fitness tests or failing altogether because she had skipped school that day in favor of playing cards with dockhands.

Jalia hadn't ever stepped past innocent crimes. She hadn't stolen from anyone; she hadn't gotten drunk or gone to wild parties and slept around with the upperclassmen. 

She'd never hurt anyone or caused catastrophic failures to individual systems in the station, but her friends had, so by association that made Jalia every bit as terrible in her father's eyes. 

He'd told her so often enough, constantly belittling her, pushing her to do better in school, to just apply herself and accept her place in the world. To join the UC and stop acting like an entitled little girl.

"Telantes was a magical place, where the matrons broke hands and fingers if any of our personal messages were anything but hearts and rainbows, expressing how much we loved it there. 

“If we stole food from the pantry to feed the starving girls who had been sent there to lose weight, we were caned until everything from our ass cheeks down were bloody and bruised. 

"If we were caught out of bed after lights out, if we were caught with contraband, or didn't take our lessons seriously, failed a test, or got a speck of dirt on our clothes, we would be chained naked in the freezer where they stored the meat. 

“Two days after our punishment, the matrons were kind enough to put us in stim-cell chairs to heal whatever damage they did to us. 

"I was told by some of the girls who had been there the longest, it was a new policy after several of the students had died from their injuries and parents threatened to contact the UC. 

“I sent messages to all of you. Begging you to come get me, to help me, to do something to get the other girls and me out of there. 

"The only response I got back was from Jared, telling me, per dad's orders, I could come home as soon as I learned to follow the rules, and behave like a lady. 

“I guess it was just easier to say I'd run away. No one would question five-star General Justus when he makes an official announcement, least of all his family members."

Jade and the twins leaped at the opportunity to swear they hadn't gotten any messages, the three of them looking to their father for answers, but the General just stood there mutely, gripping his wife tightly. 

As though she were the one keeping him on his feet, instead of the other way around. 

"I was there for three years, and when I finally did manage to escape, someone put out a bounty of two hundred credits to bring me home alive. Two hundred credits! 

“A lost dog would have gotten a higher bounty, and all it did was bring out every low-life, drug-addled, disgusting, desperate mercenary and bounty hunters in the galaxy, and while I'm sure they would have delivered me alive, unharmed was a different story." 

The silence was almost overpowering, humming with tension, with resentment and anger, and all Jalia wanted was to hear her dad admit it. 

“Admit to his family what he'd done, and finally give Jalia some closure. If she was lucky, maybe some understanding of why he'd hated her with such a passion. But it seemed luck wasn't with her today,

"I enrolled you at the Conservatory, Jalia. A UC accredited school with special programs for someone like you," he finally ground out, that vein in his forehead starting to throb. His only outward tell to betray the depths of his emotion,

"Someone like me," Jaila repeated slowly, not sure she could put a name to what she was feeling, or how tired she suddenly was.

"At age four your cognitive skills were so far off the chart, there wasn't a scale they could be quantified on. You could memorize and repeat anything you read or saw with perfect recall, and I mean perfect. 

“Math was extremely difficult for you. Asking you to do an equation in your head was impossible, but if someone wrote out the formula for you, you could memorize it and pass any test put in front of you.

"And while math was a problem, give you a puzzle or something with a pattern, and you'd solve it in minutes. Sometimes seconds. Jade used to play the piano, and at age six, you sat down next to her and watched her play a sonata. 

“Two days later I came home and thought it was her playing, but there you were, no sheet music, playing like you'd done it your whole life. Perfect time, not a note missed or a stanza skipped.

"You took to processing probabilities and statistics like a fish to water. You could have become the most formidable lawyer in the galaxy. 

“An intelligence agent, a code breaker, or the communications commander of a covert strike team. All that talent and you wanted to play card games, compete in virtual reality simulations, and run around with all those foolish juvenile delinquents. 

“I threatened you with military school, thinking the routine and repetition would help you. Give you some damn purpose in life, but you wanted nothing to do with it, and we argued. 

"You stormed out of my office, and your mother convinced me you were trying to find where you fit in. She showed me the programs offered by the Conservatory, told me to cool off and let you calm down. The next day, you were gone, and we never heard from you again. 

"I've never heard of the Telantes Reform School for Girls, but I don't believe in corporal punishment, and I would never have sent you to a place like that. 

‘Once we realized you were missing, I put the entire station on lockdown to look for you. I interrogated your friends, Jared took half the fleet to chase down every ship that had docked and left..." 

Jalia watched her dad's eyes glaze with memories as he trailed off, gasping shortly like he had something to say, but couldn't quite get it out, floundering to grasp whatever it was remembering. 

It was frankly disturbing to see every ounce of expression fade from his face, the blood draining from his cleanshaven cheeks to leave him looking frail. Human.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


[image: image]


Okay. This wasn't the way Jalia had been expecting things to turn.

Her father was supposed to confess to having had her kidnapped and shipped off to the ass end of the universe. 

Not turn to look at his oldest son, his pride and joy, like he was about to commit murder. Whenever the matrons at Telantes had talked about Jalia and the person responsible for her, they'd said 'the General.' 

It hadn't ever questioned which general, because it hadn't occurred to her Jared felt anything toward her other than annoyance. 

Jared had been eleven when she'd been born, already enrolled in the UC Academy as a junior recruit, on the fast track to becoming an officer. 

He'd never had much time or interest in her and wasn't home much for them to form any sort of deep sibling bonds. 

Jalia wasn't close to any of her sibs, they'd all been doing their own thing by the time she'd come along, but she hadn't thought any of them would hate her so profoundly as to knowingly send her to a place like Telantes. 

"You found a scrap collector with the shuttle. It had her bio-sig all over it, but the computer was fried. 

“No way to track where it had been, no way to tell where she might have been taken. Isn't that what you told me, Jared?"

Jalia watched her brother fight not to come to attention in response to their father's commanding bark. 

He wasn't facing her, but her father's glare was so severe she still felt a shiver tear down her spine. Dhega gently pushed her to his side so he could take a step in front of her, shielding her with his body as though anticipating a bloody battle, and for a moment Jalia forgot how upset she was.

She curled her hands around his wrist and bicep, resting her cheek on his arm to steady herself while her anger turned instantly to love. 

Over and over, Dhega had shown her, proved to her, no matter what happened or what life threw her way, she would never have to suffer it alone.

He loved her, he believed in her, he understood her, he knew her secrets, and he never asked her to be anything other than herself. 

She could fall apart, cry, mourn, and he wouldn't let her do it alone. It was going to hurt, whatever Jared said to explain why he'd had her stolen from her bed and done everything in his power to make her disappear, but so long as Dhega was standing with her, holding her, protecting her, loving her, she could take it.

"Yes, sir." Jared bit out stiffly, looking somewhere in the vicinity of the space above their father's head despite now being almost nose to nose.  

"Look. At. Me." Even from across the room she could hear her brother swallow, immediately obeying the dangerously soft command, 

"Tell me you had nothing to do with your sister's disappearance, and I'll believe you."

Jalia held her breath, waiting for Jared to answer, and for a while, she wasn't sure he was going to respond. 

Slowly, the rigidity in his stance eased, his hands unclenched from the fists he'd made at his sides, and his blank expression melted to one of bitterness and contempt. 

"When I took command of my first battle group during the Kednean War, you told me the quickest way to lose the respect of my men and my adversaries, was to make empty promises and empty threats. 

“You told me a commander could talk out his ass all day long, but if he wasn't willing to follow through, he had no business taking a position of leadership."

"Jared—" Jaclyn's voice broke, but it didn't stop Jared from confessing now that the cap had come off his jar of secrets.

"How many times did you confine Jalia to quarters for disobeying you, only to turn a blind eye when she waltzed right out the door? 

“How many times did you forbid her from going down to engineering to illegally gamble with the grease monkeys, only to later find out she'd crawled out the air ducts and spent half the night down there cheating those assholes out of their money? 

"How many times did you threaten to let her sit in the brig with the rest of her little gang of criminals, and then send one of your aides or me to bail her ass out? 

“How many times did you ask her to behave during important dinners, only to have her turn right around and embarrass you in front of commanding officers by informing them their interpretation of UC law or codicil was wrong? 

"When her friends shut down gravity in the atrium and caused mayhem in the markets by setting off the fire alarms, I finally thought you were going to do it. 

“I listened to you tell Jalia she was leaving on the next transport for the Vanguard Base Academy, and I was relieved to know after all those god damn empty threats, you finally meant it. 

"She stormed out like the entitled little brat she was, and I thought, thank god. But then mom came in to talk sense into you, and by sense, I mean she put your balls in her pocket and reminded you how special Jalia was. 

“How different from the rest of us she was. How she just needed someplace where she could fit in and decide for herself how to best use those special skills of hers. 

“Only, how special is it really, when a computer could do everything she could at five times the speed?

"You went from sending her to the toughest military academy in the UC, to some flowery school where she'd be coddled, allowed to choose her own schedule, walk around campus naked if she wanted to, and told at least five times a day how special she was. 

“You were up for promotion, I was up for promotion, and every single one of the other officers up for the same promotions whispered in the ears of our superiors, asking if we couldn't control one rogue teenager, how could we possibly be expected to control our battle groups.

"I tapped two of my best and treated her the way you should have, and put her ass on a transport to Telantes. Their success rating was ninety-five percent, eight points higher than Vanguard, fifty points higher than the Conservatory. 

“I counted on you tearing apart the station and coordinating every battle group and resource available, showing those doubting superiors exactly what we were both capable of. 

“We didn't find Jalia, but we tore a hole through the Phalgian slave trade, shut down the Yidine supply line getting parts for thermo-concussion bombs into Brara 256 that had destroyed three of our bases, and reclaimed Thalia 4.

"She was out of the way, safe, learning what it was like out there in the real world where 'special' didn't get the job done. I got regular reports on her progress or lack thereof, and I was honestly surprised she kept trying to send us all messages knowing the consequences. It took her longer than I expected to escape. 

"I figured she'd have been out of there within a few weeks, but so long as she thought you put her in that place, chances were slim she'd come running home and pick up where she'd left off. 

“Just in case, I put out the reward, figuring no reputable hunter would go after such a small bounty, and the ones who would, weren't likely to return her in stable condition. The psychiatrists would say it was residual trauma manifesting—"

The sound of flesh meeting flesh and the thud of Jared hitting the deck made her flinch, but it wasn't even close to the bare minimum to what Jared deserved. 

Jaclyn was crying silently, her hands pressed to her mouth while her shoulders shook, watching her husband standing over their oldest son. 

Jeremy and Joseph had their arms around Jade, shock having dulled their expressions, but Jalia didn't see disbelief or pain. It bothered them she had been so mistreated, but in the way it would bother someone to hear a holo-report of her kidnapping on the news. 

It was probably more of a surprise to have seen their dad knock Jared out cold with one punch.

The truth was out now, but the relief Jalia had hoped to feel wasn't present. Jalia wasn't angry. She wasn't sad, she felt...exhausted. 

Drained and more than ready to take off the crown, the beautiful embroidered dress, and crawl into bed to sleep. She squeezed Dhega's arm and looked up at him, strangely touched by the banked fury in his gaze and the desire for retribution so clear in his expression. 

"I'm tired," she told him softly, and just like that his focus shifted to her. 

Immediately, no hesitation, her family drama was dismissed with a jerky nod as he swept her out of the room. Jalia heard her mother call after her, but she didn't have the energy to say anything other than, 

"Later."

As they passed, Dhega gave Zavir orders to see her family taken to the guest quarters to wait, and ensure Jared was put somewhere uncomfortable. 

Dhega got her to their suite, sent Dysis away with a dismissive wave of his hand, and undressed her himself. 

"Are you alright?" he asked as he tucked her into bed, his brow puckered with concern as he stroked an enormous hand over her hair. 

"I don't know. I expected to feel relieved, but I'm just tired. I'm really farking tired." Jalia felt like her bones weigh a thousand pounds, so heavy she could barely move.

"Then sleep. There is nothing for you to do right now, nothing that cannot wait. Just sleep." 

He continued to pet her hair as her lashes dropped, his other hand covering the small mound of her belly. It made her smile, and she fell asleep knowing she was safe, warm, and loved.
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It displeased Dhega immensely to allow her parents to remain on board the Kallisto, but they had asked for time to learn more about the daughter they thought lost to them. 

When Zavir had brought their request this morning, Jalia had hesitated, gnawing on her lush lips, honestly conflicted. 

She'd spent ten years believing her dad was responsible for her stay at Telantes, and even though she knew it was Jared's doing, she wasn't sure what to say to her father. Sorry for believing you were such a cold-hearted bastard?  

Jalia had embarrassed him on more than one occasion, citing regulations or codes he and any other UC soldier got wrong or misinterpreted. 

She distinctly recalled a lecture in which she'd been told not to open her mouth unless someone had asked her a direct question. 

Jalia had felt mortified, trying to explain she was trying to help, to prove she'd been working hard to memorize all the material for her tests, only to be told no one liked a know-it-all. 

Nothing she had done seemed to please her old man, so eventually, Jalia had quit trying and gone her own way.

Now ten years later, she'd found her way, her home where people didn't mind she was a know-it-all, or if they did, they didn't dare say anything to contradict or displease her. 

She was a queen, a wife, soon she would be a mother, and wanted none of her father's opinions on how well she was or wasn't succeeding.

"The queen and I remain on board for five more days to oversee the next round of pilot simulations," Dhega said, his hand settling on her nape, his thumb sweeping up and down her throat, gently pulling her out of the past. 

"Her parents may stay until our departure in their quarters or escorted to the main dining hall by no less than six warriors. 

“If the queen wishes to visit with them, she will say so, and see them in the smaller antechamber off our quarters."

Zavir gave a sharp nod, "I will see it done. Your sister is also requesting a private audience, my lady."

Jalia curled her lip, about to firmly refuse, but wanted to get some answers for Nivir. 

It wouldn't soothe the hurt Jade had caused, and if her sister's answers were crap, maybe Jalia wouldn't tell him at all. Sometimes though, not knowing hurt worse.

"I'll see her after breakfast,"

"As you wish," Zavir left, holding the door open for Dysis on his way as she came in with breakfast. 

Dhega came around to sit beside her on the lounge, his one arm settling on the curved back behind her, his palm settling on her stomach, his touch so at odds with the harshness of his expression. 

"Take one more day to rest,"

Jalia cupped his cheek, "I slept for nearly twelve hours straight. I'm rested. I just want this all over with so we can go home and keep moving forward." 

Dhega's eyes narrowed as though testing her resolve, but didn't immediately shoot her down or tell her no. 

"If Dysis doesn't mind staying within earshot, I swear I'll holler if Jade so much as irritates me."

"Dysis will do as she is commanded," he told her, raising his voice loud enough for the young Minoan to hear. 

Jalia loosely clasped her hands behind his neck, carding her fingers through the coarse strands of his pelt, 

"I don't have a lot of friends, and she's been very good to me, so please don't piss her off and send her running back to Islingrane."

Dhega blew out a short, sharp breath, grumbling under his breath before he leaned in and made her very glad she was half lying down. 

He wrapped his arms around her, brushing a dozen sweet kisses across her cheeks, her eyelids, finally her mouth. 

Warmth rolled across her limbs, pooled in her belly, her worries and conflicted feelings floating away as though they'd never been. 

It took him five tries to pull back, neither of them wanting to stop, but when he did Jalia could see hints of amber swirling in the gold of his eyes. 

She traced the kiss stung curves of his lips with a fingertip, his scent covering her, every spot he'd touched a kiss to had left a gentle tingle.

Dhega still claimed he didn't fully understand the concept of love, but with her, every touch, every glance, every action he made was born of love.  

"I will check in on you regularly. If you need me, I don't care what I'm doing, call for me, and I'll be here."

See? So loved. "Okay,"

He levered himself up off the lounge and pointed down at her with absolute seriousness, 

"Take care of my son. Stay on that couch," Jalia laughed hard enough a few tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, but she promised and got one more brief, hard kiss. 

"Dysis, you even think of abandoning my woman to go back to Islingrane, I'll blast you out the nearest airlock!"

Jalia groaned, her head falling back on the pillow behind her, but when Dysis came back into the room, she was struggling not to laugh. 

"Yes, your majesty. Would you like tea while you visit with your sister, my lady?"

She took a deep breath, inhaling the lingering notes of Dhega's scent and prepared herself. 

"Tea would be great, thank you, Dysis,"

"Right away," Dysis made to leave, but she paused in the doorway and turned to look back at her with a bright smile, 

"I have no plans to abandon you. I am very happy with my position." 

*****
[image: image]


Jade fidgeted in her chair, cradling the polished silver cup in the palm of her hand, her fingertips curled just so around the handle. 

Her hair was twisted up in a prim bun; she had on a slick blush pink pantsuit with a cream silk blouse beneath and a string of genuine pearls around her slender throat. 

She sat up so straight she might as well have been against a wall, her ankles crossed and tucked beneath her, the perfect lady while Jalia lay on her side, propped up against the curve of the lounge with her chin in her hand, waiting for her sister to say something.

Jalia had been waiting for almost five minutes now, 

"Are you waiting for permission to speak or something? Because I'm not that kind of queen, and I have better things to do than sit here drinking tea."

Jade jolted hard enough to slosh a little tea out into her hand, 

"Yes, of course. I apologize, I just..." she struggled to spit it out, but after a huge burst of an exhale, Jade rolled her eyes up to the ceiling and shook her head. 

"Do you have any idea what its like not to trust anyone? To wonder if you won't live through the day?"

In answer, Jalia simply gave a slow lift of her brow and a mildly sarcastic...okay, a totally sarcastic smile. 

Jade tittered, setting her tea down so she could wipe her hand, 

"Of course you do, what a ridiculous question. I suppose I should start from the beginning, hmm?"

"Usually a good place to start,"

Jade looked around the room furtively, glancing from her teacup to the table in front of her, 

"Do you have something stronger than tea?"

"No," Jalia drew out the word slowly, seriously shocked to hear her straight-laced sister ask for alcohol. "You don't drink. It's bad for your liver function and disrespectful to the temple that is your body,"

"My liver and temple are just fine, thank you," Jade informed her primly, but then her shoulders slumped, and she slouched back into the chair, stretching her legs out in front of her with a sigh. 

"Do you remember hearing anything about an epidemic on Reupra, the reels were calling it the Blue River Plague?"

Jalia shrugged, remembering it perfectly. The population of the entire planet was nearly decimated by a fever that mutated just as fast as a cure could be created, making it impossible to stop. 

"Some. It was a hemorrhagic fever, right? The Reupri have blue blood, so when the vessels in their eyes ruptured it looked like they were crying blue rivers. I'm guessing you created the cure?"

Jade shook her head, and Jalia noticed the carefully concealed circles beneath Jade's eyes, the vacant expression she hid behind her artfully applied make-up. 

"I created the plague."

Jalia struggled not to spit out the mouthful of tea she'd just taken, "I beg your pardon?"

Jade rubbed at her forehead as though she had a headache, her delicately painted fingernails flicking through the air dismissively, 

"I was working on a cure for another sickness on another planet, which meant altering the biological nature of the virus causing the sickness. 

“I finished my work for the day, went to my quarters, and after four point three hours of sleep, I went back to the lab, and all of my samples were gone. 

"At first, I thought I'd merely misplaced them, but that's never happened before. The things I work with, accidents don't happen, or people die. But I was exhausted, so I went back to review the security footage to make sure, only to find it had all been erased. 

“The company I work for brought in specialists who interrogated me for six days, trying to find out what I knew, who was responsible, had I helped them steal the samples. 

“Standard procedure I suppose, but while I was being held and questioned, the Reupri were getting sick. Dying. 

"Bio-weapons are still a problem in spite of all the protocols and fail-safes put into the modified viruses. All of mine have a self-destruct strain, so if someone were to be accidentally infected, the virus would die without the protein I use to stabilize it after four days. 

“But whoever took my samples and set the plague lose on Reupra, made sure there was no self-destruct. There are only a handful of other scientists capable of modifying my work, and the UC collected all of them for questioning, except one. Trig Martin."

"That arsecake a few years ahead of you in school who took credit for the work you did on the necrotic algae dysfunction that nearly ate through the clan of Etanianin traders?"

"It boggles the mind the things you can remember," Jade said with a fond shake of her head, "and yes. That arsecake. He works for a company named Onyx. They're private contractors with fingers in so many pies it's impossible to eat and not find one of their toenail clippings."

Jalia made a gagging sound, and immediately Dhega's voice filled her ear. 

"Jalia! Are you alright?"

She smiled and held a finger up for her sister to take a pause, touching her ear to answer. 

"I'm fine. My sister was talking about pies and toenails."

"You're not ill?" he pressed urgently, 

"No, I'm fine. Nothing's wrong with me."

"Very well. You're still lying down?"

"I am."

"Good. Apologies for disturbing you." She heard the soft click to indicate Dhega had signed off and looked up to find Jade looking at her with such naked longing it hurt. 

Her sister blinked, and her expression smoothed to a very obviously manufactured smile, 

"Sorry, Dhega worries. You were saying?"

Jade tilted her head to give her a thoughtful, penetrating look, "I thought it was your Luna Patch,"

"What was?"

"That glow you've got going on. Are you pregnant?"

Jalia felt herself blush as her hand moved to her barely-there bump, "Yes."

"Is it your husband's?"

Jalia's blush evaporated in an instant, whatever concerns had been growing for her sister slamming hard up against a solid rock wall. 

"Excuse me?"

Jade pulled a face, putting her hands up in apology, "I'm sorry, that sounded terrible. I didn't mean to offend you. It's just humans sometimes have trouble conceiving without assistance when the species line is crossed. My filter hasn't improved much over the years. Do mom and dad know?"

Jalia bit down on the inside of her cheek to stem her immediate reaction to snap at her sister. 

Jade had indeed always had a faulty brain to mouth filter, blunt often to the point of rudeness sometimes, and yet Jalia couldn't recall one single time when their father had reprimanded Jade for her lack of decorum. 

Maybe because Jade often chose not to speak much during dinner or around guests, but still, Jade reminded her of the resentment Jalia apparently hadn't let go of. 

"Not unless someone else said something. I haven't talked to them since the other day. Why?"

Jade gave a soft hum, glancing down at her lap with an odd little curve to her lips, a smile, but not. 

"Every time I came home for dinner, mom wanted to know why she didn't have grand-babies yet and very loudly commiserated she was the only mom among her friends who wasn't drowning in the next generation."

"You were telling me about Onyx and that arsecake?" Jalia prompted firmly, not interested in hearing about how Jade had come home for dinners and talked babies with their parents. 

It hurt more than she expected, and she remembered she still didn't have a good reason for why she should be forgiving Jade for hurting Nivir. 

"Yes, right. The arsecake modified my virus, I went to Reupra to do what I do, and it took me almost three months, but the team I was with got it under control, and I had what I needed to prove Trig's involvement. Onyx's involvement. 

“It's too big now for Onyx to deny, but that hasn't stopped them from trying to get to me. Someone of a professional nature broke into my condo and destroyed my mattress, thinking I was the lump in the bed. 

“But it was my research assistant, Jody. She was staying at my place because I was with dad going over everything and needed someone to water my plants.

"I was put in a UC safe house, but they found me and tried again, and again. It seemed like no matter where I went they found me. Turned out my company—OmegaTech—was hacked, and a list of all the personnel ID implants that are supposed to keep track of us while in the building and give us secure access to our respective areas, was stolen. 

"Whoever Onyx sent after me literally had me on the grid, so I called the twins. They sent a shuttle for me, pulled my implant and stuck it in some drone they made and whisked me back to J-Alpha to put me on lockdown. 

“I'd been there for six months, hiding while the UC ran an investigation, not stepping so much as a toe past the blast doors of my room, and the day I did, I ran into Nivir."

Jade's expression up until this point and been blank and pale, but as soon as she said Nivir's name, her cheeks washed a gentler pink and instead of gripping her hands together tight enough to make her knuckles turn white, she rubbed her palms together and massaged her thumbs deep into the center,

"I've seen a lot of humanoid alien species, but I hadn't seen anything like him. I hadn't talked to a man who wasn't one of dad's officers or a bio-chem scientist in...ever, and we didn't talk about my work at all. It was nice. 

“It was more than nice. We walked around the orchard, I introduced him to strawberries and oranges, and suddenly I was wondering how quickly I might be able to get him to take me home with him to his impenetrable planet where no one goes unless invited. 

"About ten minutes after that I was ashamed of myself and decided I was safer behind the fortified blast doors of my room, alone where no one else could get hurt or die because of me, but I still found myself inviting him to dinner. 

“By the time we sat down to eat, I just wanted to feel normal for a while. To soak up how it felt to relax and not worry about whether or not the person I was passing in the hallway was going to whip out a knife or use their bare hands to snap my neck. 

"I slept in a bed with a strange man and wasn't afraid to close my eyes. It was selfish, beyond selfish, and yes, I thought about using him to help me, but not how Jared and the twins meant. 

“I watched while they tried to jerk Nivir around, talking at him like he was some stupid rube who didn't understand the difference between a satellite and a star-chart, it was infuriating! But damn, did he talk circles around our brothers. 

"I'd say I hadn't seen anything so sexy in my life—but that would be a lie considering what I saw the night before—Jeremy made it sound he'd sent me to Nivir on purpose, and I saw how much it hurt him. 

“Jared wouldn't let me go, and Nivir didn't stop. I wanted to explain, but he didn't stop. He didn't even look back."

Jade took a shuddering breath, rolling her eyes up as she wiped at the tears tracking down her cheeks, doing that thing which ensured her eye make-up didn't smear by wiping just up underneath her bottom lashes. Jade was flustered and raw, but her make-up was still perfect.

Struggling to stay mad at her damn sister, Jalia was looking for any excuse to hold out, and managing to look pretty while she was crying? That was just irritating as hell.

"What is it you want from me, Jade?"

"I'm heading back to J-Alpha with Jeremy and Joseph tomorrow and I just...I wanted...I hoped you might tell Nivir I'm sorry. I just wanted a few days of normal in case dad can't help me handle this thing with Onyx, and to tell you how sorry I am I never got your messages. I'm so sorry you thought we abandoned you, Jalia, but I'm happy you found somewhere to belong."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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General James Justus stood with his hands clasped behind his back, at ease despite the turmoil which made his eyes burn and his chest ache with the pressure of the emotion he kept ruthlessly bottled up inside. 

The guest quarters of the Kallisto were opulent in comparison to anything the UC would have provided, even to someone of his position.

His new son-in-law had spared no expense, stating only the very best was acceptable to protect his family and his people. James had heard the reports on Dhega of Minos straight from the mouths of several witnesses who had come with their mistresses to compete in the contest to win the queen's crown.

Each one of the servants, ladies in waiting, slaves, and beloved body attendants had all said the same thing: the king of Minos was a monster. 

A brutal, cruel, calculating monster who had forcefully thrust change upon his people they were ill-equipped -for, and had no love in his heart for anyone. So, what did that mean for Jalia?

It was on his mind as he stood there, staring at his reflection on the enormous window that looked out on the beauty of the nebula surrounding Minos and its surrounding planets. 

A deadly, shimmering rainbow hiding debris and dangerous electrical currents so strong, they were capable of ripping a ship in half. 

His daughter, who he had believed to be dead the past ten years, had traveled through the dangerous, beautiful cloud to the planet beyond, to become its queen. 

Of course, he knew there was more to the story, and hoped someday his youngest child would tell it to him. But she had gone down there and run not one, not two or three, but nine deadly labyrinths to prove to everyone, perhaps even herself, that she was capable, strong enough, worthy enough to take her place as a queen. 

Ten years ago, if someone had asked him if he believed Jalia capable of winning such a competition, he would have answered without hesitation. 

Absolutely. 

All his children were exceptional, but Jalia had been unique from day one. Unique, and unexpected. 

His first four children had been precisely planned, down to the time frame in which they had been born. Their births had even been scheduled ahead of time. 

When Jaclyn had come to him with the astonishing news they would be having a fifth, very much unplanned child, James had been shocked. But he was a military man. He'd overcome his initial surprise, adapted, and planned accordingly. 

Jalia had made her appearance seven days ahead of schedule and continued to surprise them at every turn. 

Jared possessed such a mind for military strategy many had often asked if James had downloaded every training exercise ever performed by the human military into his brain. 

Jade could look at DNA and viral bacteria, and decode it's mysteries with such skill, at twenty years of age she had become the foremost bio-chem scientist in the UC. 

Jeremy and Joseph, adventurous as the day was long, had wanted to go where no other man or beast had gone before, and make it habitable. 

Their business acumen was startling in its elegance, and they had built a terraforming empire the likes of which had never before been done. 

They bought and sold worlds, custom made for the individuals with coin enough to purchase them. And if the individuals didn't have the coin, they signed contracts to support the UC as part of their loan repayment. 

But Jalia, the unexpected surprise, possessed the combined talents of her siblings. Her ability to solve puzzles, to memorize, to repeat, to create and plan, had been extraordinary, but unlike her siblings, she neither needed nor wanted someone to tell her how to utilize her gifts best. 

She wanted to explore that on her own, to decide for herself who was worthy of those gifts and who was not. 

At every turn she fought for independence, so stubborn and rebellious, James had reacted the only way he knew how. As a military man first, and a father second. 

Jaclyn had always been his guiding light when it came to Jalia, doing her gentle best to make him understand their daughter was a dreamer, not a soldier. 

It had taken him sixteen years to realize and understand what his wife meant, and by the time he finally managed to grasp a better idea of who his youngest was, she had disappeared. Stolen from them by a son James hadn't realized despised him. 

As a soldier, James could say he understood Jared's actions. There was no place in a military unit for a rebel, for someone who didn't follow orders and fall in line. 

There was no room in a military unit for anyone who forged their own path instead of working as a single entity for the betterment of that unit. It's how wars and lives were lost.

But Jared's actions and Jalia's accusations had opened his eyes to an ugly truth. A family was a unit, but it was not a military unit. A family did not survive on orders and battle strategies, or on perfect behavior and rigid rules. 

A family did not make a unique, special, beautiful little girl feel like an outcast because she did not conform or match the rest of them.

James had run his family like he ran everything else in his life. On a precise schedule that did not deviate or disobey. There had been rules, regulations, punishments, and so very little reward or praise. He loved his children. 

He could not exist without his wife, but he could not recall a time where he had told any of them they had his love. That he was proud of them. 

His son who was the ultimate soldier, who did everything by the books and lived his life by regulation and code, had taken it upon himself to see to it a rogue agent did not disrupt their militarized family unit, and he'd done it thoroughly with a plan so solid, no one had suspected.

Not even him.

His youngest child, the one who continually defied expectation, had faced him after ten years as a queen. Regal, fierce, so strong and proud, it had been a struggle not to allow his emotions free reign in the faces of strangers. 

Jaclyn hadn't had any such qualms, crying joyfully to know her baby was alive and safe and had held her tight when Jalia had accepted her mother's embrace. 

He looked back on his life and realized, not once had he ever held any of his children. 

He had assumed they knew they were loved, that he was proud of them, but he hadn't given hugs the way Jaclyn did. Listening to Jalia express her feelings of displacement, of abandonment, to hear the absolute belief in her voice that he hated her enough to send her away and be brutally abused, James hadn't ever felt such shame in his life.

To know his son had fueled the flames of such a soul-crushing fire, James hadn't ever felt such rage.

Regret was an animal, clawing and gnawing at his insides. 

If a king with a reputation for bloodthirsty ruthlessness could touch Jalia with gentleness in plain view of those who served him, say without words to all present she was precious to him, beloved, what did that say about her father?

"Jamie? Are you alright?" Jaclyn's voice was soft in his ear, just like the kiss she touched to his throat as she wrapped her arms around him from behind, resting her chin on his shoulder. 

"You were such a good mother, and I believed it was enough."

"What was enough?"

"Every night, when you tucked them into bed, you always said, 'have sweet dreams. Your father and I love you very much.' When I reprimanded them or told them they were not performing to the best of their abilities, they would turn to you, and you'd always say, 'your father and I love you very much. We only want the best things for you,' 

"I assumed it was enough. That they knew, because you gave them those words when I was too busy to tuck them in or unwilling to soften the seriousness of my lectures by telling them I loved them and wanted only the best things for all of them. 

“Was it enough for you, Jaclyn? Did I assume too much and not tell you how I couldn't breathe without you?"

Jaclyn sighed gently, holding onto him as tightly as she could, 

"Honey, I knew the day I married you, you were a man of action and very few words. You might not have professed your love for me in flowery sonnets, but not a day has gone by I didn't know to my toes that you loved our children and me.

"You were born and bred a military man, and you're a hardass. I think you came out of your mother with boots on, ready for orders," 

that was his wife. 

Making him smile even when it felt like his oh so carefully crafted world was coming down around his ears. "You like order, rules, and regs, schedules, which when I met you baffled me to no end, especially because I couldn't get anywhere on time if my life depended on it. 

"The first time I saw you smile, I thought the universe would split in two. When you laughed, I expected the apocalypse, because you looked so startled to be expressing your emotions. 

“I fell in love with you that very first time you smiled at me, and every time I told you how much, you'd grunt, and your eyes would light up, but you never said it back. 

"It exasperated me to no end the first year we were together, thinking I must be doing something wrong that you couldn't say three simple words. And then one day you came home with a leather-bound book from Daijiro. 

“A book all about the culture and rituals of the planet, and you told me you'd picked it up while you were there working with the Admiral on that heinous peace treaty because you thought of me.

"You brought me another book, a collection of legends and heroic tales during a trip to Lostos while coordinating the Battle of Trees with their military. 

“Each time you put a book or an artifact in my hands when you came home, you weren't bringing me a gift. You were telling me how much you loved me, by showing me you knew who I was, and you wanted me to understand even when we were apart, I was on your mind. 

“You didn't have to tell me you loved me, Jamie. You showed me. Every day, no matter where you were or what you were doing, and it's always been more than enough. 

"Jared loved his soldier toys and wearing his school uniform so much he never wanted to take it off so I could wash it. You took him to work with you and introduced him to cadets who inspired him and taught him to fly with you. 

“Jade loved biology and chemistry, so you made sure she always had the tools she needed for her experiments, no matter how they destroyed my kitchen. 

“The twins wanted to see the universe, so you brought them treasures from your travels and helped them get summer jobs on the freight deck so they could hear stories from the merchants about the new worlds they'd just been to.

"Jalia wanted something more every day. More stimulation. More color. More challenges. More change. Every day was chaos with her, and you—Mr. Order—had a tough time keeping up. 

“I had trouble keeping up. I'd take her to work with me to try and engage her, and she'd wander off to look at the reptile exhibits, then decide she wanted to see the holo-verse where every planet recorded could be touched and examined. 

“Then she wanted to be in the library, then the map room. I'd spend hours trying to find her because she never stood still long enough for me to catch up. 

"She ran around with those friends of hers because they were chaos like her, and the more we tried to force her into our mold of orderly life, the more difficult it was for her to fit in. 

“We were trying, you were trying, and sometimes it wasn't enough, but it wasn't because we didn't love her. We just didn't understand her."

"She thought I sent her to that school," he rasped, still unable to believe what she had been through. 

That Jared had knowingly put her in a place like Telantes and worked hard to make her think it was her fault. 

James wanted to believe he was at guilty of all the things Jared accused him of, but he hadn't raised his son to speak that way, or to be so...cruel. 

Had he?

"She knows better now, and it was a hard blow, honey. It's going to take us all time to come to terms with the truth. We can't change the past, Jamie. All we can do is go forward and do our best to make sure we don't make the same mistakes. Hm?"

James lifted his arm and drew his wife around to hold her, noticing the gray carefully camouflaged in her hair, the lines just starting to form around her eyes, and how time and grief over the baby they thought they'd lost had etched a few wrinkles into her forehead. 

Even with his dominant genes having stamped their mark on all of them, he saw her face in each of his babies, the woman he'd loved from the moment she had slammed into him at the commissary. 

He'd seen her coming and tried to get out of the way. He'd shifted left, she to her right, and they'd collided like a pair of rogue asteroids. 

Her books and actual papers flying everywhere, so disorganized she'd had on two different shoes. A beautiful mess, he'd thought, with the most beautiful eyes he'd ever seen. 

Warm, kind, sparkling as she'd laughed and apologized while she crawled around with her heart shaped ass in the air to collect her papers.

She'd brought absolute chaos into his life, and he hadn't ever thanked her for it. 

"I love you, Jaclyn."

She smiled, slow and sweet, with her heart in her eyes and gentle tears rolling down her cheeks. 

"I know,"

"Our daughter is a queen."

"Yes, she is," Jaclyn murmured, and slowly the tightness in his chest eased, pride the likes of which he hadn't thought possible taking its place. 

"With purple hair." His wife laughed so hard she nearly brought him to his knees.



*****
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Dhega had a delicious armful of his woman, his body hummed with satisfaction, but his heart was heavy. Jalia had been distracted, distant when he'd come back from the host of meetings and successful pilot simulations. 

A few of the Golden Bulls were touring the ships, walking around like wide-eyed children, exploring and enjoying the wonders of space and the might of their new ships. 

Even Tyro had seemed impressed, climbing inside the simulator to try his hand at piloting. The Prince of Darkness had died six times before he'd finally managed to get his simulated jet out of the flight bay of the Kallisto. 

The princes engaged in a competition to see if any of them had the skills needed to fly the simulated fighters, and Dhega had finally been able to get away.

He'd come back to the suite he shared with his queen, glad to find her still reclining where he'd left her, but she was staring morosely out the large viewing window with drying tear tracks on her cheeks. Zavir had been immediately summoned to find Dr. Jade Justus and blast her out the nearest airlock.

The only thing that had stayed his hand was the way Jalia had looked up at him with wide eyes and spiky wet lashes and laughed hard enough to send another round of tears down her face. Zavir seemed genuinely disappointed when Dhega rescinded the order.

He had only intended to kiss her tears away, but one kiss was never enough between them, and like it always did passion ignited too hot to be ignored. 

So now here they were, replete, their bodies cooling, heartbeats slowing as they caught their breath, and as of late Jalia's pregnancy had pushed her to sleep after such pleasure, but not this time.

This time she lay awake, tracing circles across his belly, lost in thought.

"What troubles you?" he asked softly, not wanting to startle her. 

Jalia's soft sigh washed over his chest, followed by the caress of her lips as she sat up and tucked the bed sheet beneath her breasts, which was the sign he had learned meant they were in for a long talk. 

Whatever she intended to say was forestalled as she watched him reach up to pillow his arm behind his head, her tongue touching the corner of her lips with her gaze fixated on his bicep. 

Jalia never failed to show him just how much she enjoyed his body, and when she caught him grinning she tried to scowl like he'd distracted her on purpose. 

Dhega couldn't say he hadn't, but the hand he slid beneath the sheet to cup the soft, warm cheek of her ass was definitely purposeful. He found in times of stress his touch helped steady her, helped remind her of their connection. 

"I was hoping to hang on to the resentment I felt for a while longer," Jalia answered, staring at his stomach without looking, unconsciously shifting her weight to allow him more room to touch her. 

"I spent my whole life feeling so displaced and unloved, and the last ten years so sure my father had thrown me away, and the rest of my family didn't care.

"I held onto it, the resentment to get me through, you know? And then I faced him—or my mental image of him—in the Maze of Two Souls, and I got it all out. 

“All the things I wanted to say to him, how he made me feel, things I knew I'd never have the courage to say to his face, but that wasn't the point of the maze, was it? It was about me, and still, deep down, as soon as I made a commitment to you, to being queen and helping move Minos toward some technological progress, I knew this would happen. That my family would somehow be involved, and I'd have to face them.

"I prepared for it, planned it all out, then Jared comes out of nowhere as the villain of my story and all my plans go right out the window. Nothing is what it seemed to be. 

“Jade had a very reasonable explanation for what she did, and my arsecake brothers blew it way out of proportion, so now I'm stuck between telling Nivir the truth and making it better or taking the chance my judgment is skewed because Jade is my sister and I'm emotionally compromised on both sides.

"Then I met with my parents, and between the drama with Jade and Jared, my dad's career is probably in the toilet. Mom talked about his retirement, dad didn't say anything, but he asked questions about our battle simulations, the style of military training on Minos—"

"You met with your parents also?" Dhega heard the dangerous drop in his tone, but the idea of Jalia having to face her family alone did not sit well with him. 

"I wanted it over with. " Jalia gnawed on her thumb nervously, her eyes a bit too wide for his peace of mind, the physical distance between them far too much. 

"How would you feel, what would you do if you went through life certain you were alone? That you had no family, and then someone came along, told you it wasn't true and made you change your whole outlook on life?"

Dhega gave a deep hum as she voiced the root of her heartache. Without relinquishing his hold on her backside, he tugged the sheet away to ensure not an inch of her skin was hidden from his gaze. 

Her body had just begun to ripen, her breasts becoming more than a tender handful, her belly swelling enough for them to not fit as perfectly as they had only a few weeks before. 

There was nothing in the world more beautiful to him than her, and he had spent countless hours sitting beside her while she slept, just watching her, reassuring himself she was not a figment of his most fevered dreams. That truly, after so long alone, she was real, and his.

"If you're referring to my little brothers and the secret they believe they're keeping from me?" Jalia looked slightly guilty, hesitantly asking how long he'd known. How long he'd known that she knew about Nivir and Zavir. 

"I knew before they did. Persis brought Nivir to Antaeus when Nivir was a boy, made him watch the spectacle Daegana always made of those who ran the labyrinth. 

“Nivir was hiding behind a planter, sick after watching it all. I brought him water, some stale bread. We just sat together for a while, and I knew. 

"When they first declared themselves willing to serve me in whatever way I would allow, I considered their deaths. 

“I wondered if perhaps they were their mother's sons and had merely been waiting for the right time to catch me unaware. I kept them close, just in case, and then I began to wonder if they were ashamed of me, or perhaps of our father and feared I would reject them. 

"I suppose I felt betrayed by their silence, I questioned whether or not they would want someone like me for a brother, and in defiance, I did everything I could to ensure they were never confused about who I was. 

“They had ample opportunity to move against me, but they never did. So, I let them keep their secrets until they feel safe enough to share. And I was aware when you figured it out, because you get this look in your eye when you're solving a puzzle."

Her eyes flickered between deep brown and soft blue, her teeth catching at her lip in concern, 

"Are you upset I didn't say anything?"

Dhega reached for the hand she chewed at, kissing her abused fingertips before pulling her down to lie across his chest. 

Jalia threw her leg over his hips without hesitation and lay her cheek on his shoulder, her soft lips finding their home against his throat. 

He smiled because she could not see it, swirling patterns across her back, finding all the places that made her shiver and her breath catch, 

"I am not upset now, and I was not then, but we're not talking about me today, my love. Were your parents unkind?"

"No." A shaky sigh rocked through her, her words colored with disbelief and amazement, 

"He told me he was proud of me. The first time, and all my anger and that resentment that got me through, I wanted to let it all go. 

“I have perfect recall, I remember everything about my childhood, but all those memories are tainted with my interpretation, and they made me look at it all differently. 

“Really look at it, objectively, and I don't think it was half as bad as I made it out to be. I made a mistake, but I don't know what to do to fix it. Or if I can fix it."

"I do not know what to say to comfort you, Jalia. But only a fool would look at you, at all you've accomplished and become, and not be proud of you. Your sire doesn't strike me as a fool, but he serves as a warning to me."

He could feel her frown before she lifted her face to look down at him in confusion, "A warning?"

She leaned into his touch when he stroked a length of her dark hair from her face, tracing the fine edge of her jaw, the softness of her lips, 

"To remind you often how much you mean to me. I had everything and nothing before you came, and now I have everything and more. More than I ever dared even dream of, Jalia." 

Dhega reached up and tugged the jeweled ring out of his nose, the one he'd kept for so long as a reminder that he had no one, needed no one, and was strong enough to go through life alone. Jalia missed nothing, what it meant when he tossed the ring away.

Her smile was like the sunrise, slow, brilliant, warming all the cold places in him and banishing the shadows that had plagued him for so long. 

Dhega had gone his whole life not knowing what it was to love until a soft female, with no horns, no fangs, no claws, no scales or hard plates of bone to be seen, had fought her way through the dangers of his world to show him. 

Jalia was under the misconception she was the lucky one, and he didn't have it in him to argue, but she was so wrong. 

She brought wild color to his life, love, laughter, hope, the future. 

Everything. 

Everything and more.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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"I will never forget the look on your face as long as I live," 

Jalia laughed up at him while he rocked with her on the daybed, her cheeks still pink from exertion, her eyes sparkling with happiness even though she was so tired she could barely keep them open. 

Dhega was still trying to catch his breath, to stop trembling with the overwhelming surge of emotions still rolling through him. 

Dhega traced the tiny fingers splayed possessively on Jalia's breast, such delicate, fragile bones beneath skin soft as flower petals, grinning when the baby gave an irritated grunt to be so rudely disturbed. 

His eyes were closed, his brow furrowed in concentration, his perfect lips puckered and working furiously to sate his appetite.

"My son has pink hair. I was surprised," Dhega drawled defensively, but he couldn't find it in him to care. 

The baby's hair was the color of the suns rays at dusk, and on his brow was a tiny crescent moon, shimmering silver as it caught the light. 

Jalia had no explanation as to how her Luna Patch had reproduced, or why their son had made his exit from the womb with such shockingly pink curls. He was healthy in every way, perfectly perfect, but that hair... 

"I'm sure it's just temporary, his Luna Patch has to mature too. Why haven't you held him yet?"

There was no criticism or worry in her question, only gentleness as she tipped her head back and pressed a kiss to his jaw. 

Dhega swallowed thickly, his one hand big enough to swallow half his son's body. So tiny. So fragile. So very precious. 

"I want to," he rasped, but in truth want was too weak a word to describe the way he ached to hold his son, 

"He's so small. I don't want to hurt him if I accidentally hold him too tightly,"

"There are no safer hands in the world than yours," she left him speechless, humbled by the absolute conviction in her voice. 

She had such a talent for bringing him low with amazement and making him feel like the tallest bull in the world all in one fell blow.

The baby released Jalia's nipple with a sleepy murmur, his tongue working at his lower lip before they smacked together, his little frown easing as he dozed. Perfect. 

Dhega studied that tiny, beautiful face, seeing himself reflected in the boy's features. In the placement of his little horn buds just there above and behind his almond-shaped ears. 

In the ferocious power of his lungs which had made his demands clear earlier. Not a single person had been confused by the boy's screams, and he hadn't quieted until Jalia put him to her breast and allowed him to feed.

It was an odd thing to be proud of, to know at only a few hours old, his son was already a mighty, commanding little prince. 

"He needs a name,"

"Yes, he does. Any ideas?"

"Not a single one," he confessed, "you?"

"David," she whispered, stroking her fingertip down their son's chubby cheek. 

The boy opened his eyes for just a moment, the deep blue orbs focusing on his mother's face. 

He blinked, grunted impatiently, and scowled as though trying to convey his intention to sleep, and would appreciate their silence. 

Jalia sighed heavily and got up, shaking her head as she stared down at their boy, 

"No doubt about it, your majesty. This is most definitely, one hundred percent, your son. Here," 

Jalia carefully, but firmly pressed the baby into his arms, and gave him instructions to get comfortable. 

"I'll be right back." 

"Back? Back? Jalia, don't—" without an ounce of mercy, she left him alone with the baby. The baby who was staring up at him with obvious displeasure. 

Dhega hadn't been so nervous in...well, hours. Jalia's labor had come on so suddenly. The birth had been dramatic but free of complications, quick according to the midwives. Clearly, their scale of time was off, as Jalia had quickly spent all day and all night laboring to birth the little person now occupying Dhega's hands. 

"David," he said, testing the way it sounded as he stared into his son's scowling face. David grunted, yawned, and dismissed his father by closing his eyes. 

"Everything. I have everything and more."

*****
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Jalia had been gone five minutes, desperately needing a minute to use the bathroom and to give Dhega time to get over his absolutely beautiful fears of holding their son. She was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to lay down and sleep for a while. 

She walked back out onto the terrace and found her enormous husband stretched out on her daybed, dead to the world with both his hands folded protectively over their baby where he lay snuggled against Dhega's chest. 

She stood there for a long time, just watching them, unable to believe the twists and turns her life had taken, and this was where she finally ended up.

"I have it all. How lucky am I?"
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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Minos was the safest place in the galaxy for Jade to be right now, and as mom was busy helping Jalia with the new baby, Jade had agreed to prepare Myrminth for the archaeological dig her mom wanted to do in the mountains near there. 

Digging the dirt and sand out of the corners and scrubbing the floor, ruining her manicure, her clothes, it was so much less than she deserved. Twenty million people on Reupra had died from the Blue River Fever, and Jade had created the plague that killed them. 

She had created so many terrible diseases to cure or eradicate others, and never once had Jade wondered if those virulent strands she'd created had been used as bio-weapons. 

The interrogators sent for by OmegaTech had spent hours asking her if she'd created anything for anyone else, used company property to make designer contagions...

They'd spent so much time questioning her because she had no idea. Samples hadn't ever been stolen from her lab before, and there were planets, people whose illnesses she hadn't cured or had a hand in eradicating, but who was to say she hadn't? 

Jade had spent her life in a lab, bent over a microscope, running simulations, trials. She'd physically been on two planets in her entire career to administer her cures with her own hands. 

Ultimately, OmegaTech and the UC had cleared her of any actual involvement in the deaths on Reupra, but it didn't matter. Twenty million people had died because of Jade's viral samples. 

Someone else had stolen them, turned them into a bio-weapon, but they would never have gotten such an opportunity if she hadn't cooked the virus up in the first place. 

One thing was certain in the mess that had become her life. Jade was never going to create anything that could possibly be stolen and used to kill, ever again. 

Surprisingly, she wasn't upset about walking away from her life and her job as one might have thought.

For months before the trial, so close to death, Jade had resigned herself to never returning to OmegaTech alive anyway. Perhaps that was why it wasn't so difficult to accept her new circumstances. 

But it wasn't the faces of the gentle Reupri crying rivers of blue blood that haunted her dreams. 

It was the smile on Nivir's face that first time she'd pressed her lips to his cheek, and the view of his back as he'd walked away thinking she had so eagerly crawled into his bed because her brothers had sent her to seduce him. 

It weighed heavily on her heart, kept her up at night because she couldn't bear the memories of his kiss, or the exquisite pleasure he had lavished on her. 

Jade hadn't ever had a lover so dedicated to ensuring she went mad with ecstasy. Or one who had made her feel so safe. 

Or one who had left her tied to his bed while they slept, his one hand between her thighs, the other cupped possessively around her breast, as though with every part of him he was saying, this is mine.

Her body ached for his touch like she was going through withdrawal, and she hadn't seen him since that day on J-Alpha almost a year ago. 

Dad had taken care of her problem with Onyx, Jared was serving time on one of the UC prison planets, Jalia had carefully allowed the rest of them to visit and after he had been forced to retire, asked their father to assist with the training of the warriors and pilots manning the three battlecruisers in orbit around the nebula. 

For their mom, Jaclyn had heard there was still some mystery surrounding the Rir—a species of aliens not recorded anywhere in the UC database or heard of by historians—and had begged to be allowed to do some research. 

Jade thought it also gave their mom an excuse to stick close by as Jalia's pregnancy had progressed, and there was no denying his royal highness, Prince David of Minos was already being spoiled rotten by his parents. 

He was an adorable baby, even if he did have pink hair and a symbiotic alien attached to his forehead. 

Once again, Jade found herself in a place she didn't want to be, looking around her and realizing how colorless her life had become. 

She'd been jealous of Jalia as a teenager for all the adventures her sister had had. Envied her rebellion, her freedom, her fearlessness. 

Jade knew to her soul she could have had all the same things, but somehow stability and career had meant more to her. She scoffed, raising her arm to wipe the sweat from her brow, grimacing as she felt the scrape of dust and sand on her skin. 

"And look where all that got me," she grumbled. 

She hated cleaning, but doing penance wasn't meant to be enjoyable. Her condo had a self-cleaning feature which meant she hadn't ever had to lift a finger, other than to schedule said cleanings. 

Myrminth didn't have a single automated feature in the entire place, but it was comfortable—or it would be by the time she got finished—and had beautiful mountain views. 

She and a few others had spent weeks cleaning the forty bedrooms, ten ballrooms, forty bathing chambers both public and private, digging out the ponds and gardens, the entire palace having been abandoned about fifty years ago.

There was no soil to grow crops in the surrounding rock-strewn fields, no villages within a hundred miles, and no real way to get in and out on foot after a massive storm had caused a landslide, cutting Myrminth off from the rest of the world. It might be primitive, but Jade loved the quiet. 

She could see a hydroponic garden set up in one of the ballrooms, wind turbines to create electricity, barrels on the roof for rain collection, a landing pad for a shuttle; it could become a veritable paradise back here. So what if she was lonely, was it anything less than she deserved?

Jade took her time putting her cleaning tools away, the ache in her knees and back letting her know she'd been scrubbing the grime from the beautifully tiled floor for hours, and she was only about halfway done in this ballroom.

It would be dark soon, and thankfully this was one of the rare times she was completely alone with no one to tell her she needed to eat or rest, that she was doing too much. She didn't have to fake how carefully she had to move, how she hurt. 

It took her a while to climb to her feet, the trek upstairs was slow, and as soon as she hit her bedroom, she started stripping. The cool water of the shower felt amazing on her overheated skin, the dirt and grime washing away, but the loneliness wasn't so easily shed. 

She supposed she would get used to it. Maybe she could find a pet to keep her company. Did they have pets on Minos?

*****
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Nivir had gotten home in time for David's birth and caught a glimpse of Jade as he'd passed through the crowd of people to help Zavir keep Dhega calm while Jalia had labored, and he hadn't liked what he'd seen. 

Jade hadn't seen him, too engrossed in trying to remain out of the way and invisible. In that brief glimpse, he'd seen the dark circles under her eyes, the way her smile seemed brittle and false, how uncomfortable she seemed.

Distracting his brother had taken up all of his attention for the next two days, but now little David was finally here, with a shocking pink pelt—Dhega was never living that down, king or not—and it was clear to anyone who got close enough to disturb him, that baby was his father's son. 

All demanding bellows and furious fists, but the second Jalia's arms went around him, David was cooing with happiness. 

His presence no longer needed, Nivir hadn't had anything but time on his hands, and that time was spent thinking of Jade. 

Jade, with her crystalline green eyes and beautiful blonde hair, her shy smiles and those sweet sounds she made as she writhed on his cock...

A year hadn't diminished the power of his dreams, or the memories of how amazing it had been to be with her, or how terrible it was to hear the truth behind the lies she'd told him. 

Only a few months ago, Zavir had gotten in contact to explain the truth of why Jade had been at J-Alpha and how her deception it hadn't been exactly as he had been led to believe.

Jared and the twins had taken the opportunity to use Nivir's lust to their advantage, and though Jade had indeed had motives beyond merely wanting him, those motives had nothing to do with pumping him for information on Minos or it's monarchs.

Jade had been hiding on J-Alpha because someone had been trying to kill her to keep her from testifying to mass murder via some disease she had created as a cure. 

Zavir told him a woman had died, one of Jade's research assistants, because the assailants had mistaken her for Jade, and the next two times she'd nearly been murdered, it had only been sheer luck that saved her life. 

Jade had confessed her innocence to Jalia, and as unfriendly as his brother had felt toward her, Zavir said he believed her. His brother was with him now, having caught him in a rare moment alone to update him on Jade's status even though Nivir hadn't asked.

"Jade refused to return to her place of work, refused ever to touch another tool of her trade. She's been working to ensure Myrminth is habitable for her mother to come later and explore whatever it is Jaclyn is looking for in regard to the Rir. The spy I placed—"

"You placed a spy?" Nivir scoffed, secretly thrilled to see Zavir having taken to his position as Dhega's left hand so well.

His little brother shot him a thankless look, "I've placed several in all our problem areas, as I am confident you would have."

"I would. You've done very well without me to hold your hand,"

Zavir narrowed his eyes, though there was a playful spark behind his glare. 

"Would you like me to continue, or would you prefer not to learn anything more about the former Dr. Justus?"

"Of course, please. Your spy?"

"My spy, reports that Jade exhausting herself, eating very little, sleeping very little, and what sleep she does get is disturbed by nightmares. 

“I'm told she is kind to everyone she speaks to, but she doesn't speak often and socializes even less. She worked tirelessly to make Myrminth habitable for everyone and doesn't leave unless her presence is specifically requested. 

“In the eight months she's been there, she's left twice and been completely alone on multiple occasions. When my spy mentioned to her she should be kinder to herself, not work so hard; Jade replied doing penance wasn't meant to be a vacation."

"Penance? I've never heard of it," 

Zavir hesitated, looking conflicted. "She's punishing herself to gain the forgiveness of those she feels she's wronged. I happened to overhear Jalia questioning her mother as to why Jade had cut her hair, and Jaclyn said Jade was adjusting to her new life. Jalia didn't seem convinced,"

Nivir frowned so hard he felt the skin at the base of his horns pull taught. He hadn't noticed a difference in Jade's hair, it had been slicked back from her face as though she'd just come from the bath, and he hadn't thought anything of it other than to remember the times Nivir had taken her in the shower of her quarters on J-Alpha.

"I don't understand the significance. Jalia cuts her hair all the time,"

Zavir made a familiar motion of licking his lips and reaching back to tug at the muscles of his neck, the telltale signs whatever his brother was about to impart was grave enough to make him question whether or not he should share it. 

"Zavir, what's the problem?"

"There are only so many humans to ask, so I asked Angel Eyes why Jalia would be upset by her sister having cut her hair. 

Angel Eyes tells me human women cut their hair for three reasons. They feel the need for change, they're changing for a man, or they're trying to find relief. Emotional relief. 

"In the context of my question, Angel said 'self-mutilation,' when a person isn't willing to cut into their own flesh but needs a physical release from emotional pain. 

Jade has isolated herself on purpose, allowing everyone to overlook her, hoping they will, as we're all so busy being present for Jalia and the baby. 

"I had a theory and asked my spy to ensure your name came up in conversation. Each time it did, Jade excused herself from whatever was being done, and when she returned several hours later, my source claimed Jade had been crying and refused to eat until she had finished the monumental task she set for herself that day.

"She was exonerated by whatever court she brought her testimony to and was asked to return to her job at OmegaTech. She was forgiven, but she chose to retire to an outpost so remote, no one has been there in fifty years, and taken it upon herself to make it habitable once again."

Zavir didn't have to clarify whose forgiveness Jade was seeking, and before his brother could speak another word, Nivir was already heading for his shuttle. 

Myrminth was not yet programmed into the planetary map, because no one went there. He knew the way, and in less time than it would have taken him to dress, he was lowering the sleek craft onto a bare patch of earth. 

It took him longer to find the small, sparsely furnished room Jade had claimed for her own than it had to fly here. 

The room was smaller than some of the prison cells below the palace and had about as many creature comforts as a cell. She had a palate on the floor when three doors down was a thick, comfortable bed surrounded in gauzy curtains. 

Her clothes were neatly folded into three small piles, and the most she had of anything was medical supplies. Bandages and silver canisters of the healing solutions used for deep cuts and scrapes. 

He quickly searched and found no evidence of a cutting tool she could use to mutilate her beautiful body or a reason as to why she would need so many canisters, but there were faint smears of blood on the hard backs of the scrubbing brushes she was using to clean the manor. 

She had hurt him, so now she was hurting herself in this ridiculous penance ritual.  

Nivir struggled to draw in a deep breath, listening to the rush of water and wasn't sure what to do. What to say. He was drawn to the bathing room, his stomach shriveling to see Zavir had not been wrong. 

Her hair had flirted around her thighs the last time he'd seen her. Now it was no more than a cap of golden curls barely touching her ears. 

A travesty that allowed him to see every inch of her as she stood there, nude and glistening in the flow of water that sluiced down over her. 

She had lost an alarming amount of weight; instead of lush and curvy, he could see a hint of the bones in her hips and the underside of her ribcage. 

He thanked the gods Jade hadn't lost the sumptuous mounds of her abundant breasts, but it was only a matter of time before her body began to cannibalize them as well. 

The bones in her face were sharper, and as she thought she was alone, she hadn't bothered to hide the sadness in her expression. 

Nivir wasn't sure how long he stood there, aching to reach out and touch her, but terrified if he did she might shatter. 

He discarded so many things he wanted to say, intending to speak gently to her, but what came out was an angry growl,

"You've lost weight."

Jade shrieked violently, her terror so stark it caused her to flail and lose her balance. Nivir leaped toward her, the chill of the water on his flesh not even an afterthought as he caught her and held her tight against his chest.  

The breath heaved out of her once she realized it was him, a ridiculously adorable scowl twisted her too thin face,

"Nivir! You nearly scared me to death! What the hell is wrong with you, sneaking up on me in the shower?"

"You cut your hair," he rasped, his tongue feeling thick and clumsy between his lips.

Her spiky lashes fluttered, her cheeks washing pink. He felt her tense, holding herself stiffly in his arms like she was afraid of him. "What are you doing here?"

It felt like a blade across his heart, the way she flinched away from his touch when all he'd meant to do was brush a wet lock of hair from her forehead. 

"I needed to see you."

"W-why?"

"To tell you, I'm sorry." Her eyes rounded, her soft, beautiful lips parting in surprise. "I'm sorry I didn't turn around and put you over my shoulder, then my lap. I'm sorry I didn't spank the truth out of you and had to hear it from my brother that three times, someone tried to kill you, and all you wanted from me was safe harbor. 

“I'm sorry I allowed my pride to keep me away when my instincts were screaming at me to turn back. Can you forgive me?"

"Nivir—"

"I'm not above begging, but you know how I feel about that. However long you make me wait, that's twice as long for you."

The shameful pink of her cheeks darkened, her pupils dilated, and her lashes lowered to half-mast, 

"Nivir—"

"Jade, please. Can you forgive me?" he whispered, his lips a breath away from hers, feeling how they trembled.

"You didn't do anything wrong, Nivir. I wanted more from you than safe harbor about five minutes into our meeting. Yes, you made me feel safe, but more than that, you made me feel alive, loved even. It was my fault everything went so wrong, my brothers—"

Nivir couldn't bear to listen to another minute, regret so thick he felt like he couldn't breathe, 

"Tell me you'll forgive me, Jade,"

"I forgive you," her body softened, her head tipped back expecting his kiss, squealing when he whipped her out of the shower and up over his shoulder, gasping when his hand cracked down on her previously perfect posterior and commanded her to settle. 

"Nivir!"

"I will have not a single minute more of this madness, Jade!" he marched down the hall to where the thick mattress in the comfortably appointed room waited. 

"Madness? What are you talking about?" Jade shouted, kicking her feet, squirming to get free, trying to hold back the hungry moan that escaped her pouty lips when he spanked her again. 

He dropped her on her feet, towering over her, glad to see the hint of fear in her wide, uncertain gaze. "You, punishing yourself by hiding out here in the middle of nowhere. Working yourself half to death, starving yourself nearly all the way there, sleeping on a palate on the floor of a closet! 

“Cutting your hair because you hurt, not hunting my ass down to make me listen, letting me leave you alone to face the people trying to kill you! So help me, woman, I will not have it! I forgive you, and you will never, never sleep on that palate again. Neither will you ever spend a night in a bed that I am not in, am I understood?"

The fear and uncertainty bled out of her eyes, her hands released her own arms where she'd crossed them protectively over her chest, looking from the finger he was drilling her way, to his face and rolled those gorgeous, soft, pillowy lips of hers together to poorly hide her smile and the amusement that brightened her eyes. 

"Yes, Nivir."

"Mouth. Now."

"Yes, Nivir," she whispered against his lips.

Forgiveness had never tasted so sweet, or so precious.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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Angel Eyes sat with her feet up on the flight control dash, blinking to cut off the sight of her very powerful, very unique eyeballs. 

It was quiet in space, everything shrouded in shadows, which meant her brother had no problem moving to and fro. She felt the disturbance in the air along the metal of her arm, the tiniest of electric shivers that tickled her nerve endings where skin met metal at her shoulder. 

It caused her nape to prickle and that sensation to spill down her spine. 

"Any problems?" she asked, not bothering to turn around. 

"None," his voice was like the darkness, soft and deep enough to make one wonder what monsters lurked just out of sight. 

"Dysis and the youngest brother are dancing around one another, they both feel love and obligations don't mix. They will come together in seven days."

Angel spun around and scowled, hating it when he did that, "You know you can't keep speaking this shit into being. You're edging on messing with their free will,"

Tom gave his signature blink. The one that said he could care less and she was wasting her time giving him another lecture. He also arched his right brow, not his left. 

The left brow was reserved for the 'I told you so's' his right brow was for communicating those times when the pot was calling the proverbial kettle black. 

Angel rolled her eyes, her extraordinary eyes their father had spent so much time perfecting, making sure they synced perfectly with her natural abilities and amplified her sight. 

"I never told Jalia what to do or interfered in her relationship with Dhega." Tom blinked again, his right brow remained peaked, his gaze penetrating and steady. 

"Okay, so maybe I gave her a little extra nudge to get her interested in the contest. But I didn't speak reality into being, you know dad would be pissed—"

"Our father is dead, Angelica," Tom stated coldly, both brows meeting in the center. Scary face. That was his scary face.

"I'm quite aware of that, Thomas," she shot back, giving him her pissed off face. Tom was a man of very few words because his words had the power to create realities. If he willed it, it happened and depending on how much focus he put into that will, the results could be disastrous. 

Balance of the universe, derailing fate for good or ill—usually for ill—disastrous. 

Angel saw so many thousands of different futures, had spent what felt like eons searching for the one thread that would allow her to fulfill her father's dying wish, to protect Minos from the vicious monsters who had created it. 

"Bring justice to Minos, Angel," 

Those were his last words to her, and for so long she thought he'd meant it literally. 

Angel had seen so much death, so much pain and destruction, her visions tinted red with blood. 

Thousands of little choices that made the future fluid and moving at warp speed, until one lonely little girl's fate had become the critical turning point. 

Angel had done everything she could to make sure she entered Jalia's life exactly at the right moment and used her sight to guide the tender-hearted, ferocious human to a destiny that would save an entire race. 

A little nudge here, an introduction to the right band of mercenaries there, a deal too good to pass up, and the wheel had turned again, the future traveling down a far less bloody road.

Caring about Jalia had made Angel's job so much easier, and slowly but surely, all the thousands of threads came together to a more manageable handful. One hundred and fifty years ago, the Rir had gone corporate, creating the Onyx company, using it to create widespread chaos and pain.

Her father's people had gone by many names over the centuries, the Rir being only one of them. 

Half were considered to be a benevolent race of being who did only good things for the universe, and the other half seemed bent on destroying it. 

Pollution, vice, crime, greed, evil, mass murder, the creation of a new species meant to be their slave labor and fodder for their love of blood sport...only a handful of the atrocities they'd committed. 

The nebula had been created by the last of her father's generation, a shield meant to protect the innocent lives within, to allow them time to grow into their own, to thrive, and they had. 

Those among the Rir who wanted to claim the Minoan bulls hadn't been able to get past the swirling, ever-changing, powerful clouds of electricity and hidden belt of asteroids within it.

But they had been getting closer and closer to finding the way through. 

Now, with one girl, one family, one doctor, and the course of the future was changed. 

Now, Angel saw more happy ever afters, and less pain and suffering. 

Because of Jalia, Minos was moving forward into their own technological age, ensuring their survival and the protection of the Minoan people.

Because of the Justus', the smiling mask was ripped away to reveal the monster that was Onyx, and those in power were brought down. 

Jared Justus and his deception had ensured Jalia would grow into precisely the sort of woman needed to stand beside a beast like Dhega, and when the time came for the truth to be revealed, Jared had been the catalyst to begin healing what he had broken.

James Justus realized it was not enough to allow his wife to assure their children he loved them, and he gave up the career he had spent his whole life cultivating, to train the warriors of Minos, to teach them to fly and command battleships, to defend their home because it meant he got to be closer to his daughter.

Jaclyn Justus would eventually uncover the history of the Rir, and by then everyone would be in their places, prepared for whatever the future brought.

Jeremy and Joseph were devoted to making their terraforming empire the most successful in the galaxy for all the right reasons, which meant they needed exclusive rights to the emphrinite, which meant they had an invested interest in doing whatever they had to, to ensure the Minoan people were safe from outsiders.

Jade Justus would ensure any viral outbreaks would never germinate within the population, and Jalia would ensure the most powerful king Minos had ever seen would never allow his people to fall. 

He had a family now, he knew love, and he would burn worlds to the ground to protect his family and his love.

"Do we still need to keep our silence?" Tom asked, referring to their plan not to reveal their identities, their history, or how between the two of them, Tom and Angel had basically arranged a marriage and a family reunion.

The new queen of Minos trusted Tom to protect her and wanted him close, Angel was her best friend, and all they could do now was wait. 

Little factions of Onyx would splinter off and continue to try and penetrate the nebula, to get to Minos and all its riches, but she and Tom would be there to help stop them.

There would be dark days ahead, but Minos had a chance at happy ever after, and Angel had given her word, Tom had given his, to a father who had done unspeakable things in life and had spent his dying days trying to atone, to ensure those happy ever afters had the highest possible chance of surviving. 

"We do. Are you alright, staying down there, being her bodyguard?"

Her brother's lips quirked in a sardonic smile, "Why do you even bother asking when you already know the answer?"

Angel shrugged, smiling back, "Because it's still nice to ask."

Tom grunted, gathering energy around himself to will himself from the deck of the ship, back down to the planet, but he paused. 

"Why does the baby have pink hair?"

Angel couldn't help but laugh, the look on Dhega's face when he had first seen his son...oh that memory was never getting old. 

"Jalia's Nylalunae doesn't just change the color of her hair and skin at will, it responds to her emotions. 

“It might not have been love at first sight, but Jalia's Luna Patch identified the feeling of Jalia's love for Dhega with those pink moments. 

“David is the manifestation of their love, and it's the first emotion his Luna Patch knew."

"But...his hair is pink."

"Yes. Yes, it is."

––––––––
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