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PROLOGUE
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LEANDER

PEACE IS AN ILLUSION.

Leander scraped his thumbnail across the charcoal words inked into his skin, embedded beneath an angry rash that was spreading like flames over his arm.

Allergic reaction be damned. The mantra would be permanent, the pain temporary. And that’s what he was looking for: permanence.

His advisors had scoffed at the idea of a tattoo on a man approaching sixty—more so, on a man in his position. Even so, Leander knew gold-plated words would never suffice to commemorate this day, or the steps he’d taken. It wasn’t penance, but it was as close as he dared.

A knock sounded at the door and Leander tugged his shirt sleeve down to his wrist, adjusting the cuff without a sound, though the cotton against his inflamed skin made his back molars grind in annoyance. The captain of his royal guard stepped inside his office, bending at the waist in deference. “Your Majesty. Apologies for the interruption.”

Leander merely nodded at the formality. He had long ago established he could be called upon at any moment, for any reason. A king had no privacy, and no time off.

“Headmistress Aquila has arrived.”

Thanks to an internal clock he’d maintained since his days as a soldier, he didn’t bother glancing at the old grandfather one in his study. He knew she was early.

“Bring her in,” Leander said. Hardly a need to keep her waiting merely to show he could.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” His captain disappeared and the next moment, the door opened fully to allow a tall, striking woman to step through. The ivory pantsuit was a lovely contrast to her brown skin, while a pearlescent duster hung off her shoulders like a royal mantle. The headmistress took the seat before his desk, shrugging off her coat, and fixed Leander with her dark gaze as if he were a student she was about to lecture.

“Tell me you’re joking.”

Leander regarded the woman seated in one of his wingback chairs with grudging respect. He might be two decades her senior, but he’d rather chew glass than pull rank with her. The blood of Nelson Mandela ran through Zuri Aquila’s veins, and as powerful as King Leander of Ashland might be, Zuri had been charged with the world’s future leaders. On a global scale, she eclipsed him.

“You’ve had a long day of travel. Can I get you a drink, Headmistress?” Leander reached for the bottle of one-hundred-year-old brandy in the cabinet under his desk.

“No, thank you. I’d like to get straight to why you summoned me here. Unless…” Zuri tilted her head, her braids draping down one shoulder. “The rumors aren’t true?”

He’d known Zuri would have questions—just as the press had. Though he hardly needed to defend his actions to someone so young with no descendants, who’d never been charged with governing a country, he valued her opinion. Her expertise in economic and sociological theory, as well as moral philosophy, made her one of the most erudite scholars in recent generations.

Unconsciously, Leander rubbed his left inner wrist, and he felt something warm and wet bloom under his thumb. Blood. The tattoo was bleeding. Ah well. He had plenty of good shirts.

“They are true,” Leander said slowly.

It was the closest he’d ever come to seeing the headmistress in shock. For a long moment she said nothing, relaxing further into her chair.

“Do you think it wise? Separating children from their parents?” Zuri finally asked.

“Normal children? Certainly not,” Leader replied. “My grandchildren? Unequivocally, yes.”

Zuri scoffed under her breath. “Your grandchildren are no different from their peers.”

“You’re wrong, Headmistress.” Leander’s tone was neither angry nor dismissive. It was emotionless. Dry, like he was plainly quoting a statistic. Opening his top drawer, he withdrew a black leather box about the size of a glasses case and set it on the desk.

With a raised brow, Zuri took the hint, picked up the box, and flipped it open. Her eyes widened, but her response was otherwise restrained. Then again, people saw fingers all the time… though rarely severed.

“And whose is this?” she asked, snapping the case closed and passing it back.

“Emmeline’s nanny. She was caught trying to poison the child’s bottle.”

“Poison?”

“Traces of lead and mercury. Seemingly low doses that would lead to defects, not death… most likely.” Leander flicked his wrist dismissively. “Already, political interest groups are aligning with my children, making moves in the shadows. I have not spent thirty years working toward stability only to let it all go to hell.”

“You should’ve appointed your heir a long time ago and avoided all this,” Zuri countered. “Your son—”

“My sons are worthless. They’re all greed with no ambition. And my daughter is too frail.” With a heavy sigh, Leander stood from his desk and turned to face the window. “If I were to perish tomorrow, the line of succession would be determined by my advisory council. I pity their prospects.”

The Cliffs of Durah dropped to the frigid Atlantic down below. Waves frothed and foamed, clashing against the rocks, warning of the incoming downpour. It stormed often enough in eastern Ashland to warrant an old superstition: If the Cliffs of Durah were ever dry for longer than a day, they would crack off into the sea and take the Heres Castle with them. Locals liked to say a castle drenched with blood would appease the old sea gods. Iron into salt.

Leander could count on one hand the number of times he’d admitted mistakes—not for excessive pride; simply because the occasions were few. But there would be no appeasing Zuri without divulging his biggest regret.

He turned back to her calm gaze. It was the same expression she wore at the Peace Summit last year when she was appointed Headmistress of Almus Terra Academy.

“My children know nothing of how to shepherd a country and grow an economy, Zuri. I was a negligent father, too busy repairing my kingdom wrecked from centuries of civil wars to pay them mind. You know I speak the truth. I see who they are. What they have become. I never groomed them, and therefore I cannot entrust the fate of Ashland to them. But my grandchildren… they have a chance. A real chance at greatness.”

Zuri closed her eyes and sighed. When she looked back up at Leander, there was something in the angle of her chin and the simple elegance of her posture that was telling. Though morally it still felt wrong, she was intrigued by the concept of innate potential, of “nature” without the inevitable flaws of “nurture.”

“I suppose this is why I’m here? I don’t fly halfway across the world during my summer holiday for just anyone, Your Majesty.”

With the barest traces of a smile, Leander opened his desk drawer for a second time. The envelope he produced was slim, but the paper was a substantial weight, top quality, and sealed with a deep scarlet wax.

Unceremoniously, Zuri ripped open the wax seal. The check inside boasted nearly three million euros from the treasury of Ashland, made out to her school.

“I’d rather not wire such a hefty sum. I hope you understand,” Leander said.

Zuri frowned at him. “This amount is incorrect.”

“I assure you it isn’t.”

The headmistress stuffed the check back into the envelope, annoyed. “I know our deposit fees, and this covers four students, not three.”

“Correct.”

Her maroon lips pinched. “You’ve publicly stated no more heirs would be born.”

“No more heirs by blood,” Leander stated, his thumb massaging his inner wrist where the tattoo oozed and burned. Pain and prickling numbness swirled under his skin, but it felt good. Oddly centering.

Zuri gazed at him, waiting for an explanation.

“I’ll need a name for the fourth student, Leander. To secure their spot.”

“And you’ll have it. But not yet. List the deposit under the Eldana name.”

“Leander—”

“On my honor, Headmistress, four Ashland heirs will matriculate at Almus Terra.”

“Fine.” Zuri stood, tucking the envelope into her coat. “But they’ll be held to our scholarly requirements for acceptance, like all students.”

Leander dipped his head. “Naturally.”

Zuri started for the exit of her own volition, unfazed by the precious customs of royalty. Then she stopped, her fingers curled around the door handle, her broad shoulders tense.

Her eyes moved back to the king, landing on him with bold admonishment. “Let me be clear: My students will not become pawns in the battle for your succession. I won’t allow it.”

The heavy door shut behind her with a deep echo just as the rain started pelting the windows, louder than the ancient Norse drums on the battleships that landed in Ashland millennia ago.

“My dear Headmistress,” Leander murmured, pushing back his cuff to press hard into his raw, aching skin. “That is entirely up to them.”
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