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      “One more push!” the midwife screamed. It had been a hard birth. The sun was rising, and this had been going on all night. The baby was almost out. It was nearly over. She gave one last push, and the midwife caught the babe who let out a furious cry.

      The midwife took the child to the next room to clean her off. She checked for the mark, which was standard for all new births. The child had the god mark on her left forearm. She whispered to her servant.

      “Get Father Kaden. We have our queen.”

      A loud wail came from the bedroom. The midwife gently put the saddled babe in the bassinet and ran to the new mother. Every single queen in Dioscuri was born during this time and was always a twin. If the baby in the bassinet was the next queen, then the midwife’s job wasn’t over yet.

      The next babe came quickly, way faster than the first. She arrived just in time for Kaden to storm into the room to check on the new little queen. The midwife gently cleaned the new babe off in the tub but stopped with her mouth open. Both babes were almost identical, and they both had the god mark on their left forearm.

      Kaden had the first infant in his arms, checking her over. The exhausted mother was still in bed, calling to feed and hold her new babes.

      “We have a problem, Father Kaden. Both children have the mark. This has never happened before, right?”

      “You must be mistaken.”

      “I’m looking at it clear as day. See?”

      “The elder must be the queen. This is a trick. She’ll be in danger from the younger twin. Go back and tell the mother one babe didn’t make it. I’ll take care of it.”

      “You won’t hurt a baby, will you?”

      “Of course not! I’m a priest. We don’t hurt children. I’m going to hide her away where she can’t hurt anyone. She’ll be cared for, but I don’t want her anywhere near her sister.”

      The midwife was conflicted, but she was a religious woman. If Father Kaden thought this was the best course of action and he handled training queens, then she would do it.

      As much as she didn’t like it, she would lie to this new mother that one of her babies didn’t make it.
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      Kaden sighed. He left Gemma with her mother until the age of seven. This was standard for everyone with the god mark. He tried to groom her and prepare her to rule, but she seemed to take everything the wrong way. She was spoiled and narcissistic. She was also cruel and would make an evil queen if she didn’t grow out of this.

      “Focus, Gemma. How would you settle a dispute between Dioscuri and another queen’s realm?”

      Gemma tossed her white-blonde hair over her shoulder and glared at Kaden.

      “My answer is still the same. I’d send men to kidnap that queen and feed her to my swans.”

      “And my response is still the same, Gemma. You can’t attack other kingdoms. We’ve been at peace for ages. We can’t have every single kingdom attacking Dioscuri because you can’t control your temper.”

      “My temper is not the problem, Kaden. It’s about respect.”

      He’d given up trying to tell her to call him by his proper title. She dropped his title and started calling him by only his first name on her fifteenth name day. Kaden had a feeling the only reason she kept doing it was because she knew it bothered him. She did a lot of things just because of that.

      “Respect is earned, Gemma. You want people to fear you. If people fear you, they will eventually rise up and assassinate you.”

      “No, because I’m going to change Dioscuri. We aren’t going to be known for making things for farming anymore. As I said, it’s about respect. I’m going to build the biggest military out of every kingdom. We won’t be relying on trade anymore. We won’t be waiting for our people to invent something so we can export it. If we want something, we’ll take it. And every able-bodied man will be in my military. Every boy will join once he reaches the age of twelve. No one will come for us. We’ll just have to ask, and they will give us everything we want, or they will have to face our weapons. If our people can invent agricultural equipment, then they can invent weapons instead.”

      Kaden sighed. How did Gemma get like this? It wasn’t from her training. Dioscuri was a peaceful place. It always had been. They had a well-established trade with the other kingdoms. It wasn’t just the farming equipment they exported. They had foods and wine the other realms loved. Dioscuri was famous for these lemon pastries that several queens in other kingdoms just loved.

      The citizens weren’t soldiers. Boys should play, not train to fight. This was all wrong.

      “You can’t do that, Gemma.”

      “You can’t stop me. I was god marked. I’m going to be queen, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Get over it.”

      “Unless I use your twin,” he muttered.

      Using Tamsin had crossed his mind a few times recently. She didn’t have any training, and she was locked away. But he was thinking he picked the wrong twin twenty-five years ago. Explaining that was going to be difficult. Some kingdoms had several potential queens, but Dioscuri only ever had one.

      Kaden thought he lucked out, finding her at birth. He thought he had it easy. There would be no kingdom-wide hunt trying to find a girl with the mark. He was thanking the gods until the midwife announced the other twin was also marked. Kaden panicked and made a split decision. He could feel in his bones one twin would be in danger from the other. After dealing with Gemma, he knew now which twin was in trouble.

      And he didn’t mean for her to hear what he just muttered.

      Gemma’s green eyes sparkled cruelly. She wasn’t happy to hear she had a sister. She was already plotting how to get rid of her.

      “Excuse me? Everyone said my twin died after she was born. Did you secret her away, Kaden? A little backup insurance in case your little church couldn’t rule through me? I will find her. You’ve probably got her ferreted away in one of your little monasteries. I wasn’t just educated in the church. I had the best tutors Dioscuri has to offer. I’m smarter than all your little priests.”

      Kaden just grunted and stormed out. Yes, Gemma was brilliant the way all psychopaths were. But Kaden had the best tutors Dioscuri had as well, and what was more than that, he had been trained in diplomacy and managing queens.

      Tamsin had been kept in one of the monasteries for a long time. As soon as the thought crossed Kaden’s mind that Tamsin might be the better option, she was moved for her safety.

      But Kaden knew better. Now that Gemma knew her twin was alive, he had to move fast. Everyone in Dioscuri was waiting for him to give the word Gemma was ready to take the throne. He lied to everyone about Tamsin being dead.

      He had to fix this and fix it fast because there was no way Gemma could be queen. And now Tamsin was in danger.
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      I missed the beautiful monastery I grew up in. It was peaceful there, and there were other orphans to play with. The monks were kind to me. Father Kaden would visit to check in on me, but not very often. He was kind to me, but he often talked over my head. He would always ask the monks how I was doing instead of asking me directly. My education was always important to him. The monks didn’t just educate me. I was the only orphan there that had outside tutors.

      Father Kaden had gotten way more involved in my life, and I was so confused. Four years ago, I was shaken awake in my bed and forced to leave all my friends behind. He gave me a black cloak and told me to cover my face. I climbed into the back of a carriage with curtains covering all the windows and left behind everything I knew.

      The ride was long. Father Kaden refused to speak to me the entire time. He wouldn’t even look at me. He never did. There was something about my face he just didn’t like. The ride took two days, and I could only ever leave the carriage if we were in an isolated area with no one else around. Father Kaden and the monks slept in the woods, and I slept in the carriage. I’d never left the monastery before, but I knew there were plenty of inns in Dioscuri we could have stayed in.

      We finally arrived at a large chateau that was pretty isolated. A stern woman was waiting for me in a lovely dress. The chateau was beautiful but different from the monastery. I’d honestly seen nothing like it before. Father Kaden put his hand on my back and urged me forward. That was new. He’d never touched me before.

      “Tamsin, this is Lady Cerise. She’ll be your caretaker from now on. She’ll handle your tutors and teach you a few things—a few ground rules. You’re never to leave this chateau. If there are visitors to the house, you will go to your room and not be seen. That is the most important rule, Tamsin. No one can know you are here. I mean it.”

      I got it. I was some dirty little secret, though why I couldn’t stay in the monastery was beyond me. I had broken no rules there, and I loved my studies. I hadn’t done a single thing to lose my home like this.

      “I’ll obey your rules, but may I ask why I had to leave the monastery?”

      “I may eventually give you a better answer, but it was time, Tamsin. The monastery is for monks and children. You are no longer a child. It would be best if you learned about actual life now. The grounds here are vast, but you are to go nowhere without the permission of Lady Cerise and never without protection. Am I understood?”

      “Yes, Father Kaden.”

      I thought it was the end of my world at the time, but I liked it here. Lady Cerise ended up being very kind, despite her severe face. I wasn’t a prisoner there. She didn’t have visitors often, so I didn’t have to hide in my room. She had a lovely son who was a few years older than I was. Casper was my escort when I toured the grounds and my new playmate.

      Lady Cerise gave me lessons just as much as the tutors did. I felt like a princess with all the new things she was teaching me. If I could leave her house, I could now dine with high society and not embarrass myself. And the food was so good! At the monastery, they mostly served bread, water, and stew. I thought it was good because I had eaten nothing else. I was learning so much about the different foods Dioscuri and the other kingdoms offered.

      I’d been with Lady Cerise and Casper a few years now. My life wasn’t ruined. This was good. I’d already met with my tutors for the day. After lunch, I always had tea with Lady Cerise, and she taught me about the different kingdoms.

      “Let’s talk about Seawall today, Tamsin. How would you strengthen an alliance between Dioscuri and Seawall?”

      I loved these games. Lady Cerise would always ask me these questions, like she thought I could be queen one day. I was sheltered in the monastery, but I knew enough to know the new queen had already been marked and found. It was still fun.

      “Well, the Seawall queens are always Cancers, and the Dioscuri queens are always Geminis. The two signs rarely play well together at first, but it can be a lifelong friendship or soulmate situation if you can get past all that. Seawall and Dioscuri would do well to set up an apprenticeship program between the two realms. They have the architects, and we have the inventors. We should learn from each other. It would benefit all the other kingdoms between what we could both build and invent, and both kingdoms would prosper from the exports.”

      I thought I gave an appropriate answer, but Lady Cerise was just frowning at me like I said something wrong. I loved this game, but I hated disappointing her. She saw the look on my face.

      “It was an excellent answer, Tamsin. I’m not upset with you. Things have been set in motion that are just complicated, and it’s not fair. I have to send a raven. Why don’t you go find Casper?”

      Something wasn’t right. We usually sat in this room drinking tea and eating Dioscuri pastries for much longer before she sent me to find Casper. She always seemed excited by my answers when she would give me different scenarios with the various kingdoms.

      Why was my answer so different, and who was she sending a raven to?
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      No one knew Cerise was Kaden’s half-sister, so for now, Tamsin was safe. Gemma had blown off every single one of her lessons, and Kaden knew precisely why. The herald had to have been disguised as one of the assistants to the midwife to mark both of the twins, but they hadn’t made another appearance to either of them for Kaden to officially give the go-ahead for the throne.

      That bothered Gemma. She’d been waiting for a visit from the herald since she was seventeen. Kaden had been praying that long he would stay his hand until he could figure out how to get out from under this mess. Now Gemma knew her twin was out there with the same queen mark, and she would stop at nothing until Tamsin was out of the equation.

      Kaden read Cerise’s last letter, and he couldn’t help thinking back to the fateful decision he made twenty-five years ago. He could just feel it in his gut that if both twins were marked, one would be in danger from the other. That much had come true. But how much of this was his doing?

      Would Gemma have turned out differently if she had grown up around Tamsin? Every single Dioscuri queen had been a Gemini and a twin. They were raised with their sibling and always had a deep bond. The queen almost always kept their twin as an advisor. They listened to them sometimes more than they listened to the church.

      Kaden had long realized he couldn’t control Gemma. The church wouldn’t have been able to rein her in either. If he hadn’t separated them and kept Tamsin’s existence a secret, would she listen to her sister? It was long too late for that. Gemma didn’t listen to anything but gossip, and she had an extreme fondness for any salacious rumor she could spread.

      Kaden reread Cerise’s latest raven before he burned it. He needed to find a way to deal with this. Tamsin only had a few years training under Cerise on how to deal with other kingdoms, but not only were her answers better than Gemma’s, they were solutions no seasoned queen had come up with before she ascended. Tamsin wasn’t just looking out for Dioscuri. She was looking out for their entire world. Gemma was only looking out for herself, even if that meant destroying everything around her.

      He needed a plan, and for that, he needed to find the herald. The herald hadn’t made an appearance since the birthing room. Why hadn’t he questioned everyone in the room to find out which one it was and why he marked both twins before he made a decision that affected both of their lives so much? Kaden just panicked when he realized they were both marked and had that intense feeling of fear in his gut.

      He needed to question the midwife. She had been paid exceptionally well for her silence, and he would need to pay her again. She would willingly tell him who she employed to assist with the birth. She had always been a devout woman. No, this time, he would pay her to uproot her life and move somewhere no one knew her.

      The midwife didn’t know where Tamsin was, but the mere fact that she was complicit in the ruse meant she wasn’t safe from Gemma. Gemma trusted no one. She wouldn’t believe her when she said she didn’t know. Gemma had a little fan club of brutes and sycophants. Her friends that traded in secrets and lies would whisper into ears until they found her. Gemma’s goon squad would torture the midwife until she was satisfied she didn’t know Tamsin’s location. Gemma didn’t like loose ends. She would want as few people as possible knowing another queen had been marked. The midwife would disappear and never be heard from again.

      He was sure Gemma had someone watching him. He could feel it on the streets when he visited the market to buy food and clothes. Still, it helped that Gemma and her friends looked down on the church. They thought the priests and monks were weak simpletons who did nothing but prostrate themselves in prayer.

      Gemma was always talking about building an army from children, farmers, and inventors. Still, if she ever became queen, she would have learned every single monk and priest had gone through rigorous training to defend their queen and kingdom. Every church member was a trained fighter, and Gemma was slowly making an enemy of them.

      A twenty-five-year-old boy might think himself creative following a priest through the market, but that was because that was what Kaden wanted him to think. He kept to a very dull, predictable schedule so it would be easier to lose his shadow when needed.

      And it was needed today.

      His shadow was one of Gemma’s frequent bedmates. The only reason Grayson wasn’t rotting in a cell was that Gemma always lied and provided an alibi for him. Several witnesses could point their fingers directly at him as the boy who beat them or stole from them, but no one was willing to question Gemma when she said Grayson was with her at the time of the crime.

      Kaden set out into the market for the first stall he usually went to. It was one of his favorites. This farm sold the most tender goat in all of Dioscuri. There was always a crowd at this stall because they also had the freshest vegetables to choose from.

      Grayson wasn’t the smartest tool in the shed. No one liked him except Gemma’s crowd because he was a criminal and a bully. Instead of trying to blend into the crowd, he stood out like a sore thumb. He dressed in all black with a cloak over his head. He also painted his face like some famed warriors from Dioscuri fairy tales.

      Basically, he looked like an ass trying to play the hero.

      Kaden slipped into the crowd at the stall, then quickly disappeared into the alley. He chuckled as he heard Grayson making a scene because he lost him. He was so close. He made it to the end of the passage, where a trusted monk had his horse waiting. He pulled his cloak out of the saddlebag and pulled it over his head.

      He spurred his horse and took off. It was time to find out what name the herald was going by this time.
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      Lady Cerise didn’t act like anything was wrong after she cut our tea session short. Lessons resumed as usual, and she seemed happy with me. Maybe that raven had nothing to do with me, and she was just having a bad day. I tried asking her about it at the end of our tea session, but she told me not to worry about it and sent me off to find Casper.

      I adored Casper. He was probably my first crush. I’d never act on it because I didn’t want to offend Lady Cerise. He would probably be married off to a wealthy lady close to the queen. Casper and I would never happen, so I kept my feelings to myself.

      Still, he looked so handsome in his tunic and leather breeches underneath the arch in the garden. The sun was shining and making his black hair glint with red and gold highlights. When I got closer, his gray eyes looked practically silver in the sunlight. He always seemed so happy to see me.

      “Hi, Tamsin. I hope you aren’t full of tea. I prepared a picnic by the lake. I know how much you like feeding the swans. I still don’t know why they are so nice to you. Swans are evil bastards. If you aren’t with me, they’d just as soon eat me.”

      Casper thought I was insane when I wanted to get closer to the swans on their property. They were just so beautiful and graceful. He tried to stop me and warned me they attacked him all the time when he was younger. I still wanted to give them a bit of my bread. They weren’t mean at all. They took it gently from my hand and let me stroke their long necks. Casper seemed to think it was a miracle. He kept his distance when I was playing with the swans.

      He led me through the gardens to the lake. There was a basket and a blanket set out. The swans all stopped swimming and trained their long necks on me when I arrived. They were just used to me feeding them.

      I sat on the soft blanket and pulled the lid off the picnic basket. There was a loaf of bread fresh from the ovens. Casper might not like the swans, but he always came prepared because he knew I did. I checked the basket, and he’d packed all my favorites. There was a leafy green salad, apples, roasted boar, and several of Dioscuri’s famous lemon custards. I unpacked everything and set it on the blanket. I tore off a corner of the bread and was about to throw it into the water.

      “No bread! It’s bad for the swans. Give us some of that salad and that juicy apple, love.”

      Where did that come from? It was a female voice, so it wasn’t Casper. Did I just break the big rule about living here and expose myself to someone?

      “Did you hear that?” I hissed.

      Casper just frowned at me.

      “Hear what, Tamsin?”

      I heard the voice giggling in my head.

      “The boy can’t hear me. Look at the water.”

      I looked out at the water, and the swans were there. I saw a new swan this time. There was an inky black swan on the lake this time. It raised its wing and almost waved at me with it. I was losing it if I thought the swans were talking to me.

      “Are you okay, Tamsin?” Casper said, checking my forehead with the back of his hand. “You just went white as a sheet.”

      “I’m just hearing things. Where did that black swan come from?”

      “Black swan? We’ve never had one of those before. They are supposed to protect romance and represent equality. We’re lucky she graced our lake, even if she’s probably just as mean as the rest of them.”

      “If your boyfriend respected the other swans, they wouldn’t attack him. I have no intention of attacking him since I can tell you like him, and he’s been kind to you.”

      Would the voice in my head go away if I told it to? And how to manage that without Casper hearing and having Lady Cerise lock me in an asylum? Would she hear it if I thought it?

      “Can you go away?”

      “No, I can’t. We are connected on a deep, spiritual level. It’s why you can hear me and why I’m here. I’m your familiar, and you will need guidance for what’s ahead.”

      “I’m just an orphan. My life is simple and uncomplicated. I don’t need a swan talking to me in my head. People will think I’m crazy.”

      “You’d be surprised. Tell Lady Cerise and Father Kaden I appeared to you and spoke to you. Better yet, ask them to explain the mark on your arm and why all the clothes you are provided cover it, no matter what the weather is like.”

      “It’s only a birthmark. People don’t need to see it.”

      “I know you aren’t stupid, Tamsin. Birthmarks don’t look like glyphs. It’s too well-formed to be a birthmark.”

      “I can’t hear this.”

      “Casper, can we go back inside? Maybe you were right about the swans.”

      Casper immediately started packing the basket up. He didn’t ask me questions about why I zoned out and kept staring at the black swan. That wasn’t like me. Even when I was feeding the swans, we had constant chatter.

      “My name is Eleni. I’m a part of you. You have a destiny, Tamsin, and your simple life is about to get very complicated. Start asking questions of those close to you. If they won’t tell you the truth, I will when you are ready.”

      I didn’t want my life to get complicated. I was happy the way things were. And there was a part of me that didn’t think the voice in my head was real. Maybe my lunch didn’t agree with me, and I heard things.

      I definitely needed to lie down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Gemma flung her wine glass at Grayson and shrieked. How many places could her twin be hiding? If they were identical instead of fraternal, her spies would have reported someone else with Gemma’s face. That was just unnatural. Gemma knew every Dioscuri queen was a twin, but everyone told her she was the most beautiful woman in the entire kingdom. Now some imposter could be running around with Gemma’s face. If she didn’t kill her, she would scar her face up so no one would ever confuse the two of them.

      “How did you manage to lose a fracking priest, Grayson? He prays and shops.”

      “Why am I following him, Gemma? What did he do to you, anyway? Why not just have me kill him?”

      Gemma kept her friends close, but she trusted no one. Her friends were loyal. She would give them that. Grayson was following Kaden, and Felicia and Gretel were whispering in ears, trying to find the midwife, but they didn’t know the truth about why they were doing all this. Felix and Dunn were searching monasteries and questioning the monks.

      Gemma knew what she was risking if Felix or Dunn found someone with her face at one of the monasteries, but they were also the easiest managed. Their silence could be bought with shiny new swords and a romp in the sack. They’d even kill her for Gemma if she threw in a shield and offered to invite Felicia or Gretel to their bribery sex session. Boys were so stupid.

      “Because I need the information he has first. Wipe that makeup off your face. You look fracking ridiculous,” she snapped, throwing a cloth at his face.

      “I’m on a mission from my future queen. I was just dressing the part.”

      Yeah, boys were dumb as rocks. At least they were pretty and good for satisfying certain urges.

      “Yeah, well, you stood out like a sore thumb wearing your makeup like Tumulus from the stories. He probably took one look at you and ran back home.”

      “I don’t trust him. I don’t trust the entire church. Why don’t you just let me kidnap him and torture the information out of him?”

      Gemma grabbed a plate full of food and threw it at Grayson’s head.

      “We can’t kidnap and torture Kaden, Grayson! Things need to happen before I can assume the throne, and we need Kaden for a lot of those to happen. I still don’t have my familiar, and the herald hasn’t visited again to read my horoscope. Once that happens, I need Kaden alive to vouch for me so I can officially take the throne.”

      “Is Kaden keeping the herald from visiting, Gemma? Is that why I’m watching him?”

      That could work. Eventually, her friends would ask why they were doing all this, and Gemma would need a story. She liked her friends because they were loyal and corrupt. She didn’t need them as her enemies. She knew them too well. She needed them working for her, not against her.

      “Exactly, Grayson. I don’t have proof, but I suspect Kaden keeps my familiar and the herald somewhere until I agree to fall in line and let the church rule through me. I suspect the herald is in a monastery somewhere, but Felix and Dunn haven’t come up with anything. He had to be in the room when I was born to mark me as queen, but I can’t find the midwife who delivered me. I think Kaden knows where she is too.”

      “I’ll double my efforts watching him. He won’t slip away this time.”

      “No more stupid costumes this time, Grayson. Blend in. He’ll slip up if he doesn’t know he’s being watched. You’re huge, and you can’t hide that, but stealth is your friend. If he’s in the market and sees you, act like you’re shopping. Be smart about this.”

      Gemma wished she could be in more than one place at once and set foot in the market without being swarmed by peasants who wanted to touch her because of her queen mark.

      Grayson was good in bed and suitable for bashing heads but asking him to act intelligently asked a lot.
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      Grayson had no doubt already reported to Gemma that he lost Kaden in the market. She would be plotting and regrouping. Still, Kaden didn’t fear a bunch of twenty-year-olds himself. But they could make trouble for several people he needed to protect. He couldn’t be with the midwife and Tamsin at the same time. Gemma wouldn’t find Tamsin. Cerise’s chateau was isolated, and no one knew they were related. His father confessed he had a half-sister on his death bed, and Kaden sought her out.

      Cerise didn’t want the circumstances of her birth known and risk her titles. They kept their relationship a secret but became very close. Not even young Casper knew they were related. Cerise reported Casper was smitten with Tamsin, but he thought she was just an orphan Cerise had taken in.

      Kaden rode his horse hard to the village where Camilla, the midwife, lived. He’d asked so much of her, and he was about to ask for more. Still, her face lit up when she realized he had visited.

      “Father Kaden! What a surprise. I just put tea on. Would you like to come inside and have a cup?”

      “I hate to impose, but we must talk, Camilla. It’s important.”

      “Of course. I always knew you’d come to me again. I’ve been waiting for it.”

      “Oh?”

      “The twins. I know you wouldn’t have harmed one of them. You were so sure one would be in danger from the other. I’ve been praying that wasn’t the case, but if you are here, it must be true.”

      “It is. And I chose the wrong twin to protect. I put Tamsin in the monastery for nothing. Maybe Gemma would have turned out differently if I hadn’t separated them, but there’s something very wrong with that girl. You’re in danger, Camilla. I slipped up and accidentally mentioned to Gemma there was another option for the queen. She’s hunting for Tamsin. One of her boyfriends has been following me. It’s only a matter of time before she comes looking for you. I know you don’t know where Tamsin is, but she won’t believe that. Gemma will also want to get rid of anyone who knows her twin didn’t die at birth. The only reason I’m still alive is that she needs me to take the throne.”

      “Oh, my. We can’t have that one as our queen.”

      “Definitely not. Tamsin is going to make an amazing queen. I just have to fix the mess I made twenty-five years ago. The church will pay for you to move somewhere Gemma can’t find you, but you should do it as soon as possible.”

      “Why would Mercury mark Gemma if she’s so dangerous? Only one twin has ever been marked before.”

      “I didn’t just come to warn you, Camilla. I would have done that anyway. The herald was in the room with you when the twins were born. He’s different every time he comes, and we never know. I need to find him. He marked both of them, but he hasn’t appeared to Gemma, and as far as I know, Tamsin hasn’t seen him either. Neither twin has a familiar yet either. Was there anyone in the room you didn’t know and haven’t seen since?”

      “The physician, Doctor Zac. The birth was taking so long, I sent for a doctor to check on her to make sure the mother and babe would make it. None of us had ever seen him before, and he wasn’t her usual physician. He claimed to be traveling and was on the street when the servant went outside for the doctor. None of us questioned it because it worried us.

      “He placed his hands on her belly and checked her out. I’d just checked her, and she wasn’t ready, even though it had been all night. He called me to the bed and told me it was time. I thought he was crazy, but I rechecked her, and it was time for the baby to be born. As long as she was in agony, the babe was born fairly quickly after that. He didn’t say there were two in there, so it surprised me when the second one came out. He slipped out of the room after I sent for you.”

      Kaden ran his fingers through his black hair.

      “He could have stuck around and answered a few questions. Do you remember what he looked like?”

      Camilla nodded.

      “I’d never forgotten it. His hair was as white as snow, even though he appeared to be quite young. He had a very hawkish face, and his eyes were as black as night. I remember thinking he had a face for trickery, but he seemed to be good at his job. I can’t believe that was the herald, and I met him.”

      Kaden put his hand on Camilla’s. She was such a wonderful woman. Gemma would pay if she hurt her.

      “You delivered the future queen too. Don’t forget that.”

      “You told me what Gemma thinks. Do you think Tamsin will forgive me for my part?”

      Kaden passed her a pouch of gold coins.

      “I’m sure of it. Go somewhere safe and don’t tell a soul where you are going. I’ll be in touch by a raven.”

      Kaden was sure Tamsin would forgive Camilla. Whether she would forgive him was a different story.
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      I was questioning everything I ever knew. I was lying in bed, but I hadn’t blown the candle out yet. I was staring at my birthmark. Even my nightgowns covered it. I had the sleeve pulled up, and I was tracing it with my fingers. It looked like a glyph. The glyph for Gemini, to be exact. I guess I never thought about it before because I only ever saw it when I was bathing.

      No one had ever made a massive deal about it. They covered it, no matter what the weather. No one told me it was a birthmark. I just assumed it was. There was a boy at the monastery with a birthmark on his cheek in the shape of an eagle. Some other children always teased him about it, so I just left mine covered.

      I never thought about it, not even in the bath. I barely glanced at it when I was soaping my body. Either I was going insane, or that swan really was talking to me in my head. Lady Cerise always told me I was levelheaded, and that would serve me well. Levelheaded people didn’t speak to swans.

      Still, whatever that voice in my head was, it opened an entire can of worms and had me questioning my entire life. At the monastery, I learned to read, writing, and arithmetic. I learned about our patron god Mercury and how to pray to him.

      I was the only orphan there that had extra lessons and my own tutors. They taught me other languages. I was fluent in every single language in Astari. I thought that was just something Father Kaden asked for, but now I was questioning why I was taught every single language in Astari and why Lady Cerise had been teaching politics to me as a game. Would she tell me if I asked?

      Eleni said she had answers. If she wasn’t just me hearing things because I was tired or my lunch wasn’t agreeing with me, then I needed to ask her. My stomach wasn’t upset, and I’d been in bed since we came back inside. It was time to find out if I was crazy, and for that, I needed to break rules I’d never broken before.

      I got out of bed and pulled my cloak on. I grabbed my candle and snuck out of my room. I had to get past Lady Cerise’s room, and I knew she was a light sleeper. She had difficulty falling asleep, and the slightest thing would wake her. I held my breath and padded on bare feet past her closed door.

      I’d never snuck out of the house before, but I knew the front door was heavy and loud. The kitchen had an entry for servants to get to the backyard to grab wood and get to the storehouse. It was how I was going to get out. No one would be awake right now, and all the servants lived off the grounds.

      I made it! I was out of the house. The garden was technically a maze of hedges and flowers, but I’d long figured my way through it. I was about to cross the last corner to get to the lake when a stranger popped around the corner. My shriek strangled in my throat, and I nearly dropped my candle.

      He held up his hands.

      “Hush, child. I mean you no harm. The Dawning is almost over, and we have little time. I believe Eleni has appeared to you?”

      “Who are you? How do you know about that? I have told no one, and I don’t think she’s real.”

      “Eleni is quite real. I believe you were sneaking out to talk to her. I’m shocked it took you this long to break all the rules that have been placed on you. The moon, not the sun, rules you. You should be way less obedient to your masters, but it serves us well. Come with me.”

      “Excuse me? I have no idea who you are. You shouldn’t be here and are trespassing. I’ll scream!”

      “Hush, child. You came out here for answers, and I have them. I might never get you away from that boy you are so fond of again. Eleni is waiting at the lake. We can both answer your questions. She told you that your life was about to get complicated, but you will also be in danger.”

      I took a step back, and he laughed at me.

      “Not from me. I’d never hurt you. I’m trying to protect you. Decisions were made when you were born that mucked things up a bit but kept you safe. That safety is about to come to an end very soon. Lady Cerise and your Casper will be caught in the crossfire unless you know the truth. I can explain everything about that mark on your arm.”

      He was so strange looking. His hair was pure white, but he didn’t have a single line on his face. I could see he had dark eyes in the candlelight, and they were almost too big for his face. He had a hawkish nose and a thin mouth that always seemed to smile, even as he told me I was in danger.

      I should have screamed and run back inside, but the seed of doubt had been planted. I wanted answers. Why was I supposed to hide if anyone came over? Lady Cerise didn’t seem ashamed of me. She always told me how proud of me she was. So, why couldn’t anyone know I was living with her?

      “I’m only following you because you claim Casper and Lady Cerise will be hurt if I don’t hear you out. If you try to hurt me, Casper taught me how to fight when his mother wasn’t looking.”

      “Good. You’ll need it. Right this way.”

      His lantern was much brighter than my candle, which was already half melted. I was a little shocked when we got to the lake, and I saw he had a blanket laid out and a basket. It felt strange. Picnics at the lake were my thing with Casper.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Do you not want to be comfortable while you get the truth? You can sit on the grass and watch me eat if you like. It’s going to take time to explain and do what needs to be done.”

      I sighed and joined him on the blanket. The black swan took flight and landed right next to him. He stroked her neck fondly, and she preened her feathers.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      I’d followed this strange man to the lake in the dark, and I didn’t even know his name: way to go, Tamsin. I was usually much smarter than that.

      “Zac. I was there when you were born, in case you are still thinking of running.”

      “I already know that story. My father died when my mother was pregnant, and my mother didn’t survive the birth. I have no family, so I ended up in the monastery with the other orphans.”

      Zac took his time pouring wine for both of us. He eyed me over the rim of his goblet and sighed.

      “Except that entire story is false. Your mother and father are quite alive. They think you are dead, and only your twin survived the birth.”

      I felt this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Why? I shouldn’t have believed a single word this strange man said, but it made just a smidgeon of sense with everything in my past. I had a twin sister out there? And my parents thought I was dead this entire time?

      “Why would someone do that to me?”

      “It has to do with the mark on your arm.”

      “I’m guessing you’re about to tell me it’s not a normal birthmark at all.”

      Zac just chuckled.

      “I’m not shocked certain things in your education were left out so you wouldn’t ask questions. That’s not a birthmark. That’s a god mark, and I put it there. Mercury marked you.”

      “Am I evil? Is that why my parents think I’m dead and Father Kaden tried so hard to hide me?”

      “He thought so when you were just an infant. He’s clearly seeing the error of his ways now. I’m dying to see how he fixes this.”

      “I’m confused. Why would you put a god mark on my arm?”

      “Did they teach you nothing about queens the entire twenty-five years you’ve been alive?”

      “Just that Mercury picks them, and we have already found our new queen.”

      “Except she’s a False Queen and a danger to you. She’s your twin sister. I marked you both in the womb when I came to check on your mother. The horoscope for Gemini that day was that one queen would rise but be beset by a False Queen. I knew you and your twin were going to be those queens, but I had no way of knowing who was the True Queen and who would be the False Queen.

      “I marked both of you. I usually only mark one because the horoscope is much clearer. Father Kaden saw both of you were marked and panicked. He’s connected to Mercury on a deep level since he’s a priest. He could sense one of you would be a danger to the other. Your twin was announced as the next god-marked queen, and they sent you to a monastery to be protected and kept in the dark.

      “I’ve been watching Gemma from afar since Father Kaden moved you, and it took me longer to find you. Getting you alone after that was difficult. That boy is quite smitten with you. The horoscope is now clear. Gemma is the False Queen, and you’re the True Queen. Father Kaden knows this and slipped up around Gemma. She’s hunting for you as we speak. She means to take you out of the equation because she thinks without you as an option, I’ll complete what needs to be done to make her queen.”

      This was way too much for me to process. I could not be queen. I liked the games Lady Cerise played about Astari politics, but only when I thought they were games. How unfair that I find out my family is alive, but my twin sister wanted to murder me. I gulped down my wine. I needed to be a little drunk to process this.

      “What if I don’t want to be queen?” I asked.

      “That’s entirely the reason you should be. Gemma just wants power, and she’ll destroy Dioscuri. I don’t make up the horoscopes. They come from Mercury and careful study of the stars. It was always going to be you or Gemma. One of you was always going to be in danger from the other.

      “The Janus moon was shining brightly the night you were both born. The moon rules you and your twin, and the Janus moon comes into play here. He was the god of many things, but often duality. You and Gemma were fated to be exact opposite sides of the coin. Make no mistake. She will destroy you and everyone you care about unless you take action.”

      “You don’t expect me to kill her, do you?”

      I wasn’t okay with that. She was my twin. Maybe she could be reasoned with. I’d never killed anyone before, and I didn’t want to start with my sister. Zac just shrugged.

      “It’s up to you what Gemma’s fate will be, but if you do nothing, she will kill you. You might want to spare her, but she has every intention to kill you and to kill anyone she needs to so she can get to you.”

      “But she’s my sister! We have to have something in common.”

      “Trust me. You have nothing in common. She hates your favorite foods, and you don’t care for hers. It’s just how fate made things.”

      I didn’t want any of this, but it sounded like I was being given little choice in the matter. I needed to hear from all viewpoints. Zac told me his version. I hardly knew him, and he could be lying to me.

      “Before I do anything, I need to talk to Lady Cerise and Father Kaden.”

      Zac just nodded.

      “You may not get an audience with Father Kaden. He’s trying to fix his mess, and he won’t risk leading Gemma straight to you. You have two nights, Tamsin. Get your answers and sneak out again. Meet me at the lake so we can finish this. You are the True Queen of Dioscuri. I need to put the queen mark on your right arm as soon as possible. If you show it to anyone, it will protect you from Gemma. Once you’re marked, you’ll have the entire kingdom helping you subdue your twin.”

      Great. He was only giving me two days to process this before they forced me to take a job I didn’t want.
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      The Dawning lasted twenty-five years. Kaden just lucked out being called to the birth of the twins. That twenty-five years was almost up. If he didn’t already know who bore the mark, they would start the hunt for the new queen. The herald was cutting it close. Zac should have appeared to one of the twins by now and given them a horoscope and the queen mark.

      Kaden knew he wouldn’t appear to Gemma, no matter how much she tried to fix things in her favor. He needed to get to Tamsin and try to explain things. Zac would be close to one twin. He was running out of time. So was Kaden now that Gemma was on the warpath. Camilla had already started packing and had a place to go. Now, he just needed to worry about Tamsin and his sister.

      He’d lost Grayson once. He knew Gemma was aware. She had her other goons making a stink at the monasteries, but she could spare one of them to follow Kaden if she was smart. He could lose one of her friends, but he had less of a chance with two watching him.

      He was back in the market. Grayson was following him again but trying to stand out less this time. He hadn’t dressed like a hero from folklore, but Kaden could easily spot him. The boy was built like an ox, and he had bright orange hair.

      Kaden pressed out his senses. It was only Grayson today, but it was only a matter of time before Gemma sent someone else to tail him. He needed to slip out and get to his sister. Slipping away once was easy. Getting away a second time was going to be difficult. He needed to do it now. He was running out of time, and Grayson was following closer than last time.

      Kaden stopped by a stall of apples and casually knocked one from the stand. The movement was so subtle, Grayson wouldn’t have noticed. His eyes were glued to the back of Kaden’s head and not the ground. Exactly what he wanted. Kaden heard the shouts as Grayson slipped on the apple and ended up on his arse. He chuckled to himself and disappeared into the crowd.

      Kaden doubled back to his stables and saddled his horse. It didn’t feel like he was being watched. He packed enough supplies to last him for the journey to Cerise’s chateau and spurred his horse. Grayson would report back he slipped his tail again, and that he wasn’t home for several days. Gemma would step up her efforts. This visit had to count because he wouldn’t be able to make it again, knowing Gemma.

      Even if he didn’t find Zac, it was time to tell Tamsin the truth. He couldn’t have her blindsided if Gemma did the impossible and found her. Cerise needed to be prepared. Security would need to be upped at the chateau.

      He still didn’t have a plan on how he would announce Tamsin as the next queen and still keep the trust of the people of Dioscuri, but he needed to think fast.

      Because Gemma was probably already moving pieces into place in case she couldn’t find her.
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      Gemma flung her book at Grayson’s head. How did that stupid old priest slip away a second time? It was time to up her game. Grayson was clearly useless at following Kaden, but he had given her an idea. She needed to expand her network.

      Kaden always acted like this insufferable snob when he would lecture her about how gossip was beneath a queen. But Gemma knew better. Secrets had power. A well-placed lie whispered into the right ear could annihilate an enemy just as effectively as a sword could.

      Kaden would have kept the circle of people that knew about her twin small. If he hadn’t made his big move to dispose of Gemma, then it stood to reason the herald hadn’t visited her sister either. Gemma couldn’t risk it. She hadn’t sat through all those endlessly boring lessons with Kaden and came up with her own plans to rule Dioscuri to have it stolen from her at the last minute by some sister who was supposed to be dead.

      One of her comprehensive plans, when she was queen, was knocking the Church of Mercury down a few pegs. Mercury chose a queen. She could talk to him herself and interpret the stars on her own. Queens didn’t need priests or monks as the middleman advising what they thought Mercury wanted. Gemma knew better than anyone how the message got twisted the more it was repeated.

      It was time to do that now. She just didn’t want the church telling her what to do before. But they had become her enemy now. They had lied to her for her entire life. Why keep her twin this enormous secret unless it was some backup plan if Gemma wouldn’t do as she was told?

      “Bring me Felicia and Gretel,” she ordered Grayson.

      Felicia and Gretel were twins, but they weren’t identical. Gemma liked that about them. Twins were common in Dioscuri, but Gemma loathed identical twins. It was unnatural to see two people with the same face, and they were always so close to each other, you couldn’t twist them to do anything you needed. Everything you asked of them had to be a group effort, and they wouldn’t do it if one of them were against it.

      Felicia and Gretel were very close. They had some bond Gemma knew nothing about and didn’t care to explore now that she knew her twin was alive. Love made you weak. Weird sibling bonds meant they could corrupt you. It could be used against you. Better to kill her sister even if she wasn’t such a threat. She certainly didn’t want her as an advisor like the previous queens had done.

      She called Felicia and Gretel the Harpy twins behind their backs. They were ruthless and didn’t care who they hurt. She liked that about them, and they were loyal to Gemma. That was what she needed close to her when she took the throne. She’d build her army to protect her, but no one would suspect that two tiny twins with innocent faces like they had were finding out all their secrets and whispering them to Gemma.

      She needed the twin’s particular brand of nasty now. Something that wouldn’t be tied back to her, and that was what they were good at. Felicia and Gretel flounced into the room and sat on the chaise. They needed to be managed differently than the men closer to her, and honestly, Gemma liked them better. They were much smarter.

      “I require your assistance. It’s the only way I’ll finally become queen.”

      “Name it,” Felicia said.

      Gemma lied through her teeth.

      “I can’t become queen until the herald visits to read my horoscope and finish marking me. Kaden doesn’t like me. Every time I’ve voiced an idea about what I want to do when I’m queen, he’s hated it because it goes against what the Church of Mercury tries to enforce on all the citizens of Dioscuri. They know when I become queen, they can’t control me. I suspect Kaden has found the herald and is keeping him hostage somewhere to prevent me from becoming queen.”

      “I’ve never liked him,” Gretel said.

      “Do you need us to find out where he’s keeping the herald?” Felicia said.

      “Grayson has been following him, but he’s a slippery old bastard and has disappeared somewhere. Felix and Dunn have been looking around the monasteries. We need to expand our team. We need to expose the Church of Mercury for what they are. Everyone thinks they are just so devout and only want what’s best for Dioscuri. They believe they have a direct line to Mercury himself.

      “But we know better. The Dawning is almost over. People have to be questioning why I haven’t taken the throne yet. I need you to do what you do best. Spread the word. Start whispering in ears that the Church of Mercury is interfering by keeping the herald hostage. Fan the flames and let them spread. The entire kingdom will turn against him and the church. They’ll be on my side, helping me. He might be able to slip away from Grayson, but he won’t get away with everyone watching him.”

      Felicia and Gretel nodded.

      “We know exactly who to start with. We’ll get this taken care of, and you’ll be queen in no time,” Felicia said.

      Gemma tossed her hair over her shoulders and poured herself a glass of wine as the twins left. Kaden was proving to be a crafty foe, but Gemma knew she was smarter than he was.

      She’d find her stupid twin in no time. Once she dealt with her, Kaden and the herald would have no choice but to make her queen.
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      Kaden rode his horse hard, but he was too late getting to Cerise’s house. The chateau was swarming with people, and Cerise was beside herself. There was also a man there that could only be the mysterious Zac he needed to find. Everyone was there except Tamsin. If Zac was here, she shouldn’t be hiding in her bedroom. The decision had been made.

      “Where is Tamsin?” he demanded.

      Zac ran his fingers through his hair.

      “You should have told her the truth way before now, priest. Her familiar appeared to her, and it was the only reason I could get her alone to do my job. She wanted confirmation from the people she’s trusted her entire life. I gave her two days to get her answer. She got them and ran. The future queen of Dioscuri is currently in the wind with the false queen hunting her,” Zac said.

      “She trusts Casper, and I tried to tell her he didn’t know. He’s trying to bring her back. She can’t have gotten far. She’s never left the grounds of this estate, and there are only a few places she could have found shelter.”

      Zac just snorted.

      “She’s intelligent, or she wouldn’t be the next queen. She just found out her entire life is a lie, and she told me to my face she didn’t want to take the throne. Anyone can see Tamsin and the boy have feelings for each other, but she might not let him find her if she doesn’t believe he didn’t know.”

      “Does Casper know now?” Kaden asked. “Does he know how vital it is we find her?”

      Cerise looked irritated with him.

      “He knows the truth, but he’s not worried and looking because she’s the future queen. He’s been in love with her since he first laid eyes on her. I’ve long run out of excuses to give him why I can’t bless the marriage between the two of them. It’s the only thing we ever argue about, and he’s furious with me too.”

      Kaden glared at Zac.

      “Is there any particular reason you marked both girls and didn’t stick around to answer which one I was supposed to protect? I could feel it in my gut one would be in danger from the other. I chose wrong. I’ll own that.”

      Zac just shrugged.

      “Because I didn’t know the answer. The stars foretold there would be a True Queen and a False Queen, but there was no way of knowing which was which. If you had secreted away Gemma, the story could be exactly the same, but with different twins. Tamsin should have been told the truth as soon as you moved her here and decided Gemma was dangerous. Tamsin didn’t know me. She didn’t deserve to hear the truth from me and her familiar.”

      “I know. I was only trying to protect her.”

      “No, you weren’t,” Zac snapped. “You kept her in the dark because you were waiting for me to come and make the final decision for you. You were hoping I’d show up, and it would somehow make this right. You were right to keep them separate, priest, but you shouldn’t have let it go on this long. Despite her faults, Gemma has fans, and the people think she is their only option, so they overlook her less savory traits.”

      Kaden’s shoulders slumped. He’d totally botched this. Zac was right. He should have prepared Tamsin once it became clear what kind of queen Gemma was going to be. He should have done more than just move her and have Cerise teach her politics. He should have told her the truth when she asked why she had to leave the monastery. There were so many things he had done wrong, and now Tamsin was in the wind.

      “Don’t focus on everything you did wrong, priest. Focus on fixing it. The Janus moon rules Tamsin and Gemma and Saturn was in Gemini the night they were born. Gemma is the opposite face to Tamsin in every single way, but Tamsin will find her inner fighter. We just need to find her,” Zac said.

      “What about her familiar? What did she get?” Kaden demanded.

      “Eleni is a black swan, and she’s tracking Tamsin. But she can’t exactly talk to anyone who isn’t her master. You’re needed back home. Someone needs to watch Gemma. I can’t be anywhere near her. She’s dangerous, and I need to be alive to mark Tamsin. Go home and manage Gemma as much as you can. Make sure she doesn’t come here.”

      Kaden had prayed for the answer to solve this mess every night since he moved Tamsin to Cerise. He still didn’t have the answer.

      “Should I break out the possibility that there’s another queen to the people of Dioscuri?” he asked.

      “Test the waters,” Cerise said. “Everything you’ve told me about Gemma has me thinking she’ll have moved pieces while you were gone. You’re probably in for some awful surprises when you get back. See what Gemma has done before you risk Tamsin. Only reveal there’s another queen when the time is right.”

      “Stay the night,” Zac said. “It’s a long ride back to the city. But start back at first light and don’t delay back. I shudder to think what Gemma has gotten up to while you have been gone.”

      Kaden didn’t want to think about that either. Gemma wouldn’t like it that Kaden slipped Grayson a second time. She would have upped her game.

      Gemma was difficult on a good day. He challenged her, and it was going to be a million times worse now.
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      I was terrified and upset. My entire life had been a lie. I trusted Lady Cerise. I thought of her as my mother that died in childbirth. But my mother was still alive out there somewhere. Did Lady Cerise even care for me, or was this all just a job for her to prepare me for a career I didn’t want? And Casper! Lady Cerise swore he didn’t know, but were all those picnics by the lake and his kindness just because of that mark on my arm?

      I didn’t just run because I was upset with them for lying to me. I still cared for them deeply despite all that. Zac told me about my twin. When I was trying to get the truth from Lady Cerise and telling her I didn’t want it, she also wanted to tell me how dangerous Gemma was.

      I’d heard enough from both of them. If my twin were my polar opposite in every way, then she would have no problem hurting innocent people. The very idea made me sick to my stomach. I wasn’t scared Gemma was going to hurt me, but it terrified me she’d hurt Lady Cerise and Casper to get to me. Better to take my chances going on the run than put them in danger.

      Still, it hurt, and I was horribly lost. I was also being stalked by a black swan who kept screaming in my head to go back. Lady Cerise seemed to think it was amazing I had a swan talking to me, but the entire thing was weird, and I wanted Eleni to stop.

      “It’s getting dark, Tamsin. It’s too late to go back, but you must find shelter for the night. There’s a cottage through the trees. I’m pretty sure it’s empty. Rest and clear your head. Things will be better in the morning.”

      The talking swan was right. I needed to find a place to sleep for the night. She was wrong about one thing. Things would not be magically better in the morning, and I wasn’t going back. I’d made my mind up. I wasn’t safe in Dioscuri. It would hurt, but I fully intended to burn this mark off and flee to another kingdom. It wasn’t just that I didn’t want to be queen. I didn’t want to kill my twin to get the throne, and based on everything I was told about Gemma, that was what it was going to come down to.

      My feet hurt, and it was getting cold outside. I’d never slept outside before. I knew I would have to figure it out if I was going to make it out of Dioscuri, but Eleni saw a cottage. I’d take it, even if I wanted her to stay out of my head.

      I rubbed my arms, trying to warm up as the cottage came into view. It was small and cozy. It also appeared to be totally empty. I thought it was some sort of hunting cottage, but it would work for tonight. Eleni landed on the front steps and preened her feathers.

      “Get inside and light a fire. I’ll see if there’s water nearby to catch you some fish.”

      My stomach let out a rumble. Okay, maybe my familiar could stick around for a little while. Casper taught me how to catch fish at the lake, but I had nothing to catch them with. I guess talking swans had their uses.

      I peered into the dirty window, and the cottage seemed empty. It was also unlocked. I set to lighting candles and looking around. There was a gigantic bed in the corner with a quilt on top and a worn sofa in front of the fireplace. Luckily, there was wood stacked, and I would not have to chop any.

      I started a fire and kicked my boots off. These were my favorite boots, but I never had cause to walk this far before, and my feet were raw with blisters. I had always been a curious child. Every time I saw the monks heal, I asked detailed questions about the ingredients and what they were doing. Soaking my feet in tea and rubbing aloe vera on the blisters would have gone a long way in making me more comfortable.

      I saw a well on the way into the cabin. Before I fetched a pail of water, I started digging through the cupboards for anything to eat. I stopped when I found a loaf of fresh bread. It wasn’t stale, and it wasn’t moldy. Someone had been here recently. It was dark, and if they were using this cabin for hunting, they should have been in the yard skinning their kills. It was way too late to be trying to hunt. Maybe they were gone and enjoyed wasting food?

      Just my luck. The door flung open, and two men my age came in laughing. I froze. Father Kaden’s rules about letting no one see me were still ingrained, and now I had a twin out there to worry about. The two men stopped when they saw me, and it was like they were just as afraid of me as I was of them. And they were blocking the only exit to this cabin so I couldn’t make a run for it.

      “Sorry! I didn’t realize this was your cabin. I’ll be on my way,” I said, trying to make a break for the door.

      One of the men stepped in front of the door, and they were both massive.

      “Nonsense! We can share. You take the bed. One of us will sleep on the couch, and the other will make a pallet on the floor. A storm is brewing, and there’s no other shelter for miles. We can’t let you go back out there. We won’t hurt you, we swear. I’m Ryder, and this is my twin brother Sebastian.”

      Sebastian crossed his arms and smirked at me.

      “You can’t go out there anyway. Our hunt got ruined by a pack of wolves. If you run out there to the wolves, we must follow to protect you. Best stay inside. We found eggs, and we’ll cook.”

      I didn’t particularly want to go back out in the dark, especially if there were wolves out there. Still, I didn’t know these two men. They were huge and had to duck their heads to come inside. They weren’t identical twins, but they were similar in a lot of ways.

      They both had the same tanned, caramel-colored skin, but Ryder had bright red hair and sparkling green eyes, and Sebastian had dark hair and eyes. I could just tell out of the two of them that Sebastian was the troublemaker of the duo. He was still smirking at me like the idea of following me through the woods while wolves chased me seemed like a lot of fun.

      The door was still open, and Eleni chose that moment to show herself. She waddled into the room and spat a fish at Sebastian’s shoes.

      “I know you’re in love with Casper, but these two are quite easy on the eyes and can protect you.”

      I did not want advice on my love life from a swan. Still, they hadn’t said anything about confusing me for my twin, and it would make sense to stay here tonight. It had gotten frigid, and there were wolves outside.

      The cabin wasn’t that big. There were two massive twins, me, and a talking swan in here. It got even more crowded when another man burst through and swept me up in a hug.

      “Tamsin! Thank Mercury. It has worried us sick. I swear to you, I didn’t know.”

      “Precious, who all did you invite to our cabin?” Sebastian said. “The swan is a little strange, but if any more people show up, they won’t have a place to sleep.”

      “Who are you?” Casper demanded. “If you hurt her, I swear to Mercury, I’ll end both of you.”

      Ryder raised a crossbow and pointed it at Casper’s chest.

      “How are you going to do that with no weapons? We’re all friends here, and we have no problem sharing our cabin if you’ll stop with the threats. It’s going to snow soon, so we could be here for a while. If you settle down and stop making threats, we’ll cook dinner.”

      “They didn’t thank me for my efforts with the fish. That’s a nice fish. I put a few back because they weren’t big enough.”

      Sebastian shrugged and scooped up the fish.

      “Is your pet swan going to get mad if we take her fish? She did throw it at my shoes.”

      I cleared my throat. They might be welcoming now, but if they found out what Eleni really was, they might change their minds. What if they were loyal to Gemma?

      “I trained her to fish. That’s for us.”

      Ryder crouched down and stroked her long neck. Eleni was preening under the attention.

      “A pet swan that fishes for you is a little strange, but I won’t say no to fresh fish. She is beautiful.”

      “You should keep this one,” Eleni said.

      “Oh, shut up. What do you know about men?”

      “A lot more than you do, sweetie.”

      I pouted a bit because I knew she was right. A talking swan probably understood the opposite sex way more than I did. Sebastian still had that smile on his face.

      “You got our names. If you’re sharing our cabin, are we going to get yours? It’ll be weird sleeping under the same roof waiting out a snowstorm not knowing your name.”

      Casper was still glaring at him like he wanted to throttle Sebastian and had no intention of introducing himself. There was no reason we couldn’t be civil.

      “I’m Tamsin, and this is Casper.”

      “Does the pet swan who throws fish at my shoes have a name? She deserves one if she caught part of our dinner.”

      “Make it an excellent introduction, Tamsin. He’s cute.”

      “The swan is Eleni. She won’t be any trouble.”

      “Well, we have the ingredients for fish stew and frittata, but we can eat faster if we all chip in. If one of you will peel the potatoes, I’ll gut the fish and clean it.”

      I volunteered because I knew Casper had never worked in a kitchen a single day in his life. He hunted and fished. He cleaned his kills, but he always brought them to the servants to cook. I helped in the kitchens in the monastery, so I knew my way around.

      I was standing next to Ryder, working on the potatoes while he cleaned the fish. Sebastian was already preparing the frittata over the fire. Casper was just standing there glowering at the twins. What had gotten into him?

      “We aren’t going to have any more surprise guests, are we?” Ryder whispered. “Your friend Casper isn’t very nice.”

      I realized I couldn’t promise that. Even though I didn’t want it, several people were back at Lady Cerise’s place that wanted me to be queen. They were all probably hunting me. The last thing I needed was Zac barging in here talking about stars, horoscopes, and marking me. Someone would have sent Father Kaden a raven. He probably wouldn’t have made it yet, but it was only a matter of time before he was looking for me too.

      There just had to be a snowstorm. Getting out of Dioscuri would be hard enough, considering I didn’t have a horse and didn’t know where I was going. Waiting out this snowstorm was going to cost me valuable time. That was all a moot point now that Casper found me.

      I’d slipped him once. Not only would it be impossible to do it a second time, but I also wasn’t sure I wanted to. Would Casper run with me?

      Running away wasn’t sitting right with me, but what else could I do? It would be much easier if Casper were with me, and I knew he’d be safe from Gemma if he were out of Dioscuri.
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      Ryder and Sebastian ended up being excellent cooks. The monastery served fish stew often because it was cheap and could feed many people. I ate it because I was grateful for the food, but it wasn’t my favorite. Ryder and Sebastian did some pretty amazing things with theirs, and they kept insisting it wasn’t as good as their mother’s because they didn’t have a missing ingredient.

      Casper was still grumpy, but I suspected it upset him I ran. I’d talk to him if we could manage to be alone in this one-bedroom cabin. If I had to crash into an occupied cabin and share it with strangers, Ryder and Sebastian weren’t poor company. Eleni was nestled into a basket in the corner, interjecting quips in my head when she felt it was needed.

      “What were you doing all the way out here, Tamsin? We come out here to hunt for our family. We usually have a much better haul because no wolves are running around. We salt all the meat in a workshop out back and load it up into a wagon. What doesn’t feed our family, we sell at the market. It’s not a bad way to earn a living,” Ryder said.

      “Unless a pack of wolves spoils your hunt. You’re lucky you found this place. And you’re lucky we are nice and willing to share. There’s another hunting cabin several miles away owned by some Scorpios. They are just nasty and would have killed you for breaking in.”

      “You left the door unlocked,” I pointed out. “Was it really breaking and entering if I walked through the front door instead of breaking the lock?”

      “The pretty girl has a point. We made it too easy. We should have laid booby traps like we do for prey,” Sebastian said.

      “I don’t think I would have liked booby traps, and Eleni brought you fish.”

      Ryder leaned in on his elbows.

      “Fess up, Tamsin. Our hunting dog just died, and we are about to buy a new pup to train. Training dogs to hunt takes time, but dogs are intelligent. How in the world did you train a swan to bring you fish?”

      “If he’s insinuating dogs are smarter than swans, then maybe he’s not as cute as I initially thought.”

      I wanted Eleni out of my head, but she had helped me find shelter and brought me fish. They connected her to me in some weird way, and I felt the need to defend her.

      “Swans are highly intelligent if you speak their language.”

      “I can dig it. What’s your story, big man?” Sebastian said to Casper. “You seemed so excited to find her here, and you’ve barely spoken a word all night.”

      “Tamsin is in danger, and I don’t trust either of you.”

      I really hoped Casper wasn’t about to drop that mark on my arm in the middle of dinner. This was the first time I felt like a normal person since Eleni spoke to me the first time. Actually, even before that. I’d never made friends with someone who wasn’t an orphan at the monastery, and then I couldn’t talk to anyone at Lady Cerise’s.

      Ryder and Sebastian could be two new friends that didn’t share some awful story about parents dying. I hardly knew them, but they seemed nice. Ryder was this steady presence, and Sebastian was all about mischief. Ryder trained his eyes on Casper.

      “Then let us help you protect her. You were meant to end up here. Our horoscope said winter would bring fresh faces into our lives, and one would be a Gemini we were meant to help. The two of you end up here on the first snowstorm of the season? That’s fate, man. The stars saw it. We got that horoscope straight from a monk at the Church of Mercury.”

      I grew up in the monasteries of the Church of Mercury. They told none of us kids our horoscope, but I knew they spent a lot of time studying star charts and praying to Mercury to give them to other people. I’d never once had a priest or monk read me my horoscope or star chart, despite them working so hard to do that for other people.

      I knew Zac wanted to give me one for the first time before he marked me as queen. I worshipped Mercury just like everyone else in Dioscuri did, but I could never decide how much stock to put in horoscopes because I didn’t have any experience with them.

      Whatever mood Casper had been in changed after Ryder mentioned that horoscope. I dare say there was a little trust there.

      “Only because the stars will it so. We must protect Tamsin with our lives. She’s that important. It’s not just that I love her. She’s vital.”

      Casper loved me? He’d never said that to me before. I didn’t even have time to process it because Ryder and Sebastian were firing off questions. They must not have laid eyes on Gemma before. Everyone said we were identical, but everyone in Dioscuri knew her name as the next queen.

      “No one comes out here except us. Honestly, we were just as shocked as she was when we walked through the door. You’re both safe to wait out the storm here. We have snares out in the woods, so provided something walks into it, we’ll have meat to eat. We brought plenty of supplies because we intended to be out here for a long time. Our stores of salted meat are running low, and we needed to replenish them. We’ve got a cart and horses too.”

      “Can you take me as close to the Dioscuri and Tauri border as you can?” I asked.

      “No way,” Casper said. “I don’t like it any more than you do, and I’d take it away from you if I could. This is destiny, Tamsin. You can’t run from this.”

      “Someone get a shitty horoscope?” Sebastian asked.

      I held my breath. I liked them, but if they found out about the mark on my arm, there was no way they’d drive me to the border. I loved Casper just as much as he just admitted he loved me, but he had a bad temper when it came to me. It was never directed at me, but he once hacked a tree with a nice Vulcan made sword because a branch snapped and cut my face when we were walking to the lake.

      “No, someone has been marked by Mercury. You’re looking at the next queen of Dioscuri.”

      Sebastian tossed back his ale and slammed the tankard on the table.

      “We said you could stay, and we’d protect your girl. You don’t have to lie to us.”

      “Everyone knows Gemma is the next queen,” Ryder said. “I’ve never met her, but I know people who have gone to the city, and they talk. The Gemma they described to us wouldn’t be caught dead barefoot in this cabin eating fish stew. I know it’ll be treason once she’s queen, but she sounds a little uppity and high maintenance, and Tamsin is cool. There’s no way Tamsin is Gemma giving a fake name because Gemma wants to slum it with the common people. Did you know we heard Gemma wouldn’t even walk through puddles? She makes people put their coats down so she doesn’t ruin her shoes! Tamsin is sitting here barefoot, and her boots are dirty. There’s just no way.”

      I pinched Casper under the table.

      “Don’t you dare!” I hissed.

      “What if there was a better option for the queen? Someone who would sit barefoot in your cabin complimenting your fish stew?”

      “No way,” Sebastian said. “I’m not helping you go against Mercury himself to stage a coup. Many people don’t like Gemma, but he chose her for a reason. Maybe she just needs to age a bit like a good barrel of Dioscuri whiskey.”

      Casper grabbed my arm. He was going to show them the mark whether I wanted him to or not. I fought him just as hard as this feral cat I tried to befriend at the monastery. The difference between that cat and me was that the cat had no plans to be domesticated, and I didn’t want to hurt Casper, even if I didn’t want Sebastian and Ryder seeing this infernal mark on my arm.

      Casper yanked my sleeve up and showed them both the mark on my forearm. Sebastian and Ryder both leaned in to get a better look, then immediately pushed their chairs back and gasped.

      “How is this possible?” Ryder demanded.

      I sighed. There was no point in denying it anymore. There went my ride to Tauri and any hope of getting out of Dioscuri.

      “Gemma is my twin sister. We were both marked in the womb because of a horoscope. One of us was fated to be the True Queen, and one would be the False Queen. The priest who was called that night panicked. He didn’t know the horoscope, but he had a feeling from Mercury one of us was going to be dangerous. I haven’t spoken to him directly about his thought process that night, but he decided I was the dangerous one. He told everyone I died and stuck me in a monastery.

      “I’ve been lied to my entire life. I’ve always been told my father died shortly after my mother fell pregnant with me and my mother died in childbirth. I eventually learned to process that. Do you know how it feels when you are a child and think you killed your mother coming out? Now I find out both of my parents have been alive this entire time, and I have a twin who wants to kill me now that she knows I didn’t die. I don’t want any of this. I want to burn this mark off my arm and flee to another kingdom.”

      Ryder grabbed my hand and squeezed it.

      “If that’s what you really want, we’ll take you. We have Sinclair Vail’s new cart design. We rode our horses to the emporium when they had the contest for every inventor in Dioscuri to redesign the cart. We were hoping he would win after we saw his design. We sold a lot of meat to get one once it started hitting production. The back is covered, so you could hide in case anyone recognizes your face.”

      “I agree,” Sebastian said. “We’ll take you if that’s what you want. But ask yourself this, Tamsin. You’d be leaving all of Dioscuri in the hands of Gemma. You know she’s dangerous, or you wouldn’t be running. Everyone thinks she’s the next queen. Even if the herald never comes to her, she’ll find a way to the throne. If she’s willing to kill her sister, what do you think she will do to the people of Dioscuri?

      “What about other kingdoms? We have people from other kingdoms living in Dioscuri because it’s known to be a nice place to live. I’ve never met Gemma. I’ve only heard rumors, but I can tell you even without the horoscope she’s dangerous, things will be bad here with her. We’ve both thought that even before we knew there was another option. There are a lot of people that feel the same way. They pray to Mercury that Gemma becomes the queen Dioscuri needs. We tell ourselves they marked her for a reason.”

      I sighed. I didn’t need a horoscope to tell me what I needed to do. I didn’t need to pray either. The herald, who marked both of us as queen, warned me she was dangerous. I had been worrying about the wrong things. I was worried about her killing the people I loved when I should have been worrying about every single soul in Dioscuri who would suffer if she took the throne.

      “I can’t run from this, can I? Gemma will destroy Dioscuri, and then she’ll move onto other kingdoms. I wasn’t just marked to be queen. I was fated to stop Gemma.”

      Sebastian just grinned at me.

      “And they fated us to protect you from her. Our cart and weapons are at your disposal.”

      “And you have me,” Casper pointed out, glaring at Sebastian.

      “What about your family and your business?” I asked.

      They couldn’t just follow me around, protecting me from Gemma and losing everything. Sebastian and Ryder just started laughing.

      “We have seven brothers,” Ryder said. “They are all grown, and they all have unique skills. We’re the youngest of the bunch, and we’re not the only hunters. We just have the best cart. Two of our brothers run the market stall with their wives. The rest of us hunt. My brothers are all out now in their cabins on their hunting grounds getting the best meat.”

      “They’ll still worry about you. You’ll be in danger being close to me.”

      Sebastian yawned.

      “All our weapons come straight from Vulcan, and we know how to use them. If we can fight off a pack of wolves or an enormous bear, we can deal with anything a Gemini woman wants to throw at us.”

      “We’ll send them a raven to let them know we’re on an important mission, Tamsin. Does that work?”

      “I don’t think I have a choice.”

      Casper let out a little growl and glared at the twins.

      “Neither do I. I loathe when the stars are against me.”

      What had gotten into Casper? Wasn’t this good news? I had agreed to stay and fight. I decided to let myself be marked as queen. We had two massive twins sent by Mercury to help him keep me safe from Gemma.

      Was Casper jealous? They said they were going to help protect me, not marry me. Casper hadn’t even asked me to marry him, so he wasn’t allowed to be jealous of anyone.
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      Casper was definitely jealous and acting differently from the man I fell in love with when it was just the two of us. Ryder and Sebastian could tell as well and were both reacting to it differently. Ryder just rolled his eyes and tried to keep the peace. It seemed like Sebastian liked poking bears and making things worse.

      “I’m taking the bed with Tamsin. Someone can take the couch, and someone should stand to watch at the door,” Casper said.

      “Okay, for one, this is not your cabin, so you don’t set the rules. Does Tamsin even want to share the bed with you? You seem to make a lot of decisions for her without asking what she wants,” Sebastian snapped.

      Sebastian wasn’t wrong. I knew Casper was here to take me back, but I knew him better than the twins did. He wouldn’t have forced me. He would have found the right words to convince me, just like the twins did. I just needed to hear it from someone, so I stopped having tunnel vision about how leaving was best.

      Casper ran his fingers through his hair and glared at Sebastian.

      “I get Mercury sent you to protect her, but I’m the one who loves her. I’ve been begging my mother for her blessing to propose all year, and she kept telling me no. Now, I know why.”

      I punched Casper in the arm and stomped my foot. In the short time we’d been in this cabin, I’d found out he loved me back, and the only reason he hadn’t asked was that Lady Cerise wouldn’t give him her blessing. Even so, now I was expecting it.

      “Casper! I’m not supposed to know it’s coming!”

      Casper just smirked at me.

      “Trust me. You won’t. Fine. I’m asking. Tamsin, can I sleep in the bed with you so I can protect you?”

      My heart was racing. I wanted that more than anything. Many nights, I thought about sneaking down the hall and slipping into his bed. The only reason I never did was that I’d have to walk past Lady Cerise’s room. She took me in, taught me, and fed me. She treated me like her own child, and I didn’t want to ruin that by getting caught in bed with her son. She encouraged me to spend all my free time with Casper, but I guess it hurt a little she wouldn’t give him her blessing to propose.

      “See?” Sebastian said when I hesitated. “Maybe she wants one of us in her bed. Why don’t I take over snuggle duty, and you watch the door?”

      Ryder just sighed.

      “I’ll watch the fracking door. You two can have your pissing contest over the bed.”

      “But I just met you!”

      Sebastian just winked at me.

      “What better way to get to know me than snuggling all night?”

      “That horoscope said nothing about you snuggling with my girlfriend, Sebastian! You’re here for protection.”

      Casper and I talked about almost everything except defining our relationship. We’d never once had a conversation about me being his girlfriend. I desperately wanted to be more than anything, but I never brought it up in case I was just some annoying ward he had to entertain, and he could just fake it really well.

      We’d never even kissed before. We touched all the time, and he always asked if he could brush my hair, but all these revelations Casper was dropping were things I’d always wished for, but he never felt the need to bring up to me.

      And I was not okay with that.

      “Excuse me? Since when am I your girlfriend? We never talked about that.”

      Sebastian fell out laughing. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms like he was watching a game of Doscurian Pitch Slam. I wasn’t totally isolated in the monastery. I’d never seen a professional game, but we played it in the gardens because it was that popular. Even Ryder was standing by the door smirking at Casper, who was quite flustered.

      “But we talk about everything. Everything. You know all my embarrassing secrets, and you still talk to me! I love you.”

      Sebastian snorted.

      “Please share some of those embarrassing stories.”

      “Quiet!” I snapped. This was between Casper and me. I would have preferred having this conversation privately, but the stars had other ideas. “You know all my secrets too, Casper. We talked about everything except that. I never knew where I stood with you until you burst into this cabin to bring me back.”

      Casper stalked over to me and pulled me into this massive hug. I almost couldn’t breathe.

      “I didn’t think I needed to say it. I thought you knew.”

      I pulled away and looked him directly in the eyes. I caressed his cheek.

      “Casper, I grew up with monks. I kind of needed you to say it.”

      Casper fell to his knees and grabbed my hand. His lips brushed my knuckles, and he beamed up at me.

      “I was so annoyed when my mother told me I’d be responsible for entertaining this ward she was taking in until I met you. I’ve probably been in love with you since my mother introduced us. I never thought it was fair you had to be confined to our estate and hide if anyone came over. No one would tell me why that rule was in place, but I get it now. I wanted more than anything to take you out on a proper date. I couldn’t, so I tried to make it feel like less of a prison sentence. So, I’m asking officially. Will you be my girlfriend, Tamsin?”

      That was perfect. I yanked him to his feet and got that kiss I had been dreaming about. It was worth it. Casper kissed me like we didn’t have an audience, and I was the only girl in the entire kingdom. And it meant a lot more now because I knew he loved me when he thought I was just an orphan his mother had taken in instead of the future queen. His feelings didn’t change now that he knew the truth and all the danger that came with that.

      Casper pulled away and rested his forehead on mine.

      “I’m just a stupid man who is apparently terrible at reading women. I need you to say it too, Tamsin.”

      “We’re all just stupid men,” Sebastian said. “What’s your answer?”

      Ryder just snorted.

      “Maybe the two of you are stupid when it comes to women, but I pay attention.”

      “No, you don’t,” Sebastian laughed. “Remember Angelina Archer?”

      “We agreed to never talk about that again.”

      “The answer is yes, Casper. And do I want to know what you did to this Angelina Archer?”

      “Not a damned thing. But she did some bad things to me. I thought we were dating and was getting ready to propose. It turned out she was just using me to get close to my very married older brother, who is desperately in love with his wife and wouldn’t have given her the time of day. She broke my stupid man heart.”

      I looked at the three protectors the stars had sent me.

      “Something tells me none of you are even remotely stupid.”

      “Sebastian is pretty dumb,” Ryder said.

      “But I’m sexy and have my moments,” Sebastian said, winking at me.

      “I don’t want to hear any of that nonsense again. All of you were sent here for a reason. I don’t want to hear a single thing about you being stupid again.”

      “But can you admit I’m sexy?”

      I furiously blushed and looked away. Casper was a lot more subtle when he was winning me over. I didn’t know what to make of Sebastian, so I changed the subject.

      “Why don’t we go to bed? It’s getting late.”

      Of course, that wasn’t much better. I would share a bed with Casper for the first time.
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      Kaden didn’t want to leave knowing Tamsin had run, and Zac was there to officially mark her as queen. This was so much easier when there was just one girl marked. If there had to be more than one like some other kingdoms, did Gemma have to be one of them? He was sure the hunt in other kingdoms didn’t reveal pure evil like current events in Dioscuri.

      He had to face things in the city. Gemma wouldn’t have been idle while he was gone. He shuddered to think what events she had set in motion as his horse approached the gates to the city. The only consolation he had was that Tamsin couldn’t have gotten far on foot. Casper would find her and bring her to Zac. How he would handle the entire kingdom thinking Gemma was the next queen, he still didn’t know. He’d have to unravel whatever plot Gemma had started before he decided.

      This extreme feeling of unease overtook him as he rode through the cobblestone streets of the city. As a priest of the Church of Mercury and being chosen to be that close to the throne, he commanded some level of respect. When he was in public, the citizens of Dioscuri always flocked to him. They wanted their horoscope told, to have him pray to Mercury on their behalf, or give him little gifts or trinkets they made for good luck.

      It wasn’t like that today. Kaden didn’t let it go to his head that people usually sought him out and gifted him things. It was part of his duty as a priest. He definitely noticed people were avoiding him today. Someone would have approached him by now—either to offer to rub his horse down or ask for something. The citizens of Dioscuri were avoiding looking at him or shooting daggers at him with their gaze.

      Something was wrong. What did Gemma do? He spurred his horse all the way to the basilica where his apartments were. Even the stable hands were avoiding looking at him when he gave them his horse. A monk found him right away.

      “We have a problem, and you’re needed for an explanation.”

      Explanations were needed all around because Gemma had done something significant to get everyone to avoid him like that. Kaden followed the monk into the consistory. It shocked him to see the high priest waiting for him and that every single priest from the various temples within riding distance was sitting around the table.

      They didn’t know about Tamsin. Another thing he should have done. He should have voiced his concerns about Gemma and that he had moved Tamsin to train her as soon as the thought crossed his mind. He should have told them about Tamsin’s existence from the start instead of forcing her to a remote monastery that wouldn’t recognize her face as being the same as Gemma’s.

      The high priest was a cunning man. He trained Kaden and was responsible for his appointment. He did nothing without hearing the entire story. He steepled his fingers and gave Kaden a stern look.

      “The Dawning is almost over, and the herald still hasn’t visited Gemma. There’s a rumor going around that you’re preventing the herald from doing his duty because Gemma has some ideas for the betterment of Dioscuri you disagree with.”

      Kaden let out a little growl. That evil bitch. She discredited him to the whole of Dioscuri and his peers in the church. She made herself out to be the victim in all this while she actively plotted Tamsin’s murder.

      “I have a confession to make,” Kaden announced.

      “We’re all dying to hear it.”

      “The night Gemma was born, her twin didn’t die. I just let everyone think she did because both girls bore the Gemini mark on their arms. I had this feeling in my gut straight from Mercury that one of the twins was dangerous. I made a split decision, and it was the wrong one.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t kill a child, Kaden.”

      “Of course not! Tamsin is very much alive and the future queen of Dioscuri. The herald has already visited her and confirmed it to me. There’s just been a few hiccups because of my grievous errors.”

      “Explain these hiccups, because right now all of Dioscuri believe Gemma is the next queen, and the church is keeping the herald hostage.”

      “Tamsin was kept and educated in one of the monasteries. When it became clear to me that if she became queen, Gemma would destroy Dioscuri and try to hurt the other kingdoms, so I moved Tamsin somewhere safe to be educated on politics. Tamsin knew nothing until her familiar appeared to her and the herald followed. Tamsin was understandably upset and tried to run when she found out the truth. She can’t have gotten far and will be found. I still don’t know the solution for the whole Gemma situation, and I’ve been praying on it for years.”

      “Was an explanation given for both girls being marked and this entire situation?”

      “They were born with a Janus moon in their charts. The star foretold there would be a True Queen and a False Queen. Zac, the herald, had no way of knowing which twin was which in the womb, so he marked both of them.”

      “Well, then you got crossed into the stars, Kaden. Your decisions made Gemma the False Queen, but it sounds like that was what was fated the entire time. If you had chosen Tamsin, she would be the one causing all the trouble now. The church will not punish you for these decisions since it was fated, but we need to come up with a solution because none of us have seen this in the stars or any type of remedy.”

      It came to Kaden. Gemma was the type of Gemini that loved gossip. Most of the time, it was just harmless, silly nonsense. Gemma took it to the next level and used it to destroy anyone who got in her way. She’d long told Kaden she would lessen the Church of Mercury's power when she was the queen, and she’d already started the process.

      “We use one of Gemma’s favorite weapons against her.”

      “You taught her to fight? That’s not in the lesson plans, Kaden.”

      “Gemma has her lovers use their fists if she wants to hurt someone physically. Gemma fights with words. She makes up rumors and spreads them—case in point, this rumor that we’ve kidnapped the herald. I slipped up around Gemma that her twin was alive and a threat to her. Gemma is hunting for Tamsin, but she’s setting things in motion to discredit the church when we reveal Tamsin.”

      The high priest sighed.

      “You’re suggesting the Church of Mercury lower itself to gossip?”

      Kaden grinned.

      “Geminis don’t usually plot as Gemma does. They are more in your face about what they are up to. I’ve been training Gemma since she was a child. While I can’t predict everything she’s going to do, I knew she would do something major when I slipped the tail she had following me for the second time. We just need to whisper in a few ears that the herald has visited the true queen, and it’s not Gemma. That much is true.”

      The high priest shook his head.

      “I agree that we need to announce Tamsin as the next queen as soon as possible. We can’t neutralize Gemma until the people know she’s not the next queen. But we can’t do anything until we find Tamsin, and we know she’s safe. Where was she last seen?”

      “I moved her to the town of Exalos. She was with someone I trust in an isolated chateau.”

      “Exalos is isolated, but it’s only a few days journey from the capital of Celes where we are now. If Gemma is dangerous, that’s too close for me.”

      Kaden shook his head.

      “Gemma will never look there. I can’t be connected to the family I put her with, and Gemma only pays attention to Dioscuri's cities and towns if they have something she wants. Exalos is a wealthy village, but they are mostly hunters and farmers. Gemma thinks food just magically appears for her and cares not for the people who grow it or hunt it. I taught her every city and village in Dioscuri, but she wasn’t paying attention and told me to my face the lesson was boring.”

      “Still, it’s not just Tamsin we need to worry about. She’s going to think we have her hidden in one of the monasteries. She has the people riled up. They may start attacking the church thinking we’ve got a herald hostage. Everyone will be in danger until we can neutralize Gemma.”

      Marley raised his hand.

      “I handle the church in Exalos. I can ride back and aid in the search for the girl.”

      “The herald is with the family who took Tamsin in. They are to send me a raven when she’s home safe.”

      The high priest pushed back his chair, signaling the end of the meeting.

      “For all our sakes, let’s hope she’s found soon.”
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      This had to be the coldest winter I’d ever faced in Dioscuri. I’d waited out several in stone monasteries or Lady Cerise’s chateau, but this was a wood cabin with only one fireplace. I’d long dreamed of sleeping in Casper’s arms, but right now, I was doing it shivering and trying to stay warm under the fur blankets.

      My teeth were clacking together, and my fingers and toes felt like ice. Casper finally sat up and looked towards the twins.

      “I don’t like it, and if your hands roam, I’ll kill both of you, but we’re all going to freeze to death unless we share body heat. I need help keeping Tamsin warm. She’s shaking. The bed is big enough. Add more logs to the fire, then both of you should join us.”

      Sebastian’s head popped up over the back of the sofa.

      “I thought you were never going to ask. I think I’m getting frostbite on my cock.”

      “Someone needs to watch the door,” Ryder said.

      “No, they don’t,” Sebastian said. “If anyone is out in this storm, they will die before they reach us. Get in bed, but I get to snuggle with Tamsin.”

      “Like frack you do!” Ryder growled.

      “Not you!” Casper said, pointing at Sebastian. “I don’t like how you look at her or talk to her.”

      “Jealousy is not a good look on you, young Casper. There’s enough room in that bed and Tamsin’s heart for all of us. The stars willed it so.”

      Casper let out a little growl and pulled me to his chest tighter. I didn’t want to argue about this, and I didn’t want to process what Sebastian just said about the stars sending him as a relationship instead of protection against Gemma. I liked both the twins and felt drawn to them, but honestly, I was cold and exhausted. My feet were killing me.

      “Can we just get more bodies in this bed and get to sleep?”

      Sebastian and Ryder went running towards the bed and got into a bit of a shoving match. Ryder tripped Sebastian and dove under the fur blanket. He pressed his hard body against mine, and I started warming up a bit. Sebastian stood by the bed with had hands on his hips, glaring at his twin.

      “Seriously? I called dibs.”

      “We outvoted you,” Ryder said, rubbing his face on my hair.

      “I’m officially mad at all of you except Tamsin,” he said, crawling into bed.

      Oh! This was nice. It wasn’t just that I was warmer now. I felt safe and protected. I felt like Gemma couldn’t hurt me or anyone I cared about. My throat was dry, and my pulse was racing. Casper had this lithe, graceful body, and Ryder was ripped with muscle. Having both of them pressed against me was just titillating.

      I was thinking about Casper’s kiss and what it would be like to kiss Ryder. Sebastian too, for that matter. They were willing to do all this for me way before they found out about the mark on my arm. This could have ended very differently when I took shelter here.

      I was just coming to terms with the fact that Mercury had marked me with some destiny. He sent me help. I had a feeling if they had ever given me a horoscope in my entire life, Lady Cerise and Casper would have factored in there somewhere.

      I was angry with Father Kaden for lying to me for so long. He could have told me the truth at any time. But it was fated one of us would be the True Queen and one would be the False Queen. The monks of the Church of Mercury had educated me. Even if they never read me my horoscope, I knew what the stars had to say about fate.

      If Father Kaden had chosen me that night and secreted Gemma off to the monastery, this story may have had a different ending. Would I be the False Queen had I been in Gemma’s place? Or would a chain of events been set off that Gemma realized the truth way before I ever did and reacted differently?

      In a way, they had lied to Gemma just as much as I had been lied to. I didn’t understand most of what she did, but I guess I could understand her anger. She had been promised the throne. She spent her entire life training for it. Maybe I always tried to find the good in people, and that was why I was even thinking about this when I should have been sleeping.

      Gemma spent her entire life being treated like the future queen. I couldn’t even imagine that life. The idea of how people would treat me once I took the throne made me wholly uncomfortable. But I could see where someone could like that kind of power. I was a threat to everything Gemma knew. I didn’t want to kill her if I didn’t have to, but she had no problem killing me. And that was where we were so different.

      The bed shifted as Casper and Ryder snuggled in closer to me.

      “Are you not comfortable, Tamsin? Do I need to move my arm?” Ryder asked.

      “If he doesn’t know how to snuggle properly, we can switch. I’m much better at it,” Sebastian said.

      “I’m quite comfortable. This is nice. We should do this again. I’m exhausted, but I can’t shut my brain off.”

      “Sebastian, put that mouth of yours to good use. You know what to do.”

      “At your service, Tamsin.”

      Sebastian just started singing. I was utterly shocked, but he had a deep, soothing baritone voice. I’d always loved music, and they exposed me to more Doscurian music living with Lady Cerise. I didn’t know the song Sebastian was singing, but it was quite soothing. Casper’s hand came up and started stroking my hair. Ryder traced slow circles on my back.

      This was so nice. My eyes started drooping. Mercury sent them to me for protection, but no one said I couldn’t develop feelings for them. I was already desperately in love with Casper, but I just had this feeling Ryder and Sebastian were going to steal my heart too.
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      Fracking Gemma. Kaden hadn’t even been gone that long. Gemma had whipped the entire capital of Celes into a frenzy. It was the largest city in all of Dioscuri and the most densely populated. It was also where the Basilica of the Church of Mercury was. Anyone who had a mind to join studied there until they took their vows. Plenty of people, including Kaden, had apartments there.

      Angry Doscurians who thought the church had betrayed their future queen now surrounded the basilica. They were chanting for Kaden to come out, and they’d already built a noose for his neck. Cerise hadn’t sent a raven that they had found Tamsin.

      Kaden was at the top of the tower, looking down at the angry crowd with the high priest.

      “We need to do something. There’s a mob out there. Right now, they are just chanting, but this will escalate to violence.”

      “You don’t have to tell me that, Kaden. I can see the hangman’s noose just as clearly as you can. You need to stay in here and hope your friend finds our missing queen as soon as possible.”

      “I don’t think we can wait that long. We need to give them something before they break the doors down. Do you remember what happened after the last Pitch Slam tournament? Castor and Pollux made the playoffs, and it divided the entire kingdom over who they wanted to win. People broke things because they were happy Pollux won and because it upset them Castor lost. They burnt their taverns down over a Pitch Slam tournament. What do you think they are going to do to us because they think we’re meddling with their Mercury appointed queen?”

      “They won’t storm the basilica, no matter what they’ve heard. They are still devout people. They won’t attack the church no matter how upset they are.”

      “No offense, High Priest, but you underestimate Gemma. She hates the Church of Mercury and has told me several times if she became queen, she would make sure the church lost any power they had in Dioscuri. She’s only just gotten started. I don’t need to look at the stars to tell me these people will eventually attack.”

      “I already have looked at the stars. I read Gemma’s horoscope after you told me of Tamsin’s existence. Gemma will enjoy some brief victories. She’ll think she’s won. A Scorpio will cross her path and be her downfall.”

      Kaden shook his head.

      “Scorpios and Geminis are always a terrible match.”

      “Not always. I looked into Tamsin too. She has a Scorpio in her path too. Tamsin will cross with a Scorpio and more Gemini that will be beneficial to her path.”

      “Same Scorpio?”

      “Of that, I have no doubt. You placed Tamsin. Are there any in her orbit? Surely, you did the star chart of anyone near her.”

      “Of course. Casper! It’s the boy looking for her. Cerise says they are in love. Huh. A Gemini queen with a Scorpio mate. Stranger things have happened. I wonder who the Gemini is,” Kaden said, scratching his beard.

      “Gemma comes.”

      “What?”

      Kaden looked out the window. The crowd parted as Gemma came through to the steps of the basilica. Kaden and the high priest went running down the stairs because they couldn’t hear her from the tower. By the time they got to the front window, Gemma had already whipped the crowd up to a froth. They heard her last sentence with dread.

      “If they won’t bring the herald out, then we must go in there and get him ourselves!”

      Grayson was right by her side like he always was. Her other goons were missing. Kaden didn’t have to guess to know where they were. They were hunting for Tamsin.

      “Men! Build a battering ram! We’ll rescue the herald from the Church of Mercury and save our queen.”

      The crowd dispersed to gather weapons and things to break down the door. Kaden turned to the high priest. He could have told him it would come to this.

      “Any ideas?”

      “Sound the bell. This is war.”
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      I would give it to the twins. They were very effective. I ended up sleeping in. By the time I woke up, they’d already checked their snares, caught a rabbit, and had breakfast waiting. Eleni was still nesting in her basket, but she was awake too.

      “Tell your sexy twins to fix me a plate of those greens in the basket. I’m starving. Need I remind all of you I caught a big, fat fish for your dinner last night?”

      Fair was fair, and Eleni needed to eat. Still, I would not order Sebastian and Ryder around. I might be the future queen of Dioscuri, but I didn’t want people to do what I said because I was mean about it.

      “Can Eleni have some of those greens?”

      Ryder kneeled by the basket and started stroking her neck again.

      “Of course. She’s your familiar, isn’t she? Does she want them prepared a certain way?”

      “Wilted with a bit of butter if they have it.”

      There was no point in pretending I didn’t have a swan talking to me in my head anymore. It was still wholly strange to me, but they all knew I was the future queen, and it was expected I would have a familiar.

      “Eleni, they can’t sauté your greens in butter. Is that even healthy for a swan?”

      “Says who?” Sebastian said. “This is a magical swan. Mercury sent her. She provided our dinner last night. If she wants collards and butter, I’d be happy to cook it for her.”

      “Sebastian will cook for Eleni. Sit and eat, Tamsin. You too, Casper. We caught two rabbits and made our mother’s famous stew. It’s way better than the fish stew from last night because we have all the ingredients. We also have the best wine our market offers.”

      “Thank you. The two of you are so sweet.”

      “Don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold,” Sebastian said.

      “Tell everyone he’s cooking for your pet swan and ruin all his street cred,” Ryder said.

      “Familiar,” Sebastian corrected.

      “Do you or your familiar need me to do anything?” Casper said. “We’re still stuck here for a few days.”

      I needed nothing, but apparently, Eleni had a request. She was such a strange familiar.

      “I cannot say that.”

      “He asked. Don’t forget that fish I caught.”

      “What does she want?”

      “She keeps talking about how cute the three of you are. She wants you to pet her, but I have a feeling it’s going to be dirty for her.”

      “It is.”

      “The swan has good taste. I’m gorgeous,” Sebastian said.

      “I have no problem being sexually objectified by a swan,” Ryder said.

      “I don’t either,” Casper said, petting her neck. “She’s a part of you. If she thinks I’m sexy, it means you do too.”

      Maybe I had gotten a little bold. Perhaps it was Eleni’s influence. I had no idea what came over me.

      “You’re all so damned sexy it’s a little unfair.”

      All three men puffed up their chests and beamed at me. Casper didn’t even say anything that I included Sebastian and Ryder, and he’d been pretty hostile to them so far. He just got to his feet and swept me up in another kiss. He set me down and stroked my cheek.

      “And you’re the most beautiful woman in the entire kingdom.”

      “Everyone talks about how pretty Gemma is. I don’t even have to meet her. You’re prettier,” Sebastian said.

      I let out a giggle.

      “Everyone says we’re identical.”

      “On the surface,” Ryder said. “There’s more to beauty than what’s on the outside. Gemma might have your exact same face, but her actions make her ugly to the core. Trust me. You’re way more beautiful than Gemma. Especially when you’re barefoot with bed head eating my cooking.”

      “This stew is pretty amazing.”

      “Family recipe. Our mum had to cook for nine sons. She didn’t just know how to stretch a rabbit to feed all of us when it was just our dad hunting. She knew how to make it taste good.”

      This was so strange but oddly comforting. I grew up thinking my family was dead. When I went to live with Lady Cerise and Casper, his father had already passed. Lady Cerise showed me what it was like to have a mother, but having a large family with both parents present like Sebastian and Ryder had sounded amazing. They always got this look on their face when they spoke of their family like there was a lot of love there. Even Casper paid them a compliment.

      “This is excellent. Thank you for cooking for us. The rivers may have frozen over, and Eleni might not have been able to catch another fish. I’m understanding why the stars sent you, though I wish Sebastian would stop hitting on Tamsin.”

      Sebastian set a plate of collards in front of Eleni and joined us at the table.

      “That’s pretty much never going to happen, young Casper.”

      “Casper needs to get over it because these collards are amazing. You should keep all three of them.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be a guide from Mercury. All you seem to do is eat and talk about my love life.”

      “You don’t have much else to do but get to know them until the storm passes. I’ll talk less about the sexy men around you and more about what you need to do when you can actually do it.”

      I sighed. I guess she was right.

      “Eleni approves of your cooking too.”

      “What are we to do all day while we wait for the snow to melt?” Casper asked.

      “We are going to check our snares so we can eat again. You are going to entertain Tamsin and the swan.”

      Casper straight up smiled, and I knew why. I knew he accepted Mercury sent the twins, and he liked them hunting and cooking for me. He hated everything else about them.

      Enough to be glad they were going out into the cold snow so he could be alone with me and my talking swan.
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      A raven reached the basilica, but it wasn’t good news. It was horrible news given the people were in the process of felling a tree to make a battering ram. Not a single person was speaking out they shouldn’t do this. None would because Gemma set up shop in the square and was egging everyone on.

      Kaden implicitly trusted the high priest, but he didn’t understand why he wasn’t doing more about the mob in the square. True. Tamsin was still missing. They could only hope she’d found shelter from the snowstorm and was waiting it out. Hopefully, Casper found her and convinced her to come back. It wasn’t like Kaden could leave and join the search with all those people in the square wanting his head.

      The high priest still wanted to wait until they found Tamsin. He was putting all his faith in the stars that Gemma would eventually be stopped. That much was true, but how many innocent people would die before they arrested her? They’d already built a hangman’s noose for Kaden. Did he really think everyone else in the church would be safe once Gemma was done?

      “We have to do something. They are going to break the doors down and tear the basilica apart. You know they won’t find Zac here. If you think Gemma is above taking hostages and having the information tortured out of someone, you’re wrong. If you think Gemma wouldn’t hurt the High Priest of the Church of Mercury, she would. Everyone in the basilica is in danger.”

      “Everyone here should be prepared to lay down their lives for the greater good. We train them to fight, even if Gemma doesn’t know that. The stars foretold Gemma will fail. We just have to wait.”

      “And the citizens of Dioscuri? They are being lied to. Are you okay with them losing their lives because of Gemma? We took a vow not just to protect the throne, but the people too. Are you saying you’re fine with collateral damage because the stars say this Scorpio will be the one to stop Gemma? You know the stars better than anyone in Dioscuri. Sometimes, things need a little push and a helping hand. We have to do something.”

      “Then what is your plan, Kaden? You know Gemma better than any of us. How would you put out this fire she started?”

      “We have to tell them the herald is with Tamsin, and Gemma is not the next queen.”

      “Think, Kaden. Gemma can’t know the herald is with Tamsin until we have people in place to protect both of them. This is just foreplay. We know what Gemma really wants is her sister dead and the herald in her hands. Gemma is just breaking things because she can’t get what she really wants. We can’t give her anything.”

      “You’re suggesting we fight our own people?”

      “No. I just had an idea to save lives. You’re going to make yourself very scarce since they want your head. I’m going to go out there and tell them there’s no reason to break the door down. We have nothing to hide, especially not the herald. I’m going to let them in so they can see for themselves no one is here that isn’t supposed to be.”

      It wouldn’t end there, but it was a start.
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      No matter how riled up Gemma had the crowd, the high priest still commanded respect. Gemma was leading the mob as they brought their battering ram through the square. They all hesitated and shifted under the weight of the felled tree when the high priest threw the doors open and walked out onto the basilica steps.

      Gemma just tossed her hair over her shoulder and glared at him.

      “You can’t stop this, Alistair. We are getting the herald.”

      The high priest glared at Gemma.

      “You will address me by my proper title, just like everyone else. People of Dioscuri, put that down. We have nothing to hide. We did nothing with the herald, and you’re welcome to come inside and look for him. I only ask you to remember this is a sacred place. Please try not to break anything. The monks and priests here will not harm you or stand in your way. We can do this without bloodshed.”

      Gemma pouted and gritted her teeth. If she could get rid of Alistair and Kaden, she could get someone installed as high priest she could control. The power she could have with the Church of Mercury at her disposal would be insurmountable. She wouldn’t just be the queen of Dioscuri. With the church backing her every command, she could rule all of Astari.

      She wanted bloodshed. She knew the herald wasn’t in the basilica. Gemma had no idea where he was, but he had to be searching for her missing twin if he hadn’t appeared to Gemma yet. She was running out of time. She needed to think.

      Alistair and Kaden hadn’t mentioned her sister yet. They could have easily stopped all this by telling everyone they weren’t hiding the herald—they were hiding another potential queen. Something had gone wrong. Gemma could work with that.

      Kaden and Alistair had been watching the crowd from the tower. Gemma had her eyes on them. Kaden kept looking to the skies. As people started spilling into the basilica to search, she pulled Grayson to her.

      “Get your crossbow and a good vantage point to the basilica. If you see a raven approach, shoot it from the skies and make sure the message gets to me.”

      Grayson grinned. He’d do anything for Gemma.

      “Done. We’ll find the herald and make sure you get your throne.”

      Gemma just smiled at his back as he ran away. Grayson was so dumb and loyal. He’d be doing all this even if he knew about her twin and that stupid mark on her arm.

      He’d even kill her just because Gemma asked.
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      As terrible as the snowstorm was, Mercury must have decided to help us a little. The sun rose brightly, and it warmed up considerably. The high snow outside melted enough that we could take the cart to Lady Cerise’s chateau.

      Sebastian and Ryder were absolutely adorable about that cart. I could tell it was top of the line and had several upgrades. It would make for a smooth, comfortable ride, but Sebastian and Ryder acted like it was their child or made from solid gold. Even Casper seemed awestruck, and I was so confused. It was an excellent cart, but I thought their horses were way more magnificent.

      The roads were now clear, and it was less frigid outside. We could make the journey back to Lady Cerise’s and my big destiny. I wasn’t afraid of it anymore. I wasn’t running. Mercury marked me for a reason. Zac came to me instead of Gemma. This was happening for a reason, and I needed to accept it.

      I still didn’t know what I would do with Gemma, but I had help. I needed all the facts. I acted like a child and ran before I had the full story. I needed to do better if I was going to be queen. The fact remained that I didn’t know my sister at all. I couldn’t decide her fate until I knew everything she had done. She might change her mind about killing me when we laid eyes on each other for the first time. I had no way of knowing that, and I needed to. Lady Cerise said, always know your enemy.

      Eleni waddled over and nudged my palm with her hand.

      “I’m not a raven, but I can carry a message to Zac that you are on your way home if the twins have any parchment and ink left.”

      “Thank you.”

      I already knew they had some because they dispatched their raven to their family to let them know they were on a mission. They produced a small piece of parchment, quill, and ink as soon as I asked. I wrote a quick note that Casper was safe with me, and we were on our way back. I tried to hand it to Eleni, and if a swan could scowl, she was.

      “I hope you don’t expect me to carry that in my bill. Tie it in a pretty bow around my foot, you silly girl.”

      Right. I couldn’t ask her to carry the note in her mouth the entire flight there. I never really had cause to send a raven to anyone before, much less a swan. I found a piece of twine in the basket Eleni had been nesting in, and she was soon off with my note.

      It was time. I climbed into the back of the cart with Casper. Now that we shared a bed, he was touching me a lot more often. We snuggled together in the back of the cart. It was still a little chilly outside, and we brought blankets from the cabin. Casper hated it, but the twins were touching me more too.

      They hadn’t outright kissed me like he had. It was just little things like tucking my hair behind my ears or brushing my hand when we would reach for bread at the same time. I wasn’t sure I’d be all that comfortable with them kissing me just yet since we just met, but I could admit I wondered what it would feel like—with both of them.

      I knew the queen always had an advisor, and it was usually her twin sister. Even if I didn’t know what to do with her, Gemma was out for that. I wanted more than one advisor. I wanted Casper and Lady Cerise near me the way they always were.

      I didn’t know if they would stay after we neutralized Gemma, but I wanted to keep the twins too. Mercury had to have sent them for more than just protection against Gemma.

      It had to explain why I was so drawn to them when I knew I loved Casper.

      I walked all day to get to this cabin, but we got back to Lady Cerise’s in no time by cart. The ride was pretty smooth, but that was to be expected if they had a contest in Dioscuri to redesign the cart. I still didn’t understand all the fawning Casper, Sebastian, and Ryder did over it, but I could admit I comfortably got back home quickly.

      Lady Cerise was waiting and wringing her hands. She pulled Casper and me into an enormous hug when we hopped out the back of the cart. Zac was waiting with this serene smile on this face.

      “The queen has found her Scorpio and Gemini pair. I was wondering when the two of you were going to make an appearance. Things are falling into place.”

      Sebastian just grinned.

      “You saw the same horoscope the priest gave us?”

      “Hardly. You’re part of the horoscope meant for Tamsin. Dioscuri's future queen doesn’t need to hear what the stars have to stay on a dirt driveway in the cold. Let’s get inside in front of a fire with food. Tamsin needs to hear her horoscope, and we can’t do anything until Kaden lets us know what’s going on in the capital.”

      “I’ve sent my fastest raven,” Lady Cerise said. “I didn’t think it wise to risk your familiar.”

      “She insisted. It would have made sense for me to go to get a scope of things, but I would stand out. It’s not like I can argue with her. Get inside or you’ll get sick.”

      It had already started—people fawning over me just because of my soon to be title. Lady Cerise had an entire feast waiting when we went inside. She used her special plates only reserved for guests I had to hide from too. Everyone insisted on me sitting at the head of the table opposite Lady Cerise. Awkward!

      I assumed we had come inside to get down to business, but we didn’t.

      “Casper, please tell me you kept her warm during that dreadful storm.”

      “We all did,” Sebastian beamed.

      Sebastian must really not care about offending someone with a title like Lady Cerise. She was always so prim and proper, and I thought she would read him the riot act if he got fresh with me. She didn’t do that at all. She just nodded her head at Sebastian and Ryder and gave them a serene smile.

      “Good. We were all worried wick when Tamsin ran and even more when she wasn’t back when the storm started. I would have had men out in the storm looking, but Zac seemed convinced you’d be fine and back when the storm passed. Who am I to question the herald?”

      “I’m sorry I ran. I had a momentary lapse in judgment and was only thinking about myself.”

      “No one is blaming you, Tamsin. None of this was fair to you. There were so many times I wanted to tell you the truth myself, no matter what Kaden wanted to do. I wanted to give Casper my blessing to court you and propose. Everything hung in the balance while he tried to figure out a way out of this mess. You don’t understand how truly evil your sister is.”

      “No, I don’t. If I’m not getting a horoscope, why don’t you tell me? I’m going to have to decide what to do with her in the end.”

      “I know more about your sister than anyone in this room. Zac can tell you what the stars say, but I can tell you what Kaden tells me. Gemma wants to turn Dioscuri into a military kingdom. She’s going to draft every able-bodied man and the boys when they are way too young to hold a weapon. She doesn’t intend to strengthen our established trade. She intends to use her military to just take what she wants from the other kingdoms. If they don’t comply, she’ll slaughter them until they do.”

      “Why? Dioscuri is a peaceful place, and we have good relationships with the other kingdoms. I wasn’t aware we had any issues getting things we wanted for trade.”

      “We don’t. We wouldn’t have any issues bringing anything new in either, even with new queens. It will be up to you to appoint envoys to each kingdom. They will return to Dioscuri and present you with new things the kingdoms have to offer. You will decide if it’s something you want to introduce to Dioscuri and send the envoy back with something to trade for it. It’s how things have always been done here, ever since the first Dawning chose a queen. Dioscuri has never needed military for trade or for our people.”

      “Then why does she want one?”

      “Power,” Zac said. “Sometimes, the girl I marked is not found right away. Sometimes, the Dawning leads to a hunt to find the next queen. They called Kaden at Gemma’s birth. They have always treated her like she’s the future queen. It happened to the queen’s past, but it went to her head in Gemma's case.

      “With the other queens that were found early, they needed to be grounded a little, but they had the church to guide them out of their arrogance.”

      “Gemma reveled in it,” Lady Cerise said. “She hates the church. She hates Kaden. She’s told him multiple times when she’s queen, she’s going to make sure they lose any power they have. It won’t shock me if she’s already started doing that now that she knows about you.”

      “Should we be leaving?”

      Now that I knew more about my twin, I shuddered to think about what she was up to. It would frustrate her she didn’t know where I was, so she’d break things in hopes of finding me.

      “No,” Zac said. “The stars are vague and don’t tell me everything. You have a Scorpio and Geminis in your path to guide you. But Gemma has some Geminis in her path helping her too and not the good kind. You can’t go anywhere near Gemma until we know what she’s gotten up to.”

      “We’ll protect her from Gemma,” Sebastian said. “And her little friends too.”

      “You misunderstand Gemma,” Lady Cerise said. “She’s just as intelligent as Tamsin is. The entire country thinks she’s the True Queen. I’d lay a wager she’s already used that. You won’t just be handling Gemma and her friends. Gemma can’t be everywhere at once to search for Tamsin. She’s fed some lie to the people, so they are searching for her too.”

      “Wouldn’t that blow up in her face?” I asked. “We have the same face, and all I would have to do is show the mark on my arm. If Zac finishes marking me, it’ll be proof to everyone Gemma isn’t the queen.”

      Lady Cerise and Zac just shook their heads.

      “She will have prepared for that. Gemma doesn’t know everything you know about the star charts that were involved with the two of you being marked. She doesn’t know the horoscope about the two of you. She only sees you as a threat. She’ll have put every precaution in place that if she doesn’t kill you herself, someone else will.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      Ryder leaned back in his chair. He’d been mostly silent this entire dinner, taking in everything said about my sister and tucking it away for later.

      “We wait for Father Kaden to reply to the raven. You’re safe here for now. We can’t do anything to risk you until we know what your twin has gotten up to while we wait out the storm.”
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      This would be so much easier if the crowd weren’t so afraid of the church. Why couldn’t they just get mad enough to kill Alistair and Kaden? They weren’t even trashing the basilica like she wanted. She was hoping to get in there during the chaos and steal some riches the church just kept on display.

      Alistair ruined everything by opening the doors and just letting them inside. They did search every inch of the basilica and found nothing. Gemma knew the herald wasn’t in there. She didn’t think they would keep her sister right under her nose in the basilica, but it wouldn’t have shocked her if she was in there somewhere.

      Still, Gemma needed to save face. She was losing the support of her mob. Some of them just up and went home after the search like Gemma didn’t still need them. She needed them on their horses, riding out and spreading the word. Monks and priests were all about their cathedrals and monasteries. They lived there. Where else would they keep her twin if not their own property?

      She turned to the people who were milling about in the square.

      “Just because the herald isn’t in the basilica doesn’t mean they aren’t holding him elsewhere. We need to spread the word and search the rest of the church’s properties.”

      Sinclair Vail, one of Dioscuri’s top inventors, hadn’t left, but he spoke out against Gemma.

      “How do you know they are keeping the herald away from you? The church has given us no reason to distrust them. They seemed pretty willing to let us search as long as we didn’t hurt anyone or break anything.”

      “You forget who has been preparing me to be queen. I’ve spoken of my ideas to Kaden. I’m going to be making many fresh changes to Dioscuri that he disagrees with. He’s been trying to force me to do exactly what the church wants me to do, and I have ideas for a brand new Dioscuri. We’ve been fighting about this for years. The Dawning is almost over. The only probable reason the herald hasn’t come to me yet is that the Church of Mercury is preventing him because they want a queen they can control.”

      Sinclair just scratched his beard and looked uncomfortable.

      “Or your ideas aren’t good for Dioscuri, and they want you to grow out of them.”

      Gemma had to control her sneer. If she had something handy, she would have thrown it at his stupid face. She knew the first person she would have killed when this was all over and she was queen. She didn’t care how well-loved Sinclair was or what he could invent in the future. No one spoke against her like that. And she didn’t need him questioning her around this mob. Gemma needed them on her side.

      It was winter in Dioscuri, but Gemma never wore any type of clothing that covered her god mark from Mercury. She made it a point to show it off, and she wanted everyone to see it. She’d acclimated to not wearing sleeves in winter and only wearing silken shawls around her shoulders.

      Gemma raised her fist to the sky and let the Gemini mark on her arm be seen. She knew exactly how to work people. Sometimes, they needed a little pep talk. She could work with that, and she needed these people on her side for now.

      “Do you see this mark on my arm? Mercury chose me. He chose me for a reason. I can read the stars just as well as the church can, but I didn’t volunteer for this job as they did. If Mercury would reveal something major to a citizen of Dioscuri, who do you think he would send the message to? A simple man or his chosen queen? I’m doing exactly what I need to be doing as the chosen one, even if the Church of Mercury doesn’t like it. If the herald hasn’t visited me yet, then it has to be because they have him somewhere.”

      She thought that was a magnificent speech. The mob was getting riled up, exactly how she wanted them. They were nodding and murmuring. All except fracking Sinclair, who didn’t look convinced. What else did she need to say? She was definitely having him killed when she was queen. She didn’t know him well enough to manipulate him. Maybe she could get him to leave before he could say anything to discredit her.

      Too late.

      “I don’t see a familiar with you,” Sinclair said, looking wholly confused and uncomfortable. “As far as I know, the queen’s familiar can only communicate with the queen. Something else is going on if your familiar isn’t here and the herald is missing. I’m not helping you attack the church. I’m going back in there and asking for the truth, which I suspect all of you know, but no one is saying. All of you out here should do the same. This is not Dioscuri, and Mercury will be angry if we wage war on his churches.”

      Sinclair turned and went back into the basilica. People left with him, and a few more looked like they were considering it. This could not be happening. Gemma could have spun the kidnapped herald story all day until her twin was located and taken care of. She was still formulating a plan if her familiar never showed up. Gemma would not accept it if her sister already had hers and there was some big plan to make her queen. You couldn’t just tell someone from birth they would be the next queen, then change your mind at the last minute. They owed Gemma the throne of Dioscuri.

      She was trying to come up with precisely the right thing to explain her lack of familiar when she felt a hard body press against her back and a note slip into her hand.

      “The priest had a raven sent like you were expecting. I got to it first. You’ll probably want to read that as soon as possible.”

      Gemma slipped the note in her cleavage and turned around to face Grayson. She trailed her finger down his chest. She’d trained him well enough, but she had to be sure.

      “You didn’t read this, did you?”

      “I’d never. Not without your permission.”

      She patted his cheek like her pet dog.

      “Good boy. Come to my bedroom tonight for getting this note for me. We can do all your favorites. I’ll need more of your help once I read this note.”

      Grayson just beamed like an obedient dog and left her to the crowd. She stalked off to her estate. She didn’t need the peasants anymore. She fell into her bed and pulled the note out.

      “Tamsin is on her way home. Zac has been waiting to give her the horoscope and officially mark her as queen. We will make our way to the capital to announce Tamsin as the next queen once you tell us it’s safe.

      -Cerise.”

      Gemma balled up the note and shrieked. This wasn’t happening. Tamsin was not taking her throne. This Zac could mark her, but Gemma would kill her before she got to the city and ruined everything. Gemma would end her before Dioscuri found out about this dirty little secret. Zac would have no other option but to mark Gemma, or Dioscuri would be without a queen until the next Dawning.

      She needed to find out who this Cerise was and where she lived. She needed the Harpy twins. If Kaden trusted this Cerise with Tamsin, then she had to be important somewhere. Kaden wouldn’t have put her in a hovel with a peasant.

      And the Harpy twins made it a point to know every single person with a name and title in Dioscuri so they could be used or dealt with once Gemma was queen. Gemma sent word for the Harpy twins and smiled to herself.

      She was coming for Tamsin. Her throne was still safe.
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      No one seemed to be in this tremendous rush now that I was back. After dinner, we just sat in the sitting room and had this celebration. Zac never gave me my horoscope or marked my arm. Everyone changed the subject and told me to relax and enjoy the party when I asked about it. They all wanted to wait for news from Father Kaden.

      And Lady Cerise completely shocked me. I had agreeable rooms at her estate. It was in the same wing as her room and Casper’s rooms like I was part of the family. Something happened while I was gone. Zac must have told her something. No one seemed shocked I came back with Sebastian and Ryder.

      I would have thought they would be given rooms somewhere, and I’d go back to my old rooms. That was not the case at all, and I had no idea what had gotten into Lady Cerise. She had been busy while I was gone. They had moved all my things into one of the biggest suites in the house that was usually reserved for important guests.

      That much wouldn’t have seemed odd if some of Casper’s things hadn’t been moved in there too, and when Lady Cerise showed me to my new rooms, Sebastian and Ryder’s things and been brought in there as well. The servants had an extra bed brought in, but it was pushed next to the bed already in here, making one gigantic bed.

      I enjoyed sharing a bed with all of them at the cabin and wanted to do it again, but I didn’t think Lady Cerise would encourage it under her roof. She’d always been very proper. I could see her giving her blessing for Casper and me to be together now, but I thought she would have expected us to keep separate rooms until we were officially wed.

      None of the men found anything strange about this, not even Casper. Since everyone seemed totally fine with me sharing a bed with three men, I didn’t make a peep about it because I wanted them as close to me as possible, if I was honest. They all brought different things to the table, and they just had this way of making me feel safe.

      Sebastian, Ryder, and Casper had to settle who would hold me while we slept over wrestling matches. I should have been upset about them rolling about the room like savages, but I couldn’t stop laughing. They were going full out and swearing like I imagined men did in Doscurian taverns.

      It gave me this strange feeling in my belly they were willing to do this just to sleep next to me. They weren’t being very violent or hurting each other in earnest. It wasn’t like the boys at the monastery fighting over scraps. I could tell they were having fun too.

      Ryder and Sebastian won the wrestling match, and Casper wasn’t bitter about it. He just grinned and shook their hands. He warned them next time he would win. I didn’t find it odd being snuggled between two men I had just met a few days ago. It just felt right.

      I slept like the dead, but when I awoke, I was alone. Not even Casper was with me. I sat up and looked around. Where was everyone? My door opened a crack, and I saw two eyes peek in.

      “She’s awake!” Sebastian yelled.

      Sebastian, Ryder, and Casper all spilled in with trays of food. I went to get out of bed so I could eat, but Sebastian shoved me back down.

      “Nope. We’re going to spoil you today.”

      “But—”

      “No buts, Tamsin,” Ryder said. “Zac is getting everything ready downstairs to give you your horoscope and reading. We’re here to get you ready.”

      “I’ve got a warm bath drawn. Eat breakfast and take a bath. I’ve got that bath oil from my mother that you like.”

      “This is a little weird,” I said, digging into my eggs.

      They used the black truffles that were so hard to find. They had to use trained pigs to find them, and the truffles were very expensive in Dioscuri. I adored them, but I never asked for them since I knew how much they cost. There was even truffled butter for my toast.

      “This is way too much, Casper. This breakfast probably cost a fortune.”

      “Father Marley is here. He’s the priest from the Church of Mercury in Exalos. Zac and my mother sent for him since we haven’t heard from Father Kaden. All this came from the church. He knew about you and was looking for you. The entire church is hunting for you.”

      “Your sister is a real bitch,” Sebastian said, handing me a goblet of juice.

      “Dare I ask what she’s done?”

      “She has all of Celes thinking the Church of Mercury has Zac hostage because they want to prevent her from becoming queen. That was the news when Father Marley came back to look for you. The crowd had already started building a hangman’s noose for Father Kaden,” Ryder said.

      “Oh no! And he still hasn’t responded. Do you think he’s dead?”

      I was still mad at him for lying to me for so long, but I didn’t want him to die. I still needed him to look me in the eye and explain things to me. My toast felt like a rock in my throat. I swallowed it down with the fresh apple juice. All three men shared worried glances.

      “We had that same thought, but Father Marley and Zac don’t think it so,” Casper said. “Father Marley said the high priest was at their meeting. The people of Celes might be furious at Father Kaden, but they won’t go against the high priest. Father Marley says he’s a cunning man.”

      “More cunning than my sister?”

      Sebastian just smirked at me.

      “Older, wiser, and experienced at dealing with temperamental queens. It’s probably fine. Come take your bath. Can I wash your back?”

      “I’ll wash your hair,” Casper said.

      “I’ll take the rest of you,” Ryder growled.

      I was sure queens had people to do that for them, but I washed myself and my clothes at the monastery. Lady Cerise had servants that did my laundry here, but I bathed myself. Still, I couldn’t say the idea wasn’t intriguing. I wanted them to touch me. I wanted all three of them. Lady Cerise seemed to think this was all okay, or she wouldn’t have put us all in the same bedroom.

      I blushed. I didn’t care. I was doing this, but I wanted something else too.

      “On one condition.”

      “I’ll only peek a little,” Sebastian said, crossing his heart with his finger.

      I laughed. I actually didn’t care about that. Dioscuri might be a spiritual kingdom, and they raised me in the heart of the church. I might have been moved to the home of a high-born Dioscuri family who had rules about how relationships went.

      But the people of Dioscuri weren’t prudes about nudity. It was everywhere in our art. We celebrated the bodies Mercury gave us. Of course, no one walked around completely nude or barely covered, not even if you worked in one of the houses where people paid for sex. Plus, Dioscuri had some pretty famous bathhouses. I’d never been to one before, but bathing in front of other people wasn’t something to be ashamed of.

      Even considering what I was about to ask for.

      “You can all help with my bath, but you have to kiss me first.”

      I never asked for anything in my entire life, even if I wanted it. At the monastery, there was no chance of getting it. At Lady Cerise’s I could have, but I never tried to put her out. I didn’t intend to make unreasonable demands when I was queen, but there was no reason I couldn’t ask when I wanted something.

      And I wanted all three men. But there was one man who had been in my life longer that I needed to speak to first.

      “Casper? Are you okay with this? I love you more than anything, but I can’t deny I’m drawn to Ryder and Sebastian too.”

      Casper tucked my hair behind my ear and gave me a gentle smile.

      “I will admit to being jealous, but I can’t fight the stars, Tamsin. You’re not the first Dioscuri queen sent more than one man by Mercury, and you won’t be the last. You might have been mine and mine alone if Gemma wasn’t in the picture, but I’m grateful they are here. We might not have survived that storm if it weren’t for them. And I’ll admit to liking them just a little.”

      “I’m like a fungus. I’ll grow on you,” Sebastian said.

      Ryder smacked him on the back of the head.

      “You’re more like that cock rash that was being passed around the night houses a few years ago.”

      “I never caught a cock rash. Unlike you, I don’t have to pay for sex.”

      “Don’t say I had a cock rash in front of Tamsin! You know I never caught it, and I’ve never paid for sex.”

      “Why are we even talking about cock rashes when Tamsin wants kisses?”

      “Good question,” Ryder growled.

      Ryder surged forward and gripped my chin. His lips captured mine, and I practically melted. I flung my arms around his neck and pulled him closer to me. Ryder kissed like he could do this all day. And I wanted him to. I let out a huge moan when he tangled his hands in my hair and kissed me even deeper. I didn’t want him to stop when he pulled away from me and looked deep into my eyes.

      “If the stars had a fate for me, I’m glad this is it.”

      I caressed his cheek.

      “Are you sure you’ll be saying that when we come face to face with my twin?”

      Ryder just chuckled.

      “Once you have that mark on your right forearm, you’ll have all of Dioscuri on your side. We just need to get you into the bath and down to Zac.”

      “You have to get the frack out of the way so I can have my kiss first,” Sebastian said.

      “I want another one too,” Casper said.

      “Me first. You already had one. Right in front of us, I might add.”

      Casper let out a sigh and waved his hand.

      “Go ahead.”

      Sebastian practically tackled me and pressed me on my back. He brushed my hair off my forehead and nuzzled my nose with his.

      “Well, hello.”

      “Hi, Sebastian.”

      Sebastian was way gentler than I expected when he kissed me. He was always just so boisterous and high energy. He kissed me like I was the most precious thing in the entire world. I twined my hands in his hair and pulled him closer to me. Sebastian groaned and kissed me harder. Like his brother, I didn’t want him to stop.

      When he pulled away, he nipped at my nose.

      “I guess I should give Casper a turn.”

      “Damned straight,” Casper growled.

      I flung out my arms, and my Casper flew to me. His kisses were always all-consuming and passionate. I had an idea. I didn’t care what anyone thought either. I asked for kisses, and they seemed okay with it. They wanted to bathe me, anyway. Dare I?

      “Will you all take a bath with me?”

      All three men let out this little strangled growl. Casper was closest to me. He scooped me up and ran into the bathroom where a hot bath had been drawn. He set me on my feet and went to pull my nightgown off. I looked around, and Sebastian was already naked and grinning at me.

      “How in all of Dioscuri did you just—”

      Sebastian wriggled his eyebrows at me.

      “I have my ways.”

      “You’re not checking out my arse, Tamsin,” Ryder said.

      I turned my head, and Ryder was totally nude as well. And I checked out his arse and Sebastian’s. I looked at Casper, who was holding my night shift in his hands.

      “That just leaves you.”

      “And you,” Casper growled, pulling my gown over my head.

      I should have been embarrassed. Dioscuri wasn’t a bunch of prudes, but I’d done nothing like this before. But I wasn’t. I’d somehow gotten this massive shot of courage when I found out what this mark on my arm meant. I didn’t know the first thing about being sexy, but I didn’t think that mattered. If my eyes trailed downwards, all three men had very large, erect cocks. They clearly found me sexy, even if I didn’t know what I was doing.

      I licked my lips and took in their bodies. They were staring at mine just as hard.

      “You’re all so beautiful,” I exhaled.

      “Not as beautiful as you,” Ryder growled.

      Casper stepped into the tub and opened his arms.

      “Let me wash your hair, Tamsin.”

      I climbed into the tub and rested my chest against his back. I might be totally naïve with relationships, but I wasn’t a virgin. The monks taught us about sex in a biology lesson. A boy at the monastery, who could have been called my best friend in a platonic way, was my first time.

      We thought the entire thing sounded strange and didn’t know why people did it. Especially since childbirth was supposed to be so painful. Father Cardell was our science teacher, and he always had us doing all these science experiments. He would never answer when both of us asked why people made babies, because the entire thing sounded bizarre.

      So, we conducted our own science experiment. We had sex. Jude thought it was the best thing to ever happen to him and wanted to do it again. I thought the entire thing was awful and vowed never to have sex again. Casper made me believe it could be different. Being here naked in the tub with Casper and the twins was definitely doing things that didn’t happen when I lost my virginity, and I wanted to explore that.

      Casper’s cock was pressing against my back. I made it a point to grind against it while he washed my hair. This did not happen when I was with Jude. I was so turned on it wasn’t funny. Casper was scrubbing my scalp while Sebastian soaped my body and Ryder focused on my feet. I couldn’t keep in the moan that escaped my lips.

      Casper chuckled dangerously and wrapped his arms around my waist.

      “Do you like that, Tamsin? You don’t know what you’re doing to me.”

      Just then, Sebastian dragged the sea sponge across my nipple, and Ryder took my toe in his mouth. Oh, gods. This was too much.

      “I think she knows exactly what she’s doing,” Sebastian said. “What do you want, Tamsin?”

      “Why do people have sex? I tried to figure that out at the monastery, but it was just awful. I feel like I’m about to die or explode.”

      Ryder started massaging my foot.

      “Men, we have a job to do. Tamsin has clearly never had an orgasm before. We should find that boy at the monastery and beat him since she didn’t enjoy it. With your permission, Tamsin.”

      They could do whatever they wanted. My body was on fire, and I might die from this. It wasn’t just curiosity about why people had sex. I was starting to figure that out. Did this get better? I needed to know.

      “Do it!” I gasped.

      Sebastian just chuckled and leaned forward to kiss me.

      “Not so fast. I know you need that horoscope, but we can’t do anything until we get Father Kaden’s reply. A girl’s first orgasm can’t be rushed. I hope you know what you’re doing, Casper, because you’re on point.”

      Casper let out a little growl.

      “You’d better kiss her everywhere.”

      “Oh, I plan to. Ryder has this thing with feet, so he’s good where he is.”

      Oh! Casper started nibbling on my shoulder. His fingers slipped between my legs and started rubbing something that was sending jolts through my body. Sebastian lowered his head to suck and bite my nipples. I didn’t think I’d like my toes sucked on, but when Ryder did it, it was pretty amazing.

      I wanted them to feel as good as I did. My hands dove under the water. I reached between Casper and me and wrapped my hand around his cock. My other hand found Sebastian’s and squeezed it. Both men were totally different, but they had the exact same reaction—they both bit me. And I loved every bit of that sting.

      I was moaning, writhing, and stroking their cocks. Sebastian and Casper were reacting to me. Casper’s fingers sped up, and Sebastian showed more attention to my nipples. Sebastian’s hand crept between my legs and knocked my thighs apart further. He slid two fingers inside me and curled them up. He rubbed something inside me that made my toes curl.

      “Oh, frack! Harder,” I panted.

      Three men chuckled. Casper bit my shoulder, and Sebastian nuzzled my neck.

      “I love it when you talk filthy to us,” Sebastian said.

      Ryder was still kissing my feet, and I loved everything he was doing. It was like every inch of my body was getting attention. It felt like my body was barreling to something big. When it hit me, my entire body tensed, and my vision went white. I let out a massive shriek as wave after wave of pleasure overtook me.

      I collapsed into Casper’s arms, and I could finally breathe again. Sebastian stole another kiss, and Ryder was beaming at me.

      “How was it?” Ryder asked.

      I put my hand on my flushed forehead and sighed. Why didn’t this happen with Jude?

      “I get why people have sex now. I want to do that again.”

      “Any time you want,” Casper said. “But for now, you have to get out of the tub and get marked as the next True Queen of Dioscuri.”

      I had my pleasure. Now, it was time for responsibility. But definitely more of this.
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      Gemma could always count on the Harpy twins. It was late when she sent for them, but they came anyway. And they had intel on the mysterious Cerise. Cerise was a common name in Dioscuri among the peasants and farmers. It meant cherry, which was a common crop in Dioscuri.

      The nobles enjoyed the harvest, but the peasants and farmers celebrated the cherry crops with festivals and parties. Gemma didn’t care a damned thing about them, but she knew there were a ton of little dirty Cerise’s out there picking crops and wishing to be crowned queen of some cherry festival. As if some plaster crown and a bunch of farmers kissing your arse for a week were anywhere near as crucial as being picked by Mercury to rule an entire kingdom.

      Still, the Harpy twins came through like they always did. They told her of a noblewoman named Cerise, which was just an uncommon name among the nobles. This noblewoman named Cerise was the talk of scandal for a little while, and even decades later, the Harpy twins heard the story.

      She showed up out of nowhere in Exalos when she was eighteen. No one had heard of her before, and she didn’t speak of her family. She took a room at the cathedral and was attempting to get a job as a governess. She was reportedly stunning. None of the wives wanted her around their husbands, even if their children reportedly liked her. Several of the noblemen noticed, even if she had a name common among peasants and no one knew who her family was.

      It was a massive scandal in Exalos when she married the young governor of the region. She became a lady by marriage, and there were whispers she was a bastard. People demanded to know, but she refused to discuss her family. Gossip surrounded her for years. Some said she never spoke of her family because they were peasants and she was a bastard, and others said she was a bastard, but she was so beautiful, she had to be the illegitimate child of the Dioscuri queen and was had in secret.

      That was the only reason Gemma knew of her now. She tasked the Harpy twins with gathering dirt on the nobles to extort them and find out if any of the previous queens had lines that might threaten her.

      This Cerise sounded like a double threat, and she had probably been hiding her fracking twin this entire time. But she could work with that. She knew where Cerise was now, and if she was some bastard who tried to reach above her station, then the people of Exalos probably hated her.

      Gemma had her inner circle, then an outer circle she trusted slightly less. Her inner circle found her twin just like she knew they would. Now, it was time to rally the troops to Exalos. She already had a plan to keep them from seeing Tamsin. They wouldn’t know she intercepted the raven, and they would wait for a response.

      Gemma intended to let them simmer a while so she could get her people on the road. She’d send a forged raven telling them to barricade themselves inside because they were in danger.

      Then, she’d just burn the entire house down with everyone in it after making sure the herald was safe. Problem solved.
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      Now that I knew that was what the big fuss was about, I wanted to return the favor to Casper, Sebastian, and Ryder. There were three of them giving me my orgasm and just me trying to please the three of them, but it couldn’t take that long, right?

      They refused to let me and told me to get dressed and go downstairs. It virtually ended my friendship with Jude after our little science experiment. He didn’t want to hang out and play Pitch Slam anymore. All he wanted to do was beg me for more sex. I had to avoid him because he would act like I was hurting him if I didn’t do it. Well, the sex hurt me the first time we did it, and I wasn’t in a rush to do it again. I also didn’t understand why he was so obsessed with asking because I found the whole thing dreadfully dull.

      Jude’s level of obsession with begging me and my men telling me to put my clothes on so I could get a horoscope was some sort of disconnect. I realized it was tied to me becoming queen, but we couldn’t do anything until Father Kaden sent a raven letting us know it was safe to leave. I put my hands on my hips and glared at them.

      “What gives? Do you not want to?”

      Sebastian chuckled and smirked at me.

      “We’ve created a sex monster, boys.”

      “Tamsin, go get your horoscope and queen mark,” Ryder said. “That’s way more important. We didn’t say we didn’t want to. We’re just saying it can wait on you to get your queen mark.”

      “That’s so not how Jude acted after we had sex once. He kept begging and claiming I was hurting him. It was really irritating.”

      Casper let out a growl.

      “I really want to beat that kid. If you can’t take care of a woman and she doesn’t want seconds, respect that. No means no. Dioscuri will hang you for forcing a woman. I’m glad it never went that far. You’d tell us if it did, right?”

      “If it did, I would have castrated him. I tried avoiding him at first, but I put him in his place before Father Kaden moved me here.”

      Ryder grabbed my hand and started tugging me out of the room.

      “You’re stalling, Tamsin. You can tell us all about it as pillow talk when you get the sex you want after you go downstairs and see Zac.”

      Yeah, I was definitely stalling. I knew I had to do this, and I knew why. After Zac put that mark on my arm, no one could take it back. I just wanted to pretend like everything was normal and I was only still an orphan for a little while.

      I couldn’t put it off anymore. Eventually, Father Kaden’s raven would come, and I’d have to face my sister.

      They had transformed the entire sitting room when I entered. Gauze fabric hung in all the windows, giving the entire room a purple tint and darkening the room a bit. Candles were everywhere, and I could smell incense like they had at the monastery burning. Zac had spread blankets and pillows all over the floor, and they had pushed all the furniture against the wall.

      Zac had changed clothes. When he appeared to me the first time and every time I saw him after that, he was dressed like a wealthy Doscurian lord. He wasn’t wearing well-made leather trousers and a silk shirt today. He had robes like the Church of Mercury priests, but they were different.

      Father Kaden and the rest of the priests wore purple robes with a white and gold stole. Zac wore robes of gold and white with no stole, and he had Mercury’s caduceus lying on the blanket. I joined him and sat on the blanket across from him. I could have used some support, but everyone left us alone. I was so fracking uncomfortable.

      “You don’t want this, I know. You weren’t raised in luxury like your sister. Your sister is correct in certain things. Changes need to be made to Dioscuri, just not how she thinks. A queen with humble beginnings who had always been kept in the dark about the mark on her forearm is exactly what Dioscuri needs right now.”

      “I have a question. I get why everyone didn’t make a big deal about the mark on my arm, but why did none of the monks give me a horoscope? They taught me how to read the stars like they taught all the kids, but I never felt comfortable trying to figure out what they had to say about my future. I always thought I would interpret them wrong and do something stupid because of it.”

      “More people should share that concern because that is a real problem. Father Kaden kept your secret from everyone in the church. The only people who knew were the midwife and, later, the Lady Cerise. He probably ordered them not to look at the stars for a simple orphan, and for a good reason. You have greatness in your star chart. Just because the monks at your monastery weren’t looking didn’t mean Father Kaden and I weren’t constantly looking at you and Gemma. Honestly, I’m shocked it took him that long to move you to have Lady Cerise teach you politics.”

      “So, what do the stars have to say to me?”

      “Some of it you’re already aware of. You’re tied to Scorpio and Gemini. They will be a constant in your life and your rule. Keep them close and always trust them. You want a relationship with another Gemini, but the two of you are star crossed. No matter what you try, the relationship will never reconcile. You will always need to be wary of that particular relationship, so handle it wisely. The other star signs I see with yours have good relationships, which bodes well for your reign. Fellow Geminis, except the ones close to you, cannot be trusted until your star-crossed relationship is handled.”

      “Almost everyone in Dioscuri is Gemini. Are you telling me I’m to rule over people I can’t trust until I kill my sister?”

      That sounded like a very raw deal. How could I be a queen to an entire kingdom who the stars said not to trust until I murdered my family? Zac put his hand over mine and looked at me kindly.

      “Not at all, and not everyone in Dioscuri. You forget I’ve been reading the stars for Gemma too. The stars sent you a Scorpio and Gemini, but Gemma’s actions have attracted some Gemini to her side. The bad kind of Gemini. Gemma has help, and you’re in danger from them, not the people of Dioscuri. All you have to do is flash the mark I will give you when we are done, and they will bow to you. The friends Gemma has made won’t. They don’t care about the stars or what Mercury has to say about who should be queen. They are loyal to Gemma and will kill you.”

      I groaned. This was just getting better and better. Still, I had the herald here, so I might as well ask.

      “Do the stars say anything about me eventually getting to a point in my rule that I don’t have people that want to kill me?”

      “The stars aren’t an exact science, Tamsin. I can’t tell you exactly how this ends. Father Kaden was right when he sensed one of you would be a danger to the other. The stars foretold trials for the True Queen. It’s like that in other kingdoms, but not Dioscuri. Dioscuri queens are usually born, found, and crowned. Things are changing.”

      “Will I be a good queen?”

      “Yes, if you can survive your twin sister. If you can’t, all of Dioscuri is doomed.”

      I should have been afraid. I should have tried to run again. I wasn’t. They had marked me as queen for some reason. I had to own it. I hadn’t even been to most parts of Dioscuri, but what I had seen was beautiful. The monks were kind to me when they took me in, and Casper was terrific, even not knowing my secret. The twins helped a strange girl with a pet swan who broke into their cabin when they could have kicked me out.

      I’d seen kindness in Dioscuri, even if I hadn’t met many people. I wanted to meet more people, and I would not let Gemma destroy that. I held out my arm.

      “Then I guess you’d better put that queen mark on my arm because I have to stop my sister.”
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      I had no way of remembering what the first mark on my arm felt like, but the second one tickled a bit. He touched the caduceus to my arm, and it spread from where it was touching me. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but I had so many questions.

      “How did you sneak that thing into the birthing room to mark Gemma and me without tipping everyone off who you are? No one would have let you leave when they realized we both had the mark. I would imagine my mother had questions if you came at her belly with that thing.”

      Zac tapped his nose and grinned at me.

      “I had a much smaller one hidden in the palm of my hand. Despite what Kaden thinks, I couldn’t have said anything to him that would have changed the outcome. I disappeared to consult the stars to see when it would become clear which of you was which. I knew where you were, and I knew where Gemma was. Despite how awful Gemma is, she could have grown out of it and been the True Queen.

      “All the reports I was getting about you could have changed the moment you asked about that mark on your arm, and you could have turned into the False Queen from the horoscope. The stars didn’t give me any revelation until Kaden slipped and revealed the truth to Gemma. That was when I came to find you.”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd Father Kaden hasn’t replied to the raven yet? I know he’s shamed by keeping me a secret, but the church knows now. Do you think they are punishing him?”

      Zac shook his head.

      “If they are going to punish Kaden, they won’t do it until you are safely crowned. Kaden has a prominent position with the church. He’s just below the high priest. Punishing him in front of all of Dioscuri is going to require an explanation to the people, something they can’t do until you show up with that mark on your arm. They’d have him waiting to get that raven.”

      “Doesn’t Father Marley know something? I heard he’s here.”

      “He thinks it’s odd it hasn’t been responded to either and sent a second raven in a code the church uses. If Cerise’s raven didn’t make it or was intercepted, this one should make it, but no one will be able to read it unless the church has trained them on their code. Not even Gemma knows it.”

      “So, you think Gemma might have gotten her hands on the first raven. What do we do?”

      “We wait. The stars don’t speak in absolutes, Tamsin. They don’t tell you everything you need to know. I have no way of knowing if the True Queen of Dioscuri will have a very short reign care of the False Queen. We must protect you at all costs.”

      “If Gemma intercepted that raven, we won’t be able to hide here forever.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” a voice said from the entryway.

      I turned, and Father Marley was standing there in plainclothes. I smiled at him. I didn’t have the same mistrust of the church that my sister did, even if Father Kaden had lied to me my entire life. Just because one priest lied to me didn’t discount all the monks and priests I’d grown up around. I was grateful to have Father Marley here with us.

      “You think she’s read it,” I said.

      “I do. The only people who would intercept a raven are some naughtier nobles. A lot of them hated the Lady Cerise when she first married her husband and got her title. She worked very hard to earn their respect. They still think she’s someone’s bastard, but they know she’s a good person and no longer work against her. No one in Exalos would have intercepted a raven she sent because they know she doesn’t plot against them like they do each other. The only person who would take a raven meant for the church is Gemma.”

      “I read the raven,” Zac said. “Lady Cerise signed her name, but we mentioned no location. The chances of Gemma coming here are slim.”

      “Actually, they are not. Lady Cerise was the talk of all of Dioscuri when she married into a noble family, and no one knew her family. Cerise is a common name among the farming families, but not the nobles. Gemma could guess you would have been moved in with a noble family instead of a family of peasants, and it wouldn’t be hard to trace you to this estate.”

      “So, what do we do? Everyone thinks she’s the future queen. She could bring the entire capital here to hurt the people I love.”

      Father Marley just smiled at me. It was a chilling smile, and it frightened me a little.

      “I’ve been the priest in Exalos since before you were born. We might be a minor city in the whole of Dioscuri, but the people here are fiercely loyal to the crown and the church. You’re going to have to do this, eventually. Why not start introducing you to Dioscuri here in Exalos? We can tell them the truth and that Gemma is dangerous. There are already whispers all over Dioscuri wondering why Mercury marked her and prayers that she will grow out of her tempers. Trust me. Presenting you as the alternative will be a relief, and they will rally behind you. All of Exalos will be watching if Gemma sets foot in our city, and they will protect you.”

      “I can’t ask them to die for me.”

      Casper, Sebastian, and Ryder spilled into the room. I knew they’d be close, and I wasn’t mad they’d listened in. I would have told them everything anyway. They joined me on the blankets and pillows and snuggled into me.

      “You need to do this, Tamsin,” Casper said. “Not only will Exalos protect you, but the other nobles who live here love to gossip. Once Father Marley makes the announcement, a flock of ravens will take to the skies as they send messages to their friends in other cities. Their friends will send ravens, and the news will spread to all of Dioscuri. Soon, everyone will know Gemma is not the real queen, and she won’t be able to convince more to join her cause to hurt you.”

      Sebastian nuzzled my neck.

      “I’m not a noble like Casper, but he’s right. They do like their gossip. I can speak for the common folk. We just adore salacious gossip. A second queen hidden from birth, and we don’t have to deal with awful Gemma? That’s going to spread like wildfire.”

      “It’s a good plan, Tamsin,” Ryder said. “Until the news spreads about you, Gemma has the loyalty of everyone in Dioscuri, even if they don’t like her. She can have them attack anyone she wants in the search for you and Zac. This is how we stop her and pave your way to the capital. Waiting is dangerous since we don’t know what happened to that first raven. We need to play offense instead of defense. Sebastian and I are better at that when we are playing Pitch Slam anyway.”

      “You aren’t wrong, but need I remind you this involves the security of the entire kingdom and is not even remotely like a Pitch Slam game,” Zac said.

      I was nervous, but as a fellow Pitch Slam enthusiast, I knew a good offense was important. So was a good defense. This plan would take care of both, even without us knowing what Gemma was up to.

      Lady Cerise swished into the room with her flowing skirts.

      “This is where I come in. Come, Tamsin. Let me make you look like a queen before we make the announcement.”

      I might love getting dirty playing Pitch Slam, but Lady Cerise had given me an appreciation of pretty dresses. If I had to trust anyone to make me presentable to present me as the queen of Dioscuri, it would be Lady Cerise.

      Things were moving so fast. I hoped they would eventually calm down soon.
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      Something was clearly wrong. Tamsin should have been found by now. The high priest wanted to wait longer, but Kaden suspected something far more sinister. The crowd outside the basilica had dispersed, and Gemma hadn’t been seen in the square inciting the crowd again.

      “I suspect Tamsin is safe, and they intercepted the raven telling us this. We can’t wait any longer. Gemma is not the type to sit and wait for anything. She hasn’t launched any more attacks on the church because she has her prize in sight.”

      “Surely, you put the future queen of Dioscuri with someone who wasn’t foolish enough to reveal a location in a raven.”

      “She would never do that. We frequently communicate by raven, and we sign our names. It wouldn’t be hard to track her down from her name.”

      Yes, his sister was famous. She already had a reputation when his father admitted to Kaden that he was her father. Kaden didn’t care she was illegitimate, but some people in Dioscuri did. It wouldn’t be hard to guess the Cerise in the raven was the famous Lady Cerise Emmanuel.

      “If Gemma intercepted the raven, we could be leading her straight to Tamsin,” the high priest said.

      “Unless she’s already on her way. We hadn’t seen her in the square.”

      “I’ll send a rider ahead to Exalos.”

      Just then, a raven landed on the windowsill. Kaden rushed forward and untied the note. This wasn’t from Cerise. It was in the cipher the church used. He sat at his desk and decoded it.

      “Tamsin is safe. The first raven was possibly compromised as we have not heard from you. I’m going to present Tamsin to Exalos so the word will spread, and the people will protect her if Gemma is on the way here.

      -Marley.”

      Thank Mercury for Marley. He was a cunning priest and was just narrowly beat by Alistair for high priest. Cerise wasn’t the only reason Kaden moved Tamsin to Exalos. He looked at church members there too.

      “We have to move,” Kaden said, burning the letter. “The first raven was definitely intercepted. Marley is going to present her in Exalos. Word will spread. If Gemma doesn’t already know she’s there, she will soon. Gemma won’t care the entire kingdom knows there’s another queen. She’ll try to kill Tamsin.”

      The high priest pushed his chair back with a ramrod-straight spine.

      “Call every priest and monk of fighting age. We’re going to Exalos to stop a coup. I’ll respond to Marley and tell him to proceed. It’s a good plan. Get with your network of monks. This stops now.”

      It was about time. They’d been waiting for a raven long enough. Gemma probably had a head start. The only thing that gave Kaden comfort was that Gemma wouldn’t travel by horseback. She found them horrid beasts. She would be in a carriage and want a tent to stay in for the woods because she was too good to sleep in the dirt.

      He could use that to catch up with her and end this for good.
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      It was so strange. I had been living in Exalos for a few years, but I’d never left the grounds of Lady Cerise’s estate until I ran away. On the carriage ride here, Father Kaden kept the shades closed and wouldn’t let me open them. Not only had I not met a single person here, but I also didn’t even know what the town looked like.

      And I still didn’t. Lady Cerise dressed me in this opulent gown and did my hair and makeup. We all managed to fit into her carriage, but they drew the shades again. I understood why this time. No one could see my face until Father Marley made his announcement. Even with the shades drawn, Lady Cerise had fit a veil to the crown of my head.

      The twins were bigger than Casper, but Lady Cerise was busy while we waited for the raven and formulated our plan. They were both dressed like nobles, and it was going to Sebastian’s head. He kept unlacing the front of his shirt even more to show off his muscular chest and looking less and less like a noble with the amount of skin he was showing off. I honestly didn’t care. I wanted to keep the twins close to me when I took the throne, but I would not make them pretend to be something they weren’t.

      The Exalos town square was packed, and it looked like everyone was here. There was a clear divide in the crowd. The nobles were on one side, and everyone else was on the other. I needed to find a way to fix that when I was queen because I could just feel deep down that a random title and money shouldn’t earn you more respect than the people responsible for feeding Dioscuri and growing and building things for trade with other kingdoms.

      I stepped out of the carriage and joined everyone on the steps of the Exalos Church of Mercury. I could hear everyone whispering as I stood next to Casper and Lady Cerise. Lady Cerise never talked about her family with me, but she told me no one here liked her at first because they thought she married above her station. She had to earn their respect. She always tried to teach me that. No matter how awful people were to you, you couldn’t sink to their level.

      One of the nobles stepped forward to address Father Marley.

      “I received a raven from Celes. Are you here to address the rumors that the church is holding the herald hostage because they don’t like our new queen’s ideas for a better Dioscuri?”

      “Yes. I’m here to clear up those rumors and present you with the new queen of Dioscuri. It’s not Gemma. Gemma’s twin sister didn’t die that night, and both girls bore Mercury’s mark. It was fated one girl would be in danger from the other, but the church had no way of predicting which twin.

      “The herald isn’t being held hostage to prevent Gemma from being queen. He’s standing right here on these steps with us. He appeared to the True Queen of Dioscuri to mark her as queen. Gemma knows of the existence of her twin and intends to kill her and seize the throne.”

      “This is a trick!” some nobles yelled.

      It was time. I tore my veil off and held both arms to the sky, showing my marks. Some nobles must have met Gemma because they weren’t looking at my arms. They were staring at my face. I wondered if they had met my sister before. I certainly hadn’t. Eleni chose that moment to land in front of me and stretch her neck.

      “You’d better say something before they eat you.”

      I opened my mouth, but Father Marley beat me to it. I wasn’t sure I enjoyed having a man speak for me, even if I’d never addressed a crowd before.

      “You see the marks. You see her familiar. This is Tamsin, the True Queen of Dioscuri. She’s been right under your noses this entire time under the care of the Lady Cerise and her son, Casper. You should bow now.”

      Half the crowd took the knee, and it wasn’t the noble half. Some had their eyes on my face, and the others were looking at my arms. I wasn’t about to let anyone speak for me this time.

      “I’ve never met my twin sister, but I understand we are identical. If you’ve met her already, I can’t help my face looking like hers. I can promise that based on everything I know about her, we are nothing alike. If you’ve met my sister, please don’t hold the face we share against me.”

      “Several of us met her. We traveled to Celes for the Festival of Auras. The basilica is quite beautiful that time of year, and the high priest himself gives horoscopes. We saw her in the square, and several of us tried to introduce ourselves. We found her insulting, and all she cared to talk about was how much money Exalos had. You look exactly like her.”

      “But I’m not her. I’m not interested in taking your money or what you can do for me. If I’m going to be queen, then I serve everyone in Dioscuri. Please. Don’t hold my family against me. I’ve never met any of them. They took me away when I was just a baby and was raised in a monastery until I was moved here. Exalos is a beautiful place, and I would like to keep it that way.”

      They didn’t speak, but all the nobles slowly started to take the knee. I knew it was customary, but it was wholly uncomfortable.

      “Please stand. Exalos is the first place we’ve announced that I exist, and Gemma is not the queen. I need your help. I—”

      The nobles all started talking at once, offering me men to kill Gemma for me. My sister must have made quite an impression on them when they tried to talk to her because they went straight to assassination instead of capturing her.

      “I don’t know what I’ll do with Gemma, but I don’t want her dead just yet. For now, I need you to spread the word about me far and wide. Gemma may come here with help. I need you to keep an eye out for strangers.”

      A man stepped forward and bowed his head to me.

      “Lord Easton, your majesty. I’ve met your sister. She won’t sneak into Exalos if she’s heading here. She’ll come in with as much pomp as possible and demand we help her. She keeps horrid people close to her, and even if she is rude and unpleasant, she still has fans. Most of us prayed she would grow out of it, but some people like the way she is. We’re grateful to have an alternative and will defend you with our lives, even if it means killing your sister.”

      “For now, let’s focus on spreading the word. Gemma’s fans are so because they think she’s the future queen. We can take away anyone she might draw to her side by telling the truth—Gemma is not the next queen, no matter how much she thinks it’s owed to her.”

      A man with a dirty face stepped forward.

      “My farm is along the road from Celes to Exalos. There are plenty of places there to hide and watch. I open my property to anyone who wants to stop the False Queen from hurting the True Queen.”

      Lord Easton stepped forward and clasped his arm with the farmer.

      “My men will join you and help protect your family should she decide to make a stop at your farm.”

      Everyone was talking at once. I guess the nobles and farmers could come together if it meant keeping me safe. The farmer who offered his property had several other farmers, mill workers, and blacksmiths who wanted to use the property to watch for Gemma. All the nobles offered their men, and Vulcan made weapons to defend and protect the farmers from Gemma.

      They also wanted to send men to Lady Cerise’s to guard me, and a few suggested I take sanctuary in the church. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to be some spoiled queen who had other people do her dirty work.

      I squared my shoulders. No one was talking me out of this. I knew how to fight.

      “I’m changing clothes, and then I’m going to be at that farm with everyone else.”

      Sebastian slung his arm over my shoulders and glared at everyone before they could say anything to me.

      “Tamsin will not be the same queen we’re used to, and we’ve never had two girls marked before. Tamsin is a fighter, and she wants to do so right alongside her people. Casper, my brother, and I will protect her.”

      “I don’t like it,” Lord Easton said.

      Zac stepped forward and glared at him.

      “You don’t have to like it. Things are changing in Dioscuri, as evidenced by the two possible queens. Mercury didn’t send you a queen who would hide in a tower until this threat is over. Tamsin wants to see this threat end from the front lines. None of you will stop her or say a single thing to her about not being able to do this. She’s Mercury’s chosen. She can do what she puts her mind to.”

      Father Marley had my back too.

      “Tamsin has the full support of the Church of Mercury. If she wants to get herself dirty on a farm hunting down her sister, we won’t stop her. You should learn one thing, Lord Easton. Never tell a powerful woman what she can and can’t do.”

      I liked Father Marley. There were a few men in Dioscuri who indeed needed to learn that lesson.
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      The people of Dioscuri didn’t know the Church of Mercury were all trained fighters because they mostly dealt with threats in the shadows. It was mostly a peaceful place, but sometimes queens made unpopular decisions, and the people launched plots. That hadn’t happened in a long time, but the church was prepared for it if it did.

      The high priest finally gave his blessing for the church to take action instead of just waiting. Kaden gathered all the intel he could before getting together all the monks and priests of fighting age. Gemma had definitely intercepted that raven. She’d assembled her goon squad, and several more of the less savory elements in Celes were missing.

      Gemma had a head start, and Kaden found out she didn’t take a carriage. If she had taken a carriage, they would have had a better chance of catching her. Gemma just had to get over her aversion for riding on horseback when so much was at stake. Still, she would have to stop and sleep unless she wanted to end up without a horse to get her to Exalos.

      And Kaden had faith he could catch her then. Gemma was not a morning person at all. She couldn’t be dragged out of bed before noon, no matter what she needed to get done that day. Kaden had long tried forcing her out of bed for her lessons. She threw things at his head, and even if he could get her out of her bedroom, she’d just grump and go back to sleep wherever he moved her. Even if she had been the True Queen, she was nowhere near prepared to take the throne because she fought every single lesson she was taught.

      The church had the best horses in Dioscuri. It was a special breed that were bred and raised by monks at one of the monasteries who had taken a vow of peace and weren’t trained to fight. They contributed to the cause by providing the fastest horses in Dioscuri. Not even the nobles could get one of these stallions, and no one with Gemma would have one either.

      The Queen of Dioscuri was traditionally presented with a special horse, bred and trained for a queen. Gemma wouldn’t have accepted it, and she hadn’t been offered one yet. Gemma was an ungrateful wretch who would have turned her nose up at the gift because she thought queens should ride in carriages. Kaden could see Tamsin forming a bond with her horse and taking rides just for the joy of it.

      It wasn’t just Kaden riding out with an army of priests and monks. Every single raven in the basilica had been dispatched. One went to Marley in Exalos to let him know Gemma was coming, and the rest went out to every church and monastery in Dioscuri.

      Marley was cunning, and his idea was good. Exalos was a lovely city, but it wasn’t a large one. It was time to play their hand and reveal Tamsin. They had no way of knowing how the people reacted in Exalos, but meetings were being called in town squares over all of Dioscuri. If he didn’t need to stop Gemma from killing her sister, he would have been the one to make the announcement in Celes.

      The high priest handled that speech for him. Kaden was already on the road with his army. Gemma had a head start, but she had several disadvantages working against her. She couldn’t sic her goons or the people who were following her in a full-frontal attack because she couldn’t risk anyone seeing Tamsin’s face, and she needed Zac alive.

      Dioscuri was a superstitious kingdom. Gemma might have the god mark on one arm, but no one would follow her unless the herald finished the job. Gemma had to know this. If Gemma killed Tamsin, Zac wouldn’t give her the queen mark. The church would rule Dioscuri until there was a new Dawning and a rightful queen chosen. There had been times between queens or when a queen passed before their time that the church ran things.

      Gemma was arrogant enough to think she could still become queen, and that made her dangerous. He blamed having Jupiter and a Janus Moon in her star chart. It brought out the worst in Gemma and the best in Tamsin.

      Kaden was watching the signs on the road as they pushed their horses to the limit. The hoofprints in the street weren’t as fresh as he would have liked, which meant Gemma had more of a head start than he thought. Of course, the only thing she couldn’t take her fracking time on was killing her sister and trying to seize the throne.

      Kaden had some serious doubts about catching up to Gemma before she made it to Exalos. She might have been lazy when it came to learning how to be queen, but she thought they owed her the throne, and a fire had been lit underneath her.

      Kaden knew that was all his fault. He might not like Gemma, but he had wronged her just as much as Tamsin. He could understand her anger, but not her reaction. When he picked Gemma that night, she lived a blessed and spoiled life after that as the future queen. She got respect she didn’t deserve because of that mark on her arm. Things were overlooked and explained away as people prayed to Mercury in secret that she would grow out of it.

      Kaden knew the stars were at work the night the twins were born, and any decision he made that night would have been wrong. The high priest might not think they should punish him, but that could very well change if Gemma made it to Exalos before he did.

      He studied the stars and planets while he waited on the raven. Gemma was fated to have an unpleasant experience with a Scorpio, but that meant nothing. The Scorpio could get close enough to hurt her, but Gemma went nowhere without Grayson, Felix, and Dunn. All three men were ruthless and thought they were hopelessly in love with Gemma, no matter how badly she treated them.

      All three men were Gemma’s spies and fists. For this Scorpio to truly take out Gemma for good, he’d have to have someone to distract Grayson, Felix, and Dunn, and they would have to be familiar with disabling huge men who fought dirty. The church was trained for that, but most people in Dioscuri were not.

      Kaden wanted to ride straight through to Exalos, but there was no way the horses could do that. They’d have to be fed, watered, and rubbed down from the running they did. It was getting late, and they would have to stop for the night.

      Kaden just knew Gemma would make it to Exalos before he did. He just had to trust Marley had set things in motion and had a plan. Marley was one of the most cunning priests in all of the Church of Mercury. He was nearly elected high priest. They shipped him off to Exalos after Alistair won because Alistair didn’t want someone who came that close to beating him in Celes, where he still had supporters.

      Marley didn’t have a massive church in Exalos. He was the only priest there because Exalos wasn’t an enormous place. It was an isolated city, and any help he called on would take just as long as Kaden to get there.

      If anyone could stop Gemma from killing Tamsin and Kaden’s family, it would be Marley. Kaden just needed to pray to Mercury for a little extra luck before he rested for the night.
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      I literally didn’t care that half these nobles didn’t think I should be out here in men’s clothing and my hair tucked up in a cap watching the road behind stacks of hay with dirt on my face. They kept giving me these disapproving looks and getting in my personal space, trying to convince me to hide in the church. It wasn't enjoyable. If I weren’t doing this to stop Gemma, I would be having a blast.

      Eleni landed in front of me and stretched her wings. She had flown out to scout. My sister apparently had a thing for killing ravens, but she had no reason to suspect a swan. I didn’t want her to go because I thought she would be in danger. Eleni was supposed to be an animal guide sent by Mercury, but she had no problem cursing me out and telling me I was being stupid. I learned several new curse words during her rant about how she was leaving and I wasn’t her master.

      I was so relieved when she came back. I fell to my knees and hugged her. I’d gotten used to her speaking in my head, and now I was finding most of the things she said to me hilarious instead of getting offended about it.

      “Not so tight. I told you I’d be back. Gemma is close, and she has friends with her. There’s an entire army of monks and priests behind her, but they won’t catch up to her before she gets here. Kaden is with them.”

      “How many people does Gemma have and are they armed?”

      “Some of them are, but they aren’t Vulcan made weapons like the church has. It’s this big, dirty secret, but they are all trained warriors. If you can stall until they arrive, this will be over in five minutes.”

      The Church of Mercury had warrior monks? That certainly wasn’t my experience at the monastery, but there were certain areas we weren’t allowed to step foot in. Was I going to be let in on that secret when I took the throne?

      “Any advice on how to stall Gemma and her friends?”

      “Gemma is here to kill you and kidnap Zac. She wants this, and she thinks she is owed the throne. You must be clever to get her to slow down. I’m sure she intends to find out where Cerise lives as soon as she gets here.”

      “We’re supposed to be identical, right? If I show my face, the people she brought with her will slow down long enough for me to show the queen mark on my arm.”

      “Don’t underestimate your twin, Tamsin. She’s been grooming some of those people with her since she sprouted tits. True, some of those people will come to your side, but there are those in her inner circle who would shoot a crossbow between your eyes as soon as they saw your face because they like what Gemma offers as queen.”

      “She’ll keep those like that close to her. I could watch and make sure only to show my face to certain people.”

      “Tricky, but similar to the fable of the Doscurian warrior Jin. I like it. You look like a dirty peasant boy and not a queen, though. Gemma came to kill you decked out in a silk dress and a corset that shows off all her assets.”

      “She can’t fight me in a dress.”

      “Gemma doesn’t use her fists like you do. She has people for that. You won’t be able to punch her in the face, no matter how much a lot of Dioscuri wants you to.”

      I squared my shoulders.

      “I don’t need a horoscope or a star chart to tell me Gemma is taking a face punch today. It might not be me who gets the honors, but I want to see it when it happens.”

      Sebastian, Casper, and Ryder couldn’t follow most of that conversation since it was in my head, but they started hooting and pulling me in for kisses at the visual of me punching my sister in the face.

      I was so grateful it turned them on to see me dressed like a boy and threatening to punch people because there was yet another noble heading my way to talk me into a dress and hiding.
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      Gemma stormed into Exalos like she was already queen. She sent three men ahead on horseback to announce it. I could tell just from looking at them they were the men Eleni spoke to me of. The farm we were hiding on straddled the town line between Exalos and the forest. Father Marley was waiting and pretending to be tending to the pretty garden at the town line.

      The three men rode their horses straight to him and formed a circle around him I viewed as threatening. Gemma definitely groomed these men. No one else had a problem with the Church of Mercury and would dare threaten a priest. Father Marley was leaning on a large stick like he was this harmless old man. Now that Eleni told me everyone in the church was a warrior, I had a feeling he could get out of that circle and disable all three men if he wanted.

      “The Queen of Dioscuri approaches. She has business in Exalos and doesn’t want to be disturbed. She demands to know where the Lady Cerise lives.”

      Father Marley just leaned on his stick and glared at the man.

      “She’s not the queen until the herald marks her, and therefore, has zero rights to make demands of anyone. She’d do well to remember that during her visit.”

      “The herald can’t mark Gemma until we rescue him from the Lady Cerise. We know the church kidnapped him and hid him with a noblewoman in Exalos. We want to do this with as few lives lost as possible.”

      “Then turn around and go home. Lady Cerise is an honorable woman, and she doesn’t have the herald. There’s a reason he hasn’t visited Gemma, and it has nothing to do with being kidnapped. Gemma is manipulating you.”

      The horses formed a tighter circle around Father Marley. One of the men had a crossbow, and the others had daggers strapped to their chest. I could tell they weren’t Vulcan made, but the blacksmiths in Dioscuri weren’t slouches with weapons. They just weren’t as good as the kingdom of Vulcan when it came to making weapons.

      Father Marley didn’t look the slightest bit worried that all he had was a big stick. I really needed one of these priests or monks to teach me how to fight. Casper taught me how to throw a punch, but now I wanted a big stick.

      “Gemma has given us no reason not to trust her. Everyone knows the church tries to control things here. You rule when we don’t have a queen. The Dawning is almost over. The only probable reason the herald hasn’t visited Gemma yet is that you’ve stopped him.”

      “I can tell you exactly why he hasn’t visited Gemma. All of Dioscuri is learning this as I speak. I want Gemma to tell you because I think you need to hear it from her mouth. Go back and tell Gemma her secret is out and demand to know exactly why you are in Exalos. It’s not because the church is holding the herald hostage, and Gemma knows this. Tell her it’s over.”

      The Church of Mercury knew way more about my sister than I did, but even I knew that would not work. I knew what he was doing, though. If these men carried that message back to Gemma and the people she had brought with her, she’d have to come up with a brand new story for being here.

      If these men relayed that exact message about Gemma having a secret, some of those people would just have to demand what it was. It would throw her off her game. I had a feeling she could come up with a story on the fly and reinforce that the herald was here being kept hostage, but if her group found out she had some secret, they would have to put two and two together that involved Zac not marking her.

      Still, I couldn’t rely on my assumptions of my twin and the people of Dioscuri, or I’d risk my life and the lives of everyone here. Gemma still wasn’t in my line of sight, but Mercury sent me something she didn’t have. We argued about it before, and she came back alive. I needed to have all the facts, and Gemma wouldn’t question a swan.”

      “Can you—”

      “I was already planning on it, even if you wanted to be a child and argue with me about it again. Let Gemma’s harem of psycho men go back to her. I like your harem much better.”

      “I do not have a harem!”

      “Then what was that in the bathtub? Own it. You officially have a harem blessed by Mercury. The idiot triplets are going back to their master. That’s my cue.”

      “Be careful.”

      “Hush. I’m always careful, and I’m here to keep you alive long enough to take the throne so I can advise you. You’re an Air sign, so you got a familiar who can take to the skies. This will not be the last time I spy for you, but the situation will be way less dramatic than having an evil twin.”

      “Father Marley sent the message her secret is out and it’s over. She has to realize that means I’ve been marked and gotten my familiar. She’ll be looking for a familiar worthy of an Air sign, and a gorgeous black swan in the forest will tip her off. She could hurt you. One of those men has a crossbow.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere. I don’t intend to let them see me. Hide and let me do my job. I’ll make sure you get your day in the sun punching her in the face.”

      I just had to go with it. Mercury sent me Eleni and three men. I knew how to defend myself. If we could chip away at the people Gemma brought with her, I knew we could end this with as few lives lost as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            31

          

          

        

    

    







            Tamsin

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Gemma had to be close. I couldn’t see her, but I heard this massive shriek somewhere to my left. It was so loud that every single bird nearby took to the skies and fled. I expected Eleni to come back with intel while my sister tried to develop several alternative stories as to why she was in Exalos.

      My sister didn’t even attempt to explain anything to her followers. She couldn’t have. Right after that shriek, I finally laid eyes on my sister because she came charging over the town line with the three men who threatened Father Kaden. Only two more people followed. The others must have left or hesitated to follow when Gemma didn’t even attempt to explain Father Kaden’s message.

      We looked exactly the same. We both had the same white-blonde hair and blue eyes. Even if I wasn’t dressed as a boy and had a gown on, I thought people could tell us apart, despite having the same face. Gemma wore her hair in elaborate curls and had heavy makeup on her face. I never bothered sleeping with my hair wrapped in wood because it was uncomfortable, and I was not too fond of the way makeup felt on my face. That wouldn’t change, even when I took the throne.

      Gemma put herself together way more than I ever did. I only ever looked like that when Lady Cerise dressed me to present me as queen to Exalos. She also had this glint in her eyes that would never grace mine. It was dangerous and murderous, and she managed to look down at Father Marley at the same time like he was a piece of trash stuck to her shoe.

      “You know what I want,” she sneered. “We can do this the easy way, or I can take down everyone here, including you.”

      I realized what everyone told me about Gemma grooming her inner circle. They questioned nothing Father Marley said. They rode back with her and had their weapons pointed at Father Marley. Everyone in the field with me was inching forward with their own weapons. Some people had crossbows or a regular bow if they hunted. Gemma and her men were so absorbed with Father Marley, they didn’t even notice everyone surrounding them.

      “It’s over, Gemma. You’ll never be queen, and the word is spreading around Dioscuri. If you keep with this path, you’ll be going against Mercury himself. No one in Dioscuri will follow you, and you won’t have the church's protection when they rise up against you. Not to mention the fact that queens in other kingdoms will eventually hear of this. All of Astari will come for you for trying to take what isn’t yours.”

      She had to realize all of that, right? She needed to hear it. This would extend outside of Dioscuri. No one would follow her if she killed me. The other queens in other kingdoms who earned their thrones the right way would take offense at Gemma cheating. All of Astari would come together to make an example of her so this never happened again in any kingdom.

      Gemma still hadn’t noticed us. She looked down her nose at Father Marley.

      “Kill the priest and anyone in Exalos who stands in our way. Kill anyone who doesn’t fight but refuses to tell us where Cerise lives.”

      Father Marley was an older man. His hair was white, and his face was heavily lined. He sprang into action as soon as Gemma gave her order. My mouth hung open, and I’d seen nothing like this before. He moved way faster than a man of his age should. He used his staff in a whip of motion, and before I could even blink, all three men on horseback were without their weapons and holding their hands in pain.

      “Look around, Gemma. Dioscuri is more intelligent than you give them credit for. We are smarter than a spoiled twenty-five-year-old girl who is willing to murder an entire kingdom and her sister because she got some bad news. Grow up, Gemma. No one has to die today.”

      Two of the men turned to Gemma.

      “I thought your twin sister was dead.”

      “It’s not natural to kill your twin. They are a part of you. We’re out. We like you, Gemma, and we’d support you as queen if that were how things played out, but we are twins too. There is a bond between twins that you should understand. You have us and Felicia and Gretel close to you. We won’t help you kill your twin.”

      I didn’t feel this mythical twin bond with Gemma at all. I still didn’t know what I intended to do with her, but it made me feel a little better that some of her inner circle just turned their horses around and left without even giving her the chance to make up a new story when they found out I was alive and all of this was to kill me.

      The enormous man who had a crossbow before was loyal to the end. He was screaming at the twin’s backs as they left that they were traitors, and he’d kill them himself once Gemma was queen. This man was immense and looked like he could crush skulls with his bare hands. I got this feeling he wasn’t playing with a full deck of cards and not just because he was still defending Gemma.

      “You’re surrounded, Gemma. Look at all the people working together to stop you after they met your sister. Soon, that will be all of Dioscuri. Stand down and give up. No one wants to kill you.”

      “But I want to kill you. Grayson! With me!”

      Gemma spurred her horse and started running in the direction of the town square. I had no idea what she had done to Grayson to get this kind of loyalty from him, but he kicked his horse and ran after her, even after realizing everyone in Exalos would kill both of them before they even got to me.

      None of the archers could fire because Father Kaden was still standing in the middle of the road. No one would tell her where Lady Cerise lived, but we had to find her. Gemma was on the warpath, and she still hadn’t realized she lost.

      Gemma and Grayson were just going to kill people until they found out where Lady Cerise lived. And every single person of fighting age was sitting in this field. The rest of the city was unprotected. I rushed into the road.

      “We need to catch up with her before she kills innocent people.”

      Lord Easton was at my side in seconds.

      “I’d prefer it if you just hid, but I have horses that can get you there faster.”

      Progress. I was a little shocked he thought I should even be on the back of a horse because he was just that irritating about me being in this field.

      “You’re our queen, Tamsin. I have a feeling even if that boy sees you and the mark on your arm, Grayson and Gemma won’t stop until you are dead. You have to be prepared to make some hard choices before you even take the throne.”

      I knew that. I’d laid eyes on my sister for the first time and heard directly from her mouth that she was willing to murder every single person in Exalos to get to me.

      It would probably haunt me for the rest of my life, but I would have to go to some extremes to stop my twin, even if it meant ending her life.
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      We’d barely spurred our horses when we saw smoke in the town. We weren’t that far from the town square. This didn’t bode well. Especially when we found Gemma and Grayson’s horses roaming freely. A house was on fire, and everyone was trying to get water out of wells and troughs to put it out. Before I could even join them, the tavern went up in flames.

      “Find them!” Father Marley roared.

      A teenage girl rushed forward and grabbed his sleeve.

      “The girl we thought was queen has barricaded herself in the church, and her friend told everyone he was going to burn things until we produced the herald and Gemma’s sister. We wouldn’t tell him. Did we do the wrong thing?”

      My sister was a sick, twisted bitch, but she managed to inspire some weird loyalty in her friends. Grayson knew I was alive. He had to know all this was happening because I was the next queen, not Gemma. It was like he didn’t care.

      I didn’t know where to go or what to do. I needed to help put out these fires, but more buildings would burn if we didn’t stop Grayson. If he hit the grain stores, Exalos would starve. Someone also needed to haul my sister out of the church by her hair and punch her in the face.

      Father Marley still only had his big stick. I needed to get him to teach me how to use one because he looked so cool with his. I was grateful he was here, and I wasn’t upset he took charge. Honestly, I wanted to do everything at once, and there was only one of me. Everything was so dire; I couldn’t pick what to do first.

      “Sebastian and Ryder, with me. We’ll hunt down Grayson. Casper, go with Tamsin and see if you can get Gemma out of the church. I don’t think I need to tell you to be careful. She doesn’t have Grayson with her, and she wasn’t taught to fight as part of her training. She’s still dangerous. Take care. Casper, I know you love her. Protect Tamsin like she’s your future wife and the True Queen of Dioscuri.”

      “I don’t even want to see her hair messed up any more than it is,” Ryder growled.

      “You have a duty, young Casper,” Sebastian said. “Tamsin owes her sister a punch in the face. Whatever Tamsin does about Gemma, we all want her punched in the face at least once. Hold the bitch down and make it happen.”

      “Enough,” Father Marley barked. “With all this chaos, Grayson could be anywhere. Some buildings here we can’t afford to lose, and we will if he sets more fires.”

      “I don’t like this Grayson. It’s not just that he’s here setting fires. I knew there was something wrong with him when he first rode out. Let’s get him,” Ryder growled.

      Sebastian cracked his knuckle.

      “Tamsin wants to punch Gemma. I really want to give Grayson a beating.”

      I flung myself at Sebastian and Ryder.

      “Be careful. This ends now.”
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      My twin and I were so close. Ryder and I annoyed the mess out of each other, and yeah, we’d beaten the shit out of one another, but I’d never kill him. Those twins who abandoned Gemma said precisely what I was thinking. It wasn’t natural to want to kill your twin. It wasn’t natural to kill any of your family. I had so many brothers, and since Ryder and I were the youngest, my older brothers picked on us regularly and stuck us with the nasty chores, but I didn’t hold that against them. That was just family.

      Ryder was here because he would protect Tamsin at all costs. I was here because I massively wanted to hurt anyone who was a threat to her. And this idiot who was still following Gemma after everything Father Marley said? I wanted to bash his stupid face in. Not just for Tamsin either, but for everyone in Exalos.

      My family lived in Aros, but our hunting cabin was technically in the Exalos forest. Ryder and I stopped in the city all the time to trade some of our hunting spoils and play cards in the tavern that asshole set fire to. We had this ongoing poker game with four guys our age. I liked these people, and I didn’t want to see this beautiful town burned to the ground because two crazy people didn’t know when to admit defeat.

      Father Marley might be some weird warrior priest with that stick, but Ryder and I had been hunting prey since we could hold a bow without injuring ourselves with it. Father Marley had his big ass stick, but I had my favorite bow that I made myself from the best wood in Dioscuri wood, and I spent days curing the string. Ryder made his bow too. We might be different in many ways, but we had a lot in common in all the awesome ways it counted.

      We weren’t in charge here. This was Father Marley’s city, so we didn’t try to lead this attack. He proved himself to be a skilled fighter which opened up about a million questions about the Church of Mercury. Still, if he could wield a stick like that, he probably had a plan for dealing with a pyromaniac assholes following Dioscuri’s False Queen well past her expiration date.

      “What is the plan?” Ryder asked.

      “Grayson isn’t smart, but that makes him even harder to catch. He set fire to a house and the tavern. Things we can rebuild. It’s winter. If he had gone for the grain stores first, he could have slowly killed everyone here. If he went for the farms growing winter crops and killed livestock, he could have done serious damage to us. Only an idiot would think burning down the tavern would get people to talk. But he’s a dangerous idiot, and we have to stop him before he figures that out.”

      “Should we split up?” I asked.

      Father Marley just sighed.

      “No. I have a feeling I know exactly where he’s headed next. Instead of taking away what we need to survive, he thinks burning places people go for pleasure is the key to getting the answers. Exalos has a night house. I would be willing to bet my life he’s stomping around Exalos trying to find it.”

      This guy right here. Who wanted to burn down the bawd houses? Ryder and I visited for drinks and cards but never partook of the women. They were all super friendly and a lot of fun. They also earned a ton of money. What kind of psychopath would hurt those girls? Father Marley was right. This man was the most dangerous type of fool.

      “There are three entrances to the night house. There’s the front door, the side door the nobles use because they don’t want word getting back to their wives, and the backdoor everyone who lives there uses. We should split up and cover all three. Grayson probably only knows about the front and side doors and not the back, but we should have a man there anyway.”

      “I’ll take the side door,” I immediately said.

      Gemma wouldn’t have taken Grayson in unless he had a title and snuck into the night houses through the side door. I had my bow and a plan. I would not stick an arrow through his eye. That was too quick. This man wanted to murder Tamsin. I was going to take it slow.

      I’d get him in the leg with my arrow, and then I’d beat his face in. I still would not kill him. I had uses for him. I intended to drag his broken and bleeding body all the way to the Church of Mercury so Gemma could see him. I wanted her to know her one remaining supporter took a beating and she had lost. I wanted Tamsin to see her look defeated before she got her punch in. I wasn’t a wealthy man. I couldn’t offer her expensive things like Casper could, but I could give her this. And food. I loved that she enjoyed our cooking so much.

      I nearly fell out laughing when we got to the night house. Grayson was undoubtedly there, but he wasn’t having a good time of things. The bawds took precautions after they announced Tamsin was the queen and Gemma was coming. They had barricaded the doors and windows on the first floor so he couldn’t get inside.

      He was trying to set the front door on fire, but you’d have to be pretty dumb to take on every single bawd in the night house. Those women had seen things, and they worked together. You never wanted to mistreat a girl in one of the night houses, and if you were into the weird shit, you’d better get permission to do it first. They didn’t mess around. Ryder and I witnessed them beat the shit out of a lord who had done something in the bedroom that had every single one of them angry. They beat him to a pulp and shoved him out the front door without a stitch of clothing on. I was dying to know how he explained his walk of shame home to his wife and the other nobles.

      The girls were all hanging out the second story's windows and were not amused Grayson was trying to burn down their house with them inside. Grayson had to be dumb as a rock. He’d never get a fire started with all that piss and shit on him. The girls had dumped several chamber pots on him, and he kept having to jump away from the door because they were throwing anything that wasn’t nailed down at him. Still, he was just so intent on setting it on fire, he wasn’t giving up.

      Still, I could work with stupid. Ryder and I just needed a clear shot, and with him dodging furniture, it was going to be difficult. I leaned over to my brother.

      “Get him in the leg. I want to beat on this one a little.”

      “Sebastian, just kill him. Tamsin still needs our help with Gemma. We don’t have time for your games, even if he deserves it.”

      “We can’t kill him just yet. We can use him to get Gemma out of that church. Yeah, I want to beat him for what he’s done here, but we can use him to help Tamsin until she decides what to do with him.”

      “Gemma won’t come out just because you threaten this boy,” Father Marley said. “She’s selfish and only cares about herself.”

      “Oh, I know. Tamsin would, and she’s the exact opposite as her sister. But she’s running low on loyal supporters at the moment. When she sees this one beaten to a pulp, maybe she’ll finally admit defeat.”

      My brother let out a little growl.

      “We could do that easily with his corpse. He was willing to burn all those girls alive. We should just kill him.”

      “Look at how big that bastard is. Do you want to drag his corpse all the way to the church? Let’s beat him enough to make a point, but not enough that he can’t walk his own damned self to the church with a little persuasion.”

      “I agree with Sebastian,” Father Marley said. “Maybe Gemma will finally admit it’s over when she sees Grayson beat. And I have no desire to drag his dead body to Gemma. It would take all three of us, and I have a bad back.”

      Can I say for a minute how much I loved it that a priest was totally on board with my little plot to beat the shit out of someone and use them as a bargaining tool? I had so many questions for the Church of Mercury now. He also seemed to know a lot about the entrances and exits to the night houses for someone who was supposed to be celibate. And I wanted him to teach me to fight with a stick because he looked like a badass.

      “Oh, fine,” Ryder said, throwing up his hands.

      I knew my brother just as well as I knew myself.

      “You know you want to beat him too. He’s totally going to die, but I know you want to get some blows in first. Admit it. You want to see the look on Gemma’s face when she’s defeated too. Everyone wants to see Tamsin punch her.”

      Ryder’s face broke into a grin. I was such a dangerous influence, but Ryder only agreed to my shenanigans when he knew it was a good idea. And this totally was. He held out his fist for me to bump it.

      “It’s just like shooting fowl. Whoever gets him in the leg first wins. Whoever loses owes everyone a round of drinks.”

      I raised my bow and grinned. I had a fifty-fifty shot of being the one to get an arrow in him, but I was definitely giving him a beating when he was down.
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      I didn’t like this. I taught Tamsin to defend herself, and I had the best weapons money could buy, but I didn’t trust her sister. She may have barricaded herself in the church and sent her goon to burn things, but she wouldn’t have been idle. She would be plotting for all different scenarios, including Grayson falling. Tamsin was one of the most creative people I knew, but she didn’t have a single mean bone in her body. I still didn’t know how we were going to get Gemma out of the church.

      They built all of the churches in Dioscuri like fortresses. I never really understood that until I saw Father Marley fight. People took sanctuary in the churches all the time. Some fled there when they were wanted for a crime, and sometimes people from other kingdoms hid in Dioscuri churches for various reasons. The churches were beautiful on the inside, but on the outside, they all looked like no one was getting in unless they were wanted.

      Tamsin and I were watching the church, but not where Gemma could see us. Father Marley assured us Gemma wasn’t taught to fight as part of her training as queen, but all she would need was a crossbow and decent aim to take out Tamsin. But Tamsin was smart, and she knew this too.

      We were watching the church where Gemma couldn’t see us looking for any potential weakness. There were none. There weren’t even any options we could take if we risked damaging church property. What was the Church of Mercury preparing for building their churches like this, and why hadn’t I questioned this before?

      “I don’t see a way in,” Tamsin said.

      “I’m not either, but I’m pretty sure Gemma can see out. We can’t let her see us until we have a plan.”

      “Eleni told me the entire church are secret warriors. You saw Father Marley with his staff. I don’t think there is a way by force or by breaking in. I have so many questions about the Church of Mercury now, but the only person who knows how to get into that church is Father Marley. He could have given us a hint when he decided our mission was getting Gemma out.”

      “Yeah, he could have, but he was in a hurry with Grayson setting fire to things. Maybe he wants us to wait for him. Grayson had to be headed for the grain stores or livestock. They are at the far end of Exalos, and Grayson doesn’t know where he’s going. If he’s stopping to set fires, they should be able to catch up with him.”

      I could feel Tamsin’s warm body pressed up against mine, and I loved that she wasn’t afraid. No one would fault her if she were. I wasn’t even sure how I’d react if I grew up thinking I was just an orphan, then when I found out I wasn’t, I had to deal with a psycho twin who went this far to kill me. I slipped my hand in hers and squeezed it.

      “This is going to be like when we go fishing together,” Tamsin said. “There’s no way in that church, and we can’t wait for Father Marley to get back. There could be people inside Gemma is hurting. You can’t catch fish without bait, and Gemma won’t come out unless we dangle something shiny in front of her. I need to let her see me.”

      I grabbed her and pulled her to my chest.

      “No way. The queen of Dioscuri never acts like bait. Gemma could be armed. I’ll be the bait.”

      “That’s not a solution, Casper. I love you, and I won’t lose you to this.”

      “Gemma doesn’t know my face, but she’ll recognize me as a noble from my clothes. Some other nobles aren’t like my mother. They are bad people. It would be believable to her if I offered to help her in exchange for not burning my lands and favors when she’s queen.”

      “That won’t get her out, Casper. She’s going to stay in there and order you to do her dirty work. She won’t risk herself. That’s why she’s barricaded inside the church while Grayson is outnumbered trying to find me. I know how to get inside that church. Pretend I’m your hostage.”

      “That’s not any better, Tamsin. The whole point of me doing it was not to risk your life.”

      “We’re going to have to, Casper. How many people in Exalos are going to die or have their livelihoods burned before we stop Gemma? Ryder and Sebastian are in danger too. Everyone in Exalos is. We don’t know what’s going on with Grayson, but I do know he’ll stop whatever he’s doing when he realizes Gemma is caught. Even abandoning finding me to come to her aid. We can stop Gemma and Grayson if you pretend I’m your hostage and get us inside that church.”

      I knew she was right, even though I hated everything about this plan. I wasn’t sending her in there unarmed. I unstrapped the dagger from my ankle and tied it around hers. Her trousers would cover it, and Gemma had no reason to pat her down. She wouldn’t suspect I’d taught Tamsin how to throw a punch when she asked because noblewomen just did not go around fighting. Almost every other woman in Dioscuri knew how to defend themselves and did, and I always thought it was stupid the noblewomen wouldn’t learn.

      We were hiding in the stables next to the church. It was the closest we could get without being spotted. I grabbed a piece of rope and cut it with my blade. We had to make this look believable. I wrapped the rope around her wrists, but I didn’t tie it into a knot. I knew plenty of knots she’d never get out until I released her, but I wanted her hands free. I tucked the open end into her hands and told her to hold it without letting Gemma see.

      There was one thing missing. Tamsin had her beautiful face and hair hidden in a large cap. I pulled it off, and her white-blonde hair spilled down her back. She was just so damned beautiful, even dressed as a boy with dirt on her face. In fact, I think I found her more lovely like this. Most of the girls my age in my mother’s circle would die before they let themselves look like this, even if their lives were in danger. Tamsin was just so down-to-earth, and she was going to make an amazing queen. We just needed to get rid of her sister first.

      Tamsin kissed me as hard as she could.

      “Make it real, Casper. Be rough with me. You have to make it look like I mean nothing to you. We know the truth, and I know you don’t mean it.”

      “I’ll make it up to you later.”

      Tamsin just winked at me.

      “I still owe you for the bathtub.”

      I let out a little growl and pulled her in for another kiss. I hated it when I realized Ryder and Sebastian had been sent by Mercury, and she was developing feelings for them. I wanted to kick them both out of bed and beat them to a pulp that first night in the cabin.

      I realized something significant in the bathtub that got me straight over those feelings. I was crazy for Tamsin. I would have done anything for her. With the two of them adding to her pleasure, we made her first orgasm extra special, and I was oddly okay with sharing her now because it made her happy.

      I wanted to continue what we did in the bathroom, and I was totally fine with Ryder and Sebastian joining us. Two people were standing in our way. I had no doubts Ryder and Sebastian were dealing with Grayson.

      It was my turn. Gemma had to be stopped.
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      I had to give it to Gemma. Everyone I talked to who had met her said she was rude and unpleasant. Now that I’d met her in person, I agreed with that assessment. I would also add psychopath and sore loser to that list. Everyone who followed her here had abandoned her. Except for Grayson, and he wasn’t going down without a fight.

      Sebastian and I were equals with shooting. That didn’t mean we didn’t place bets about it when we were hunting all the time. We wagered on almost everything. It was just our relationship, and there was no bitterness if one of us lost. We’d just vow to win the next contest.

      This was the highest stake bet we’d ever placed, and we both wanted to be the one that got an arrow in this man. I wouldn’t be upset if Sebastian got him, but I really wanted it to be me. I’d never even had a conversation with this man, but I hated his type.

      He was clearly noble based on his dress and the worst kind. He was the type that liked to hurt people and thought his title gave him a pass. The Dioscuri justice system didn’t discriminate, and if there was proof, everyone paid just the same. It was just that the nobles had the power and money to make evidence disappear sometimes.

      I had a feeling Grayson didn’t just start hurting people here in Exalos because he was loyal to Gemma. I already knew how that relationship went. Being close to someone everyone thought was the future queen of Dioscuri would have all kinds of perks, including evidence just disappearing. There was also probably some fracked up sex involved that he still stuck around after everyone left her. It didn’t matter if you were noble or common, and it didn’t matter what kingdom you were from. Some men liked sex enough to do some idiotic stuff to get it.

      Grayson was kneeling at the door again, trying to start his fire. The girls had all gone back inside to find things to throw at him. His back was to us, and he was so intent on burning down the night house, he wasn’t even paying attention to his surroundings. Was he so stupid that he thought no one would fight to stop him?

      Father Marley just chuckled.

      “This one is as dumb as a rock. One of you’d best get an arrow in him before they throw things at him again. He’s still for now.”

      Sebastian and I both raised our bows. We never cheated at our bets, and we were both excellent shots.

      “Two arrows are better than one. What do you say we both get him? We both want it,” Sebastian said.

      I was okay with this. Not everything had to be a bet, and we’d both get satisfaction from it. I fought against it at first, but letting him live for a little while was a good idea. I hated Gemma. I hated everything she stood for, and I loathed that she had Tamsin’s face. I wanted to march the one person still loyal to her straight up to the church and show her for good she failed.

      “On three,” I said, aiming.

      Sebastian counted down, and we both loosed our arrows. Ha! We bumped our fists when Grayson howled as both our arrows found their marks in his thigh. The man was a colossal brute and clearly in pain, but he fought his way to defend himself. He had set his crossbow to the side to light the fire. He had a tough decision. He could try to get the crossbow with two arrows sticking out of his leg and risk us reshooting him, or he could use his fists. Or the colossal knife he pulled from his boot. He waved it around and bared his teeth.

      “You’ll die for that!” he hissed. “I’ve killed men for less.”

      Yeah, I had him pegged right the first time. Murderers all faced the same fate in Dioscuri. Since he was walking around setting things on fire, someone made sure he wasn’t caught. Even the nobles eventually gave up on their family if they were an embarrassment, so Gemma was most likely abusing her power.

      We formed a tight circle around Grayson, but that knife was no joke. I barely blinked when Father Marley moved like lightning and knocked the knife far away from Grayson with his stick. Father Marley didn’t want to carry Grayson’s corpse back because of his back, but he didn’t fight like an old man with back problems. I was deadly with the bow, but if I was going to be close to Tamsin, I needed to learn other weapons. Maybe he could teach me to fight with a giant stick.

      Still, I wasn’t letting a priest have all the fun, even if I liked watching him with his staff. Grayson stumbled towards me when Father Marley got him right in the gut with his stick. I gave a swift uppercut to his jaw since he was bent over and wheezing. His head flew back, and he stumbled towards Sebastian.

      My brother caught him and grinned at me.

      “Leave a little for me. Go easy with that stick, priest. I want my knuckles bleeding when this is over.”

      Father Marley just rested his weight on his stick and rolled his eyes.

      “Children,” he grunted. “Make it quick. Tamsin and Casper will need our help with Gemma. I forgot to tell them the only way in is through the roof once we lock everything up.”

      Sebastian and I were taking our turns beating Grayson. I was sure he had a lot of experience hurting other people, but he certainly couldn’t take pain when it was being dished out to him. He’d probably never taken a proper beating in his entire life because everyone knew he was close to Gemma. He was begging us to stop.

      Sebastian and I weren’t listening. A lesson needed to be taught. I ignored him to question Father Marley over the sounds of our fists beating Grayson and his cries. Yeah, the man had actual tears as he was begging us to stop beating him.

      “Okay, fess up, priest,” I said as I wrapped my arms around Grayson’s shoulder so Sebastian could pummel his stomach. “How are you so good at fighting, and why is the church so fortified that the only way in is through the roof when you lock it down?”

      I looked up, and Father Marley looked incredibly amused as my twin and I beat the shit out of Grayson.

      “I suppose it doesn’t hurt to share this with the future queen consorts of Dioscuri.”

      I dropped Grayson, and Sebastian’s fist connected with my stomach. I bent over wheezing, and Sebastian kicked Grayson in the gut to keep him down. I loved Tamsin way more than I should, considering I hadn’t known her long. I knew our horoscope told us to protect her. Sebastian and I both wanted to continue doing this well after the threat was over. But queen consorts of Dioscuri? We hadn’t even considered that and thought it would be Casper.

      Father Marley just laughed and walked between us. He jammed his staff into Grayson’s stomach and started walking away.

      “Tamsin is not going to let any of you go when this is over. There has been more than one queen consort in the past when Mercury saw fit, or the queen had a big heart. She’ll need you when she takes the throne, or your paths wouldn’t have crossed the way they did. If you beat this boy any more, I’m going to have to upset my back helping you drag him to the church. Get him to his feet. We need to get back to the church.”

      Sebastian and I dragged Grayson to his feet. I realized Father Marley didn’t answer a single one of my questions. He threw being queen consort at me to distract me. Sebastian was having too much fun beating Grayson to question anything.

      Who exactly was the Church of Mercury?
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      The only reason I was remotely comfortable treating Tamsin this roughly was because she set the pace when I was teaching her to fight. She went full out like I really intended to hurt her. She punched me right in the face because I was trying to go easy on her. Then, she cursed me out for letting her hit me and not making it like a proper fight. Hiding my erection while she tried to beat my ass was hard, but I now knew she could handle me roughing her up for show.

      I frog marched Tamsin up to the church with my sword at her neck and trying not to pull her hair that hard. I pounded on the door until the slot opened and Gemma looked out.

      “I have what you want, and I want to make a deal.”

      “Go on.”

      “I’ll give you this girl to do with as you want, but I want my lands spared. I don’t want a single inch of my properties burned. I also want a pension from the crown when you’re queen for my silence about your sister. All of Exalos knows she has the queen mark and has sent ravens. I’ll back you it was a church plot to discredit you if you pay me.”

      “Kill her, and you’ll have it all.”

      I shouldn’t be this good at manipulating manipulative people. My mother didn’t raise me like that, but I knew how things worked. I was still young, but I had memories of when I was younger about how people treated my mother. I remember how I was snubbed as some half breed lord until my mother worked her ass off to win all these snobs over. She might have forgiven, but I never forgot.

      “I’m not killing her where everyone can see me. I still intend to live here when this is over. Everyone is trying to put out the fires your man started, so they didn’t see me dragging her here. I can’t risk anyone seeing me kill her on the steps of the church. They will kill me, and right now, you need me alive. I’m the only lord in Exalos willing to lie for you we were under duress from the church to spread rumors about your twin being alive.”

      All I could see were the eyes she shared with Tamsin through the slot in the door. Even though they were the same color and shape, Tamsin would never have that cold, calculating look in her eyes. Gemma was weighing her options, and it involved my life. She was plotting if Grayson would make it back in time to kill both of us.

      Gemma was so not like Tamsin. I already knew where this was heading. Nobles didn’t enjoy parting with their coin. Gemma knew she would need me if she wanted to pull this off, but she didn’t like my demand for a pension. I tried to appeal to her logic that she would need someone in the right circles to help her if she had any hope of pulling this off. I already knew where her thought process was going—no witnesses. Gemma wanted to wipe out an entire town because they knew the truth.

      She couldn’t be reasoned with, and I was doubting this plan would work. I knew how to work over another spoiled noble, but Gemma was a brand of crazy Dioscuri hadn’t seen before. I was about to pull Tamsin away and get the frack out of there when I heard the bolt in the door slide open.

      Thank Mercury. I didn’t need my people seeing me out here with my sword at Tamsin’s neck, even if she made it clear to everyone she’d claimed the twins and me. Exalos would view that as the ultimate betrayal and take my head. They wouldn’t have even let me explain. They would have yanked Tamsin away from me and run me through with a blade before either of us could speak.

      The door was barely open a crack when I yanked it open and forced Tamsin and myself inside. Tamsin had seen Gemma before, but Gemma had never laid eyes on her before. Gemma just sniffed and glared at Tamsin.

      “It’s so fracking unnatural that you look like me, but I’d never be caught dead dirty and dressed like that.”

      Tamsin didn’t speak, even though I knew she wanted to. She was doing exactly what I taught her. She was watching Gemma and assessing her for weaknesses. And Gemma had plenty. She wasn’t dressed for battle, for one. There was no way she could fight in that corset and heeled boots. She also wasn’t armed.

      In Dioscuri, they considered twins blessed. Most twins loved being identical because it meant they could play tricks. I’d never heard of a single twin finding it offensive that they bore a resemblance to their sibling. If a twin had ever turned on their sibling like Gemma was doing, it would have been put into writing and passed down. Dioscuri had many fables about twins, but never about them turning on each other.

      Gemma was going to be famous, but not because she sat on the throne. She was going to be infamous in stories as the villain.

      “Well?” Gemma snapped, tapping her foot at me. “You’re off the streets. No one can see you now. Get rid of this pest for good.”

      I didn’t know what to do next, but Tamsin had been sitting and plotting. She had worked her hands out of the ropes while Gemma was scowling at her face. Tamsin pounced before I could react. Oh, frack. Tamsin was pissed, and Gemma didn’t see that coming.

      I heard Gemma’s nose break from here. Gemma went down, and Tamsin jumped on top of her. She straddled Gemma’s waist and pulled the dagger from her boot. Tamsin pressed the blade to her throat.

      “Yield. It’s over, Gemma. I don’t want to kill you.”

      Since when were we not killing Gemma? I guess letting her live was even crueler than just killing her. Gemma could rot in a jail cell knowing she’d lost and hearing all the news about what an amazing queen Tamsin was.

      Gemma snarled through the blood spilling from her nose. What was with this girl? I knew Tamsin didn’t want to kill her sister, but Gemma would force her hand.

      I didn’t see it, and neither did Tamsin. When Gemma fell, she knocked an altar over with effigies of Mercury on it. Her hand found one and swung it at Tamsin’s head. Tamsin had lightning-fast reflexes. I knew this from sparring with her. She rolled out the way just as the effigy nearly smashed into her temple.

      Tamsin rolled into a defensive crouch, but the knife was still in her hand. Gemma apparently could fight in that ostentatious getup because she was on her feet in seconds holding a holy relic like a weapon.

      I knew this was between Tamsin and Gemma, and Tamsin could handle herself, but I was here for a reason. Tamsin had to be protected at all costs. It wasn’t just because she was the queen. I’d been in love with this girl for years, and I couldn’t imagine life without her.

      I didn’t care if she got mad at me, and Tamsin could be furious when she wanted to be. I jumped into the fray and poked my sword into Gemma’s back enough to pierce her corset. She was so intent on killing Tamsin, she had forgotten about me.

      “Drop it. It’s over. Tamsin might want to let you live, but I have no problem killing you if it saves her.”

      “If I can’t be queen, then no one will,” Gemma shrieked, moving like she was going to bash Tamsin’s head in with that statue of Mercury.

      I didn’t hesitate. Gemma would never stop, even if Tamsin threw her in jail. She would always be a danger to all of Dioscuri.

      I ran Gemma through with my sword before she could lay a finger on Tamsin. And I didn’t regret it at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            37

          

          

        

    

    







            Tamsin

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I caught Gemma as she fell forward, dying after Casper pulled his sword out. Blood bubbled from her mouth, and I suppose it was too much to hope for some sort of reconciliation with her dying words. She clutched my arms and coughed blood on my shirt.

      “You took everything away from me. I hate you. I liked you better when I thought you were dead.”

      I guided her to the floor.

      “It didn’t have to be like this, Gemma. You were trying to fight fate. Why couldn’t you just accept it?”

      Gemma uttered her last words, and I got zero closure from her.

      “Because I’m better than you. I’m better than all of you. I’m—”

      Gemma died before she could finish her sentence. I wasn’t planning on killing her before, but she made it clear in the church that even if I imprisoned her, she’d constantly be plotting to break out and kill me. I saw from Grayson the kind of loyalty she could inspire.

      Casper knelt beside me and wrapped his arm around me.

      “I’m sorry, but it was the only way. I know I could have knocked her out with the butt of my sword, but you heard her. You’d never be safe. I hope in time you’ll forgive me.”

      Sweet Casper. I knew he’d do anything for me, but there was nothing to forgive. I nuzzled my face into his chest.

      “I’m not upset, Casper. It needed to be done. She wouldn’t have stopped until one of us was dead. You heard her. She wasn’t sorry for any of it. She would have happily let Grayson destroy all of Exalos if it meant getting to me. I’m sure she had something awful planned for the people who live here since they knew the truth. She needed you alive since you promised to lie for her, but everyone else was a liability to her.”

      “Come out, Gemma! It’s over. We have your man. We stopped him and beat him before he could destroy anything that could harm the people of Exalos. You have no one left!” Ryder called from outside.

      Oh, thank Mercury. Ryder and Sebastian were safe, and so was the rest of Exalos. Casper and I didn’t have to figure out how to get Gemma’s dead body out of here to get Grayson to stand down.

      I ran out of the church and flung myself at Ryder and then Sebastian. Casper came running out, and Sebastian glared at him.

      “None of that blood on Tamsin better be hers. Did you get your punch in, my love?”

      “I broke her nose, and Casper stabbed her with his sword. Even after we got into the church and I had her on her back, she still wouldn’t yield.”

      Father Marley just chuckled.

      “How exactly did you break into my church? I forgot to tell you how to get in because I thought this man was headed to the grain stores.”

      “Through the front door and trickery. How did you catch this one if he didn’t try to burn all the grain?”

      Grayson looked bad. He was on his knees and beaten to a pulp. I didn’t feel sorry for him. He deserved everything these three men gave him. The people here could have starved if he burnt all the grain in winter. Father Marley jabbed him in the stomach with his staff.

      “He was trying to burn the night house and having a bad time of it. Some of those marks are from the girls throwing things at him. I’m shocked you haven’t commented he reeks of piss and shit. They dumped their chamber pots on him.”

      I furrowed my brow in confusion. I’d never been to one before, but they were trendy.

      “Why would he go to the night house instead of where all the food is?”

      It made little sense. If he wanted the people of Exalos to give me up, he had the strangest thought process I could ever imagine. I understood Gemma’s motivation enough to manipulate my way into the church, but Grayson? I couldn’t figure him out, and this gigantic man was weeping.

      “Is Gemma dead?” he sobbed.

      Grayson wasn’t very bright. Maybe that was why he didn’t go straight to the food. I was drenched in Gemma’s blood. It was even in my hair. There was no way someone had been stabbed with this amount of blood on me and that person still be alive. Father Marley jammed him with his stick again.

      “The False Queen is dead. Your fate now lies in the hands of the True Queen you plotted to kill, even after you knew the truth.”

      I didn’t like having this kind of power. I didn’t enjoy having lives in my hand. I remembered a conversation I had with Lady Cerise. Yes, I could technically sentence him to death right here, and Father Marley would carry it out. Queens only did that in extreme situations. This was definitely that. If this had ever happened in Dioscuri before, I’d certainly never heard about it. Lady Cerise would have told me.

      I was doing this by the book. I had every right to order his death for what happened in Exalos and his part in Gemma’s plot. I had a feeling Grayson’s crimes went much deeper than what happened here today. Gemma’s network had to be bigger than the people who came with her. Gemma would have left people who couldn’t fight back in Celes to hold the fort down and spread rumors.

      Killing Grayson on the steps of this church wouldn’t solve the problem. Gemma’s fans mostly abandoned her in Exalos, but one didn’t. And if one remained loyal knowing the truth, some might remain after I take the throne. If Grayson were any indication, they’d have no issues coming after me for killing Gemma.

      “I want him tried in front of the Church of Mercury and a jury of his peers. If he stayed loyal to Gemma after everything, then there could be more like him.”

      No one replied because the sounds of thundering hooves surrounded us. Father Kaden was there on horseback with several armed priests and monks. He immediately jumped off his horse and started checking me for injuries. I made a totally ghastly sight at the moment.

      “None of that is hers. I wasn’t sent to Exalos because of Alistair’s vanity. Mercury sent me here because of this. Gemma is dead. Her followers abandoned her except this one, and he’s not a smart one. He burnt things that can be rebuilt, and we stopped him from killing anyone.”

      Father Kaden glared at Grayson.

      “I’m familiar with that one. He’s dangerous. Why is he still alive?”

      I intended to take advice from the church, but I wasn’t about to let them speak for me. I wanted Grayson to go on trial. If the court decided he should die, then so be it. Just because those twins left Gemma just because they didn’t think it was right for her to kill her twin didn’t mean they wouldn’t be a danger to me later. They had a big problem with killing your twin. I wasn’t the one that stabbed Gemma, but she was dead because of me. Would they even get that? I doubted people that followed her acted on logic.

      “He’s alive because I don’t want him dead yet,” I said. “I want him tried in court. Gemma came here with more people. Father Marley planted some seeds, and they abandoned her when she reacted a certain way, but I don’t want them coming for me when they find out she’s dead. I’m also fairly certain she would have left people loyal to her back in Celes. I don’t want a witch hunt, but I need to know I’m safe, and so is everyone I love.”

      Father Kaden looked impressed. He didn’t know me as well as my sister, and that was his own damned fault. Even after he moved me to Exalos to be raised with Lady Cerise, he didn’t come to visit me and try to get to know me. I knew everything he knew about me came from ravens sent by Lady Cerise. I knew he was in an impossible situation when I was born, and I didn’t fault him for picking Gemma that night, but I was a little peeved with him for how he handled things when he realized Gemma was dangerous.

      “I know who Gemma’s inner circle is. Grayson was her fists. Felix and Dunn were her spies, but they would also use force if needed. Felicia and Gretel are another set of twins. They don’t use force, but they are as equally dangerous as the men. They can utterly destroy entire families with just a few whispers in the right ear.”

      I needed to decide. I had names, but I didn’t have a full list of their crimes. Felix and Dunn technically left when it came to destroying Exalos and killing me. Felicia and Gretel weren’t even here. I couldn’t put them on trial just for being Gemma’s friend. I hated slander, but it wasn’t really a crime.

      “Take Grayson to a holding cell to await trial. I don’t want the others arrested, but I want them questioned. I will not be known as the queen who kills someone because they associate with bad people. But I want them questioned to make sure they aren’t a danger to me and all of Dioscuri.”

      Father Kaden turned to his army of monks and gave them a curt nod.

      “Rest your horses and bodies for the night. I’ll send a raven to the high priest to round up Gemma’s associates for questioning. In the morning, we will escort Tamsin to Celes to be presented as queen.”

      I knew why I needed to, but this was all moving so fast. I hadn’t even processed anything. Eleni hadn’t really been there when I was in the church, but she flew down and attacked Father Kaden’s face before she landed at my feet.

      “Tell him you deserve a bath and a night alone with your men first. It’s the least he can do after everything.”

      I didn’t even get a chance to voice that. Father Marley pushed his way between us and pressed something into my hand.

      “Tamsin needs to rest and clean all that blood off of her. This is way more of a trial than any of the previous queens had. Let her rest.”

      “Of course,” Father Kaden said, bowing his head. “When you’re ready to leave.”

      I looked down at my hand. Why had Father Marley given me a necklace? He winked at me and leaned in to whisper in my ear.

      “I take it you won’t want a child this early in your reign with everything going on. I was coming to your rooms to get you when I heard you with your men. This will allow you to play safely.”

      The monks totally didn’t cover that when they were teaching us about sex. They gave us the basics and told us not to do it until we were ready for children. Honestly, I was pretty stupid to try it with Jude the first time because I could have fallen pregnant. That was another reason for not giving him a repeat performance. It was way too bad for me to risk a baby.

      Except Ryder, Casper, and Sebastian had changed that. I wasn’t ready for children by any means, especially with the start of my rule being so rocky. Father Marley was just too fracking amazing. He was deadly with that stick, and now he gave me things to experiment freely without getting pregnant.

      When things settled down, I had so many questions for the Church of Mercury.
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      Tamsin was dressed in boy’s clothing and drenched in blood, but honestly, she looked magnificent. I found her more beautiful than when she was made up to be presented as queen. Tamsin was a warrior like the Dioscuri fables. She had slain the dragon. People were going to be telling her story for years to come. And I just happened to be lucky enough that she liked me and wanted to keep me.

      She hadn’t been prepared for it like Gemma had been, but she was a queen through and through. I knew she wanted to take a bath, and I overheard Father Marley when he slipped her the birth control amulet. I knew what we’d be getting up to when we got back to Lady Cerise’s estate, and I intended to pull out every single trick I knew to make her eyes roll back in her head.

      She didn’t drag us back to the bedroom, even though she had practically begged us for sex instead of getting her horoscope. She walked around Exalos, checking on the people and making sure all the fires were out. Grayson set fire to the tavern and someone’s house.

      The people got the fires out, and the damage wasn’t extensive. They made the houses in Dioscuri from stone, so the foundation was intact. Grayson had thrown bottles of alcohol with a rag set on fire into the tavern and house's windows but had run out when he got to the night house.

      Grayson was the worst kind of scum because some women in town and not in the field with us were sporting black eyes. He hit them when they tried to stop him. I didn’t care if you were noble or a peasant. You just didn’t raise your hand to a woman. When I saw them, I wanted to go back and beat him again.

      Tamsin wanted to stay and help clear out the burned things inside the tavern, but not a single person would let her. There was some brief arguing before Tamsin finally agreed to leave and take a bath.

      Ryder, Casper, and I weren’t about to tell her to go home, even if we wanted to get her alone. Mercury might have sent us to help her, but she was still the queen. It took a special kind of man to be with the queen because she outranked you, and you couldn’t boss her around. There were some stories about queen consorts who tried, and it didn’t end well for them.

      I was still processing this whole queen consort thing. Father Marley said it, but Tamsin hadn’t. I’d do it if she asked, and so would Ryder. We both assumed she’d marry Casper, and we’d be in her personal guard. That was what the horoscope they gave us said. We were supposed to cross paths with a Gemini we were meant to protect. That could mean anything.

      Especially when she slipped her hand in mine as we walked back to the estate and squeezed it.

      “Did Grayson hurt you?”

      Ryder and I just laughed. We expected a much bigger fight from Grayson, but with the two arrows in his leg and Father Marley’s big stick, he was always doomed to fail. He didn’t have to cry, though. He had no problem striking women, but he couldn’t take it when directed at him.

      “We put two arrows in him, and then Father Marley beat him with his stick. He wept like a baby and begged us to stop.”

      “Father Marley is insane with that stick. Do you think he would teach me?” Tamsin asked.

      Ryder slung his arm around her shoulder.

      “I think we all have a newfound appreciation for fighting with the staff and want him to teach us.”

      “Eleni said the entire church knows how to fight. You saw them ride up with weapons. They were willing to come here and stop Gemma by force. They just didn’t get here in time.”

      “They didn’t have to. They had an old priest with a big stick here. And they had you to outsmart your sister,” I said.

      “Did you see their horses?” Casper said. “The nobles are particular about the horses they breed and buy, but I’ve never seen horses of that caliber before.”

      “Do you think they’ll let me in on all their secrets when I’m queen? Because I have a million questions.”

      Tamsin stopped walking, and her hand slipped out of mine. I wanted it back. It just felt so right there.

      “I know you have families and a job, but I can’t do this without the three of you. We defeated Gemma as a team. We’re meant to keep doing that. I can feel it in my soul. Will you be my kings?”

      This was all wrong. I knew Tamsin was queen, but I was still a man, and this was my job. I was doing this as right as I could in the middle of the street. I fell to my knees and grabbed her hand.

      “Tamsin, you cannot propose to us. That’s our job. Get down here, assholes. We’re doing this right.”

      I had no aims on being the queen consort ever. I thought I’d live my life hunting with my brother. I’d eventually find my wife and provide for my family. I already knew I’d be totally inappropriate that close to the throne. Sometimes, things just flew out of my mouth, and not everyone liked my sense of humor. Tamsin liked it, and that was all that mattered.

      Still, this was more than I could have asked for. Ryder and I were so close. I knew when we married and lived in separate houses, we’d grow apart a little. Ryder was as crazy about Tamsin as I was, and I didn’t find it odd we were both in love with the same girl. We wouldn’t have that distance that came from loving different women, and we’d always be close. And I liked Casper too, even if he was kind of a jealous ass at first.

      Ryder and Casper both kneeled next to me in the dirt. Tamsin was furiously blushing. It was adorable. She had no problem just blurting her proposal out to us, but now that we were doing this properly, she was horribly uncomfortable. I didn’t want to blow this. Men spent months planning how they were going to propose to their sweetheart. Women passed those stories down to their children.

      I wanted Tamsin to have a wonderful story to remember and tell our children when we had them. We couldn’t just say yes and go with it. We needed to make this special. I slipped my ring with my family’s insignia off and slipped it onto her thumb. It would have to do until I could have a proper ring made for her.

      “I promise to be the queen consort that always watches your back but makes you laugh all the time. I also vow you’ll have way more experiences than our little bathtub play, and each one will be more intense than the next. You might have enemies out there in Dioscuri for now, but they will never get close to you with us at your side. Tamsin, will you marry me?”

      Well, frack. Now she was crying. Did I do it wrong? I didn’t have months to plan how I would do this or write a pretty speech. If I had time, I would have written it down and made Ryder go over it to make sure I wasn’t making a total ass of myself or being offensive. Should I have left out the part about the sex? Because I really meant that part.

      Tamsin yanked me to my feet and kissed me so hard she took my breath away. I would have torn her back home to bed, but I wasn’t an asshole. I wasn’t in this alone, and I could wait for Ryder and Casper. I pulled away from her and looked deep into her eyes.

      “Was that a yes?”

      “It’s a big yes. With all my heart.”

      I wanted to stand there and just keep kissing her, but I wasn’t selfish. Casper might not have been on board with it initially, but I could see in the cabin while we waited out the storm that Tamsin was into all three of us, and I was okay with it. I would not hog her, even now. I stepped back and let the others have their say.

      I didn’t know who was next, and I didn’t care. I’d had my say, and she said yes. Tamsin was going to be my wife, and I couldn’t have been happier.
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      Only Tamsin would have blurted out a proposal like that to all three of us. I was ready to scoop her up and say yes, but that was my brother for you. Sebastian had a quick tongue and sometimes acted like a fool, but he had this enormous heart, even if he sometimes went about it wrong. He got it right this time, even if none of us had time to plan this properly.

      Tamsin was special. It was more than just those marks on her arm. She had all the graces of a noble lady, but she could throw punches and get dirty like my people. I loved that about her. She held herself with poise when she was filthy and punching her sister in the face. It was a massive turn on.

      Casper wasn’t talking. I guess he wanted to go last. I wasn’t mad about it, and I would not step on his toes. I knew we were asking a lot from him. He met Tamsin first and had already said he’d been begging his mother’s permission. We understood Tamsin was the future queen, but I didn’t understand why the Lady Cerise didn’t just give it. It worked in my favor that she didn’t, but there were no rules about queens who had husbands before receiving their marks. Unless Gemma ruined things for poor Casper too. I wouldn’t ruin things for Casper now that he had his moment. If he wanted to be last, he could.

      I wished I had more time to plan this. Sebastian was always more of a flirt than I was, but neither of us suffered from a lack of women in our lives. We had our fun. Even the girl I thought I was in love with, who was playing me to get close to my older brother, paled in comparison to Tamsin.

      Sebastian always planned to fall in love but never did. He always had this ideal in his head that no one ever lived up to. Everyone loved Sebastian, but he broke a lot of hearts. It was amazing to see the girl that captured my brother’s heart. It was even more amazing that we got to share her love since we literally shared everything else.

      I slipped my family ring off. It was nowhere near as ostentatious as Casper’s. It was a simple gold band with our family crest of a hawk stamped into the center. Sebastian’s was precisely the same, and I didn’t care that Tamsin already had one on her thumb. We’d get her a ring that even spoiled Gemma could appreciate when we could.

      I kissed her hand. Her knuckles were split because she got Gemma good when she finally had the chance to hit her. There was nothing sexier than a girl who could throw a punch like that.

      “I’m nowhere near a noble. I’m a simple hunter, and I know I’m rough around the edges. I can’t promise I’ll never say or do something to embarrass you when you’re queen, but it’ll always be to protect you. If I have to beat every single noble in Dioscuri like Grayson because they looked at you funny, I will.

      “But I do also promise to love and cherish you for the rest of my life. My spirit will come back and watch over you when I die until they reunite us. Will you marry me, Tamsin?”

      She pulled me to my feet like she had done my brother. She caressed my cheek and gave me a very Tamsin answer.

      “I don’t give a shit that you aren’t a noble as long as you cook for me sometimes. I still can’t get over that stew. Speak your mind as my king and don’t be embarrassed if it pisses someone off. I certainly won’t be. I love you too, and of course, I’ll marry you.”

      She was still crying happy tears, but she kissed me in the middle of the street like she didn’t care who saw us and thought the queen shouldn’t do that in public. Gods, I loved this girl. She was going to shake things up in Dioscuri for sure.

      I picked her up, spun her around, then stepped back. I needed to let Casper know my brother and I had no intention of hogging Tamsin. We’d never shared a girl before as twins, but we had no problems making this a foursome. Casper did at first. He seemed okay with it now, or the bathtub wouldn’t have happened, but we needed to let him know it wasn’t a one-off and this would work in the future.

      I stepped back and let Casper have his turn.
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      My mother had pulled me aside and given me her blessing when Tamsin was with Zac getting her horoscope. I didn’t need her permission on who to court, but since she was Tamsin’s guardian, it was just rude not to ask, even if I was her son. My mother informed me she wanted to give it to me this entire time but hadn’t because of Gemma. She also asked me to please wait until we had dealt with Gemma until I made any significant move with Tamsin.

      I definitely could have waited for a more appropriate time to do this, but my Tamsin couldn’t. She always had opinions, even if she was afraid to give them a voice when she first moved in with us. It took both my mother and I a lot of coaxing to get her to ask for the things she wanted and telling us what she thought about things, but once her tongue was loosened, it didn’t stop. She was never demanding about asking for something, but she had an opinion on literally everything.

      Tamsin decided she wanted all three of us as her queen consorts, so she just up and proposed in the middle of the street, covered in blood. I’d give her every little thing her heart desired, and I wanted that too. I was about to blurt out an agreement when Sebastian fell to his knees.

      I was glad he did. I might not have liked the twins at first, but they were growing on me. My town would have been destroyed without them. All three of us were needed to defeat Gemma, and I understood why they were here now. And I never felt left out, or that Tamsin loved me any less with them around.

      And I was okay with all of them sharing the throne with me. But I wanted my proposal to be the last one she heard. I appreciated it they let me have that.

      I already had a ring for her. I’d purchased it last year and wore it on a chain around my neck, just waiting for my mother’s blessing. It was there now, but I decided not to use it just yet. Sebastian and Ryder used their family rings. I would do the same because I refused to rub my title and money in their faces. I’d bring out the ring at a more appropriate time.

      I wore my family ring on my pinky, like the rest of the lords did. Tamsin’s thumbs were occupied with Sebastian and Ryder’s rings, but mine should fit on her middle finger. Everything was as it should be.

      She turned and beamed at me on my knees. I’d wanted this for so long, and I had so many regrets she didn’t know that. My thoughts went back to the cabin when she tore me a new one for not being crystal clear where she stood with me. I vowed never to make that mistake again, and I needed to make this good.

      “Tamsin, I apologize for ever making you think I wasn’t desperately in love with you. I probably always have been, and I should have told you that every day. I vow this will never be unclear again. I will tell you and show you for the rest of my days.

      “I also understand that your heart is big, and there is room for more than just me. I apologize to Ryder and Sebastian for my behavior in the cabin. I’ll never act like a jealous ass again. We’ll be like the famed Triad from Dioscuri fables.”

      “You can be our missing triplet,” Sebastian said.

      I glared at him for interrupting me, then broke into laughter. That was actually an honor, and I wasn’t angry with him. Twins were common in Dioscuri, but triplets weren’t. The Triad was a story of two twins who protected one of the old Dioscuri queens and took on a third man to their ranks. We considered it an honor to be invited to join a set of twins. I leveled my gaze past Tamsin and onto Sebastian and Ryder.

      “We’re going to have to come up with our own name. The Triad is already taken. Tamsin, will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

      Tamsin shrieked and tackled me. We were both flat on our backs on the dirt road, and she was kissing me like she didn’t care who was watching. Sebastian and Ryder just dove into the dirt like they didn’t care about getting dirty.

      “Um, Tamsin? Even queens don’t do this in the street. How about we get somewhere with a proper bed?” Sebastian asked.

      Tamsin just laughed.

      “Oh, sure. Now we can do that. Just not when I’m begging you.”

      “We had to slay the evil dragon first. We have a brief respite to celebrate our victory before we have to get to work. After that, we get our happily ever after. After Gemma, it’s only fair,” Ryder said.

      I hoped so. After everything thrown at Tamsin just to assume the throne, I wished her reign was a peaceful one.
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      Sometimes, I wondered if Lady Cerise and Casper ever regretted encouraging me to speak my mind because sometimes my mouth got ahead of it and blurted things out. Father Marley put Father Kaden in his place, and he wouldn’t force me to Celes right away, but it was going to happen soon. And I wanted to make sure Casper, Sebastian, and Ryder came with me. So, I asked them to marry me.

      I knew it wasn’t standard. Men always did the asking, but there had to be some perks with this whole queen thing, right? I could break some of these rules imposed on me because of my gender. There were a lot of them I didn’t like. The men’s clothing the lords kept scowling at was much more comfortable than many of the dresses I wore. I didn’t intend to walk around dressed like a man, but I meant to start many new fashion trends with dresses that didn’t itch and pinch.

      Of course, Sebastian fell to his knees and made everyone do this the right way. I wasn’t angry at him. I was grateful. Lady Cerise told me the story of her proposal, and it just sounded so romantic. There were no flowers, chocolates, or minstrels hired to sing for me. We were all filthy and covered in blood. Still, this was just perfect for the four of us, and I’d always remember it.

      I wanted them alone now. We ran through the streets back to Lady Cerise’s estate laughing and hooting. I didn’t care who saw us and said it was unladylike. After everything we just went through with Gemma, people were just going to have to excuse my behavior. I didn’t rejoice in her death and wasn’t planning on killing her, but she gave me no choice. I was pretty grateful to be alive right now, and no one I loved died.

      Lady Cerise didn’t look the slightest bit surprised when we stomped into her house covered in dirt and blood. Casper scooped her up and spun her around.

      “It’s over, and Tamsin is going to be my wife!”

      “Put me down, Casper. When I asked you to wait until this was over, I meant when the threat was over and you could make it special!”

      I had to bail him out because Lady Cerise didn’t look her temper often, but when she did, she liked to fuss. She’d tear Casper a new one, even if he was her blood and I wasn’t.

      “That was all me. I kind of proposed to them first. They stopped and did it right. It was perfect.”

      Lady Cerise grabbed my hand and glared at Casper.

      “No, he didn’t. He didn’t even give you the ring he bought. Casper, I didn’t raise you like that.”

      We all looked at Casper expectantly. Did he buy me a ring? When did he have time? Casper’s cheeks flushed. He pulled a chain out of his shirt and unhooked the ring.

      “I’ve had this a while. I bought it hoping my mother would eventually relent and give her blessing. Sebastian and Ryder used their family rings because you put us on the spot. I didn’t want anyone to think I was upstaging them. There’s only one finger this can go on. If everyone is okay with it, maybe this can be from all three of us.”

      Sebastian looked over Casper’s shoulder and let out a low whistle.

      “Young Casper has excellent taste in jewelry.”

      “Three moonstones set in citrine? We’re all represented in that ring. Casper, did you have a horoscope before you had that made?” Ryder asked.

      Casper ran his fingers through his hair and grinned.

      “No. When they gave me the sketches, it just didn’t look right with just one moonstone. I wanted it with both our birthstones. I only added the other two because it didn’t look right to me until I did. I guess in some way, something was telling me you were coming.”

      “Well? Put it on her finger!” Lady Cerise ordered. “And give her that chain to wear the other rings around her neck. The four of you gave me no time to plan a proper feast and look at the state of you! I was certain you’d beat Gemma one way or the other, but you gave me no time to plan anything.”

      “Mother, can we save some big party for later? Father Kaden is in a rush to get her to Celes, and we’re all exhausted.”

      Lady Cerise just sniffed.

      “Kaden can wait until I’ve presented Tamsin as my new daughter-in-law. He owes me for not letting me tell Tamsin the truth for so long. It was a pleasure having you here, and I love you to death, but I hated lying to you. I loathed telling Casper no. If Kaden gives you trouble, send him to me.”

      I had so many questions. Lady Cerise seemed very familiar with Father Kaden. Enough not to use his proper title, and he chose her to tutor me on politics. Not only did I have a million questions about the Church of Mercury, but how did Lady Cerise fit into all that? I opened my mouth to ask, but she just held up her hand.

      “You all smell like farm animals, and you’re getting dirt on my clean floor. Go clean up and rest for the night. I’m getting my party, and I’m going to be the one planning this wedding with Tamsin’s input. I’ve wanted to see the two of you together since I saw how happy you made my son. Now, get out of here and try not to track dirt through my house.”

      It was best not to question Lady Cerise when she was barking out orders, and I wanted to get my men alone more than anything.

      And take a bath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            42

          

          

        

    

    







            Tamsin

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Alas, I didn’t get a repeat of the bathtub. We all jumped in again, but we were all just so dirty. We were focused on getting clean instead of pleasure. I was okay with that. I didn’t want to be covered in my twin’s blood a second longer, and even if I didn’t mind getting dirty, cleaning yourself just felt so good.

      I jumped out of the bathtub and toweled off. I didn’t know the first thing about being sexy, but I’d snagged three kings, so I must be doing something right. I let my towel drop and walked to the bedroom. I heard the thundering of three pairs of feet behind me as they followed. I grinned when I turned, and three naked men were waiting for me. I placed my hand on my hip and cocked it to the side.

      “It’s about damned time.”

      Casper let out a little growl.

      “Frack, you’re beautiful.”

      “How can we serve you, my queen?” Ryder said.

      Sebastian just up and tackled me onto the bed. I shrieked and started laughing. Only Sebastian would assault the future queen of Dioscuri like this, and I loved every minute.

      “I’m going to eat you up, Tamsin. Get over here, you two.”

      They were everywhere at once. Casper was kissing my mouth, and Ryder was nipping at my breast. Sebastian was kissing me lower until he stopped between my legs. He wasn’t! Was he? Oh, Gods, he did, and it was fantastic. My body was on fire, and little jolts were shooting up from where his tongue was licking me.

      I let out a huge moan when his fingers slid inside and found that same spot Ryder did in the bathtub. I flung my hands out and grabbed Ryder and Casper’s cocks. They felt smooth and velvety in my hands. Casper and Ryder let out little growls when I started stroking their cocks. Casper kissed me harder, and Ryder bit down on my nipple. I didn’t think I’d like being bitten, but I found that I did.

      Now that I knew what it felt like, my orgasm was barreling at me at an alarming rate. When it hit, my entire body seized, and my vision went black. I cried out and bucked on the bed. Sebastian knew precisely how to draw it out until I collapsed on the bed panting.

      I still wanted them. All three of them. I wanted them inside me. I knew how their fingers and tongue felt, and now I wanted to know how their cocks felt. But I couldn’t begin to pick which order they went in. I didn’t want them to read anything into it like I preferred one to the other.

      “It’s a shame we can’t all make love at the same time,” I said.

      “Maybe we can,” Sebastian said.

      Ryder smacked him on the back of the head.

      “Don’t you dare. She’s a queen!”

      I grabbed Ryder and started tickling him.

      “Well, now you have to tell me.”

      “She can handle it,” Sebastian said.

      “It better not be inappropriate,” Casper said.

      “Oh, it totally is,” Ryder growled. “We heard about it in one of the night houses. We were there playing cards, and one girl was bragging about it. She took on four brothers.”

      I perked right up. I didn’t care it happened in one of the night houses. This could be the answer, and I was reasonably confident the previous queens with more than one queen consort did the exact same thing.

      “Bragging because it felt good or bragging because she made a lot of coins?” I demanded.

      Casper groaned, but Sebastian perked right up.

      “Bragging because it felt good and because she earned a lot of money. She said, and I quote, that if women had any common sense, they’d take more than one lover at a time. Didn’t she, Ryder?”

      Ryder just grunted. I grabbed him and kissed him.

      “Did she say that, Ryder?”

      “Yeah, but why don’t you hear what she did before you decide you want to do it?”

      “I agree,” Casper said. “I’ll do anything you want, but why don’t you hear him out before you jump into this.”

      “Are the two of you going to let Sebastian speak, or are you going to continue to tell both of us what to do?”

      They both answered me with grunts, and Sebastian looked as happy as a pig in the mud.

      “Okay, so the girl said she took one in the pussy, one in the arse, one in her mouth, and worked the other with her hand.”

      Now Casper was smacking Sebastian on the back of the head like that was inappropriate, but my mind was whirring with the possibilities. I never considered a cock in my arse before, but I also never thought about a tongue between my legs before, and I really liked that.

      I squared my shoulders.

      “We’re doing it.”
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      I was nervous as all frack, but these men had clearly done this before and told me they could make it so it didn’t hurt. Sebastian had an oil in his bag he used to work into my arse. While I was on all fours, Ryder was underneath me licking me, and I experimented with taking Casper into my mouth.

      This was pretty much amazing. There was a slight pinch of pain as Sebastian’s fingers slipped into me, but after that, it just felt right. Between that, Ryder’s tongue, and Casper’s cock in my mouth, I was coming undone. I wanted to do this again. I didn’t care who said I couldn’t. I needed to get some tips from those night house girls because, despite my first experience, I totally got this whole sex thing now and wanted to find out all the ways to have it.

      Could I make Casper, Sebastian, and Ryder feel as good as they made me feel? So far, they’d been all about giving me pleasure, but I wanted to give it back. Casper seemed to like his cock in my mouth if his growls and thrusts were any indications. He also kept pulling my hair. I hated it when boys pulled my hair at the monastery, but maybe that was something you grew out of when you became an adult, and it suddenly started feeling good?

      Sebastian withdrew his fingers and stroked my back.

      “How are you feeling? Are you ready?”

      I was nervous but so ready. It just felt right to do this all together instead of going one at a time. I gave a resounding yes.

      “Since I’m already back here, I claim her arse,” Sebastian said.

      Ryder slid out from underneath me and looked at Casper. I really hoped they didn’t fight and ruin this. Was there some big thing with men over which hole they preferred?

      “I don’t care. I just want Tamsin. Do you want to flip a coin?” Ryder asked.

      Casper wasn’t even looking at him. He was gazing adoringly at me in his lap. He ran his fingers through my hair and smiled at me.

      “I’m quite happy where I am.”

      Oh, thank Mercury. We could get through this without some wrestling match over who went where. I swear I would never understand men. They wanted to fight over sleeping next to me in bed, but when it came to sex, they would just flip a coin unless someone made a claim. I much preferred a coin toss to wrestling, but the entire thought process completely alluded me.

      “You are going to have to move your arse a bit, young Casper, because I think this is going to be a bit like a puzzle box, but with bodies,” Sebastian said. “It might be easier at the foot of the bed.”

      Ryder crawled to the foot of the bed and flopped on his back. Casper and Sebastian moved me so I was on top of him. I grasped his thick cock and guided him inside me. Oh! This was nice. It hurt the first time because we had done nothing to prepare me. I was slick, and Ryder met with no resistance. I could feel him stretching me, but it hurt deliciously.

      My hips met his, and I leaned forward to kiss him. Ryder wrapped his arms around my waist and crushed me to his chest.

      “I love you more than life itself,” Ryder sighed.

      “I’m so glad fate brought me to your cabin. I’m never letting you go. Any of you.”

      Sebastian stroked my back.

      “As if you could get rid of us. Are you okay, Tamsin?”

      “Yes,” I sighed. “Why do you keep asking?”

      All three men just chuckled.

      “Because we don’t want to hurt you, Tamsin. There are a million ways for men to hurt women, and some of them are in the bedroom. Even with your consent, we could still hurt you. We never want to do that. It may be annoying that I keep asking, but it’s because we always want to make sure it feels good for you.”

      Well, I felt terrific. Better than ever, and I wanted to keep going. I wriggled my arse at Sebastian, and both Sebastian and Ryder groaned.

      “I’m ready when you are.”

      “I love a woman who knows what she wants,” Sebastian growled, grabbing my hips.

      “Come here, Casper.”

      If you had told me this a week ago, I would have accused you of slander, but I adored sucking cock. All three of these men were bigger than me in every single way. Casper taught me to fight, but they would have overpowered me if we sparred unless I got lucky. Just this one simple act had Casper in the palm of my hand. I never wanted to control any of them, but I liked this power play in the bedroom.

      I licked the head of Casper’s cock as Sebastian pressed into my ass. Like his fingers, there was a small pinch of pain, then a sense of pressure, but he was taking it slowly. I was occupied with Casper’s cock, so I wasn’t upset. I understood now.

      Sebastian’s hips met my arse, and this was definitely a strange feeling. I felt pressure and this extreme fullness, but it also felt extremely pleasurable. I knew what was coming.

      “I’m great. This is amazing. We need to find that girl at the night house and thank her. And Ryder and Casper need to stop being prudes because there are four of us in this relationship, so we are going to have to get creative.”

      Ryder just laughed.

      “It’s hard to believe they raised you in a monastery, Tamsin, but I’m down.”

      “I’m so here for this,” Casper growled.

      Now that we were all on the same page, I took control. I started moving my hips. Sebastian and Ryder both gasped. Ryder wrapped his arms around my waist, and Sebastian clutched my hips. I took Casper deep into the back of my throat, and I loved every minute of this. I was indeed no longer a monastery orphan.

      As quickly as I had taken control, it was snatched away from me. I was okay with that. I was fine with being at the mercy of all three men because the pleasure was like nothing I’d felt before. This just felt so right. We’d have our time separately, but for the first time, it just had to be all together.

      I held on to Ryder for dear life as all three men went a little out of control. I wasn’t breakable, and I was enjoying myself. I wanted more. I wanted all of them. I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood when my orgasm overtook me, but they weren’t done with me yet by a longshot. With Jude at the monastery, I was grateful it was over before it had hardly started. All three men seemed to have this fantastic stamina, because I was already building towards another orgasm, and I wasn’t sure if I could handle it.

      My entire world shattered when it hit. Sebastian threw back his head and roared. Ryder gripped my hips and growled. Casper pulled entirely out of my mouth and spurted on the bedspread. I was upset with him. It could taste foul for all I knew, but it was a part of him, and I wanted to taste him. I grabbed him and licked the rest off his cock. I’d made up my mind on that subject.

      We collapsed on the bed and snuggled.

      “House rule. If your cock is in my mouth, you don’t pull it out at the end. I want all of you.”

      All three men just chuckled and pulled me closer.

      “We’ve corrupted the queen, and I love it,” Sebastian said.

      I nuzzled my face into his chest.

      “I loved this, and I want to be corrupted more.”

      Ryder chuckled.

      “We can show you some favorites among the peasants.”

      “I’ve got the kinky things the lords like to do covered,” Casper said.

      “You’re going to be one satisfied queen, Tamsin,” Sebastian said.

      Yeah, I was. With Sebastian, Ryder, and Casper at my side, I could handle anything thrown at me as queen.
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      The Lady Cerise knew how to handle the church. Father Kaden tried to barge in and ask when we were going to Celes, and she informed him he would have to hold his breeches and wait for her party. And he didn’t argue! He didn’t order her to stand down and cancel her party. He pouted, sure, but he agreed to attend.

      I never thought my brother and I would be at a fancy party with lords and ladies. I never dreamed of being engaged to the queen of Dioscuri, but here we were. I wasn’t complaining. I dressed the part and pulled my brother aside to plead with him to please behave. Offending the nobles used to be our favorite pastime, but we both liked Casper, and Lady Cerise was very kind.

      We were all dressed to the nines and hiding in Tamsin’s chambers until they called us to be presented. Someone came to get us. We linked arms and formed a line. We didn’t make a fuss over who took Tamsin’s. It was just a given Casper would have one since this was a party with his people. I let Sebastian take her other arm because I hoped that he wouldn’t get drunk and loud if I did that.

      We stood at the top of the stately staircase as a man called our names and presented us. I heard hooting and hollering that just could not come from a group of nobles. I knew those voices. I looked down the stairs, and my entire family was at the bottom, waiting for us to cut up.

      As much as I was worried about Sebastian being the one to embarrass us, it was me. My mother was at the bottom of those steps, beaming up at us with this smile that just lit up her face. I broke rank and flew down the stairs to scoop her up and spin her around. I might have had a lot of siblings, but we were all very close to our mother. She never made us feel left out. I couldn’t believe Lady Cerise invited my entire family to Casper’s engagement party, but I was so grateful. I thought I’d eventually have to find the time to get Tamsin home to meet her, and I didn’t know how that would be possible once she had a crown on her head.

      “Tamsin! Come meet my ma!” I hollered.

      I was well past the point of caring if these lords got offended. I was just so happy to see my family. And Tamsin apparently didn’t care either because she lifted her skirt and ran down the stairs with Sebastian to meet us. Sebastian scooped up our mother and squeezed her.

      “Not so hard, Sebastian. Introduce me to this girl who has captured your hearts.”

      “Meet Tamsin, Ma. She’s the Gemini from that horoscope we told you about.”

      “And the future queen. Your horoscope didn’t mention that part. I just knew Mercury wouldn’t have sent us Gemma.”

      Tamsin looked every bit the queen as she curtsied to my mother like she was noble and bowed her head.

      “Dioscuri owes Sebastian and Ryder a thanks. Exalos would have suffered way more damage if it weren’t for them. I love them with all my heart. I don’t want to steal your sons from you, but I need them as my consorts if I’m going to be the queen Dioscuri deserves.”

      My mother pulled her into a hug. My mother loved everyone, and she wouldn’t be mad at Tamsin because we’d be living in Celes.

      “Part of having children is letting them go when they get older. You just have to make sure you raise them right, so they don’t go crazy when they leave you. We’ll write and find ways to visit.”

      “Will you come to Celes for the wedding? I’m sure it will be some massive affair, but all of you should be there and be a part of the wedding,” Tamsin said.

      “Of course. It would honor us.”

      Apparently, my family weren’t the only ones invited to this party. And I didn’t know if I was angry about this invite Father Kaden just brought to Tamsin. Based on the white-blonde hair and similar features, this was her mother and father. And Tamsin knew it because she went white as a sheet. Given Gemma’s fate, this was not the place for the reunion.

      But her mother had this sad smile on her face and wasn’t screaming.

      “I mourned for you for years. Even more so when no matter what I tried, Gemma just wouldn’t bond with us. She never seemed to need or want parents. She always thought she knew better, even as a child. We never talked about it, but sometimes, in secret, we would pray that you survived and it was you that had the mark. I’m sorry Gemma tried to hurt you. She cut off all contact with us when she was thirteen. Father Kaden has finally told us the truth. I hope you’ll let us be a part of your life.”

      I didn’t like Gemma just based on what I had heard about her. I liked her less when I laid eyes on her the first time. Now, I thought she was truly an abomination. It wasn’t natural to kill your twin, but I could see the pain in Tamsin’s mother’s eyes. She tried with Gemma, and I could tell she wanted to be a part of Tamsin’s life. I knew some people rejected their parents because they shouldn’t have had children in the first place, but I didn’t get that vibe off this woman. There was too much pain in her eyes, and she was looking at Tamsin like it would break her if her other child rejected her as well.

      My Tamsin wasn’t like that. This couple were virtual strangers to her, and after Gemma, she had no reason to trust her family. She did exactly what I knew she would. Tamsin threw her arms around her mother as they both wept. Her father joined the hug.

      I had a little something in my eye too. I was just so excited to see my family and have them meet Tamsin. I wasn’t sure about bringing her parents to this party, but now I was glad. They were clearly nothing like Gemma. Gemma had hurt them too.

      I slung one arm around Sebastian’s shoulder and the other around Casper’s.

      “This warms my black heart,” Sebastian said. “Also, thank your mum for inviting our family, young Casper.”

      “My mother wouldn’t have dreamed of throwing us all an engagement party without them. You’re family now.”

      Us. I had to start using that word now. This wasn’t just Casper’s engagement party. We were all a part of this. My brother and I were really going to have to start being more polite to the nobles.
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      The engagement party was great. Lady Cerise certainly knew how to throw festivities. The lords and ladies made me a little uncomfortable. Some of them were trying to ply me with compliments and stroke my ego like that would get them favors later. I had a much better time with Ryder and Sebastian’s family and my parents.

      I thought things would be horrifically awkward with them since they never knew me and had mostly raised Gemma. I thought they would hold it against me for stealing her throne like she did. I assumed they would be angry with me for not ending this without killing her.

      They weren’t. They were just sad about the entire situation. It upset them for never having known me, and they blamed themselves for how Gemma turned out. Zac hadn’t disappeared quite yet. He stayed long enough to explain to my parents that Gemma would have turned out wrong no matter what they had done. It was just her fate. Zac explained moons and star charts in great detail to my parents and then just disappeared into the night like a ghost.

      I tried asking Eleni where he went, but all she would tell me was that I’d never see him again, and that was what she was here for. Oh, and Eleni was at the engagement party too. Lady Cerise had put a golden necklace around her long neck, and my talking swan got a fat head at everyone looking at her in awe because she was my familiar. She couldn’t stop bragging about it, and it was getting a little annoying.

      I couldn’t put it off any longer. Father Kaden let us have the party, and he let me have a few days to get to know my parents. He never said a word to me, but he was always lurking like he wanted to. I knew I needed to go to Celes, but first, I needed to have a conversation with Father Kaden. It wasn’t just everything he had done to me. The Queen of Dioscuri worked hand in hand with the Church of Mercury. Someone needed to explain the fortified churches, warrior priests, and all the other questions I had since a swan started talking to me.

      I found Father Kaden. He was always right around some corner, watching me.

      “May I speak to you alone, please?”

      “I’ve been waiting for you to ask.”

      “Is that why you’ve been hovering? I thought you wanted me in Celes.”

      “Not just yet. I sent a raven to your parents while trying to catch Gemma, asking them to come after a certain number of days had passed. I had hoped Gemma would be contained, and you could meet them. You need closure before you become queen, and that includes screaming at me for my part.”

      “I don’t intend to scream at you. I know you faced an impossible decision the night I was born. You should have told me the truth way before Eleni did, but we can’t change the past. I won’t hold it against you. As you can imagine, I now have a million questions about the Church of Mercury.”

      “And as the queen of Dioscuri, you are entitled to all our mysteries. Gemma wasn’t taught in her training. She wouldn’t have been told until the herald gave her the queen mark. I’d say that worked in our favor. Gemma didn’t know what was coming. If she did, she would have been way more dangerous.”

      “What was with Father Marley and his stick? I’ve seen no one fight like that. Can someone teach me?”

      “We can, but it’s not needed. The church is trained in all manner of weapons, including those we have to make on the fly, like big sticks. The church was formed a very long time ago by one of the Dioscuri queens during a time of chaos. Dioscuri had a bout of unusual weather and went through a famine. Crops were difficult to grow, and livestock became a popular commodity. People were rioting and looting because they were starving.

      “Some people blamed the queen. They thought since Mercury chose her, she somehow could control the weather and soil. There were attempts on her life from all sides. She chose several men she could trust and sent them to the various kingdoms to learn different fighting styles.

      “When they were proficient, they returned and taught each other. They recruited more men. The attempts on her life would have grown if the people knew she was training an army. Dioscuri has never had armed forces in its entire existence. But the queen needed people watching her back, and it was a time when the people needed something to hold on to until things got better.

      “The Church of Mercury was formed. The priests and monks went out and gave horoscopes. They helped the sick and the starving. But the true mission of the Church of Mercury is to secretly wipe out any threats to the queen. We should have handled Gemma, but I botched that up. Gemma should never have gotten that close to you.”

      My mouth was hanging open. I couldn’t believe what I just heard. I totally skipped over what he said about Gemma and was trying to process that the Church of Mercury was really a secret army.

      “You mean all those monks I grew up with are really soldiers? What the frack?”

      Father Marley just chuckled.

      “The Church of Mercury has grown by leaps and bounds since then. We train everyone to fight, but some priests and monks take a vow of peace and contribute in their own ways. But yes, the monastery I placed you in is a fighting order. I did that for your protection.”

      “But I lived with them for years and never knew! I never once saw them fighting. Some of us orphans were bad, and they never even struck us.”

      “It’s a well-kept secret, Tamsin. Only queens get to know, and they don’t tell anyone.”

      “Can I tell Casper, Sebastian, and Ryder? Because we all saw Father Marley fight and have questions.”

      “You’re allowed to tell the queen’s consorts because the church protects them too, but make sure they keep their mouths shut. Your Sebastian likes to hear himself talk.”

      “Don’t insult my men. I won’t yell about lying to me, but I will about that.”

      Father Kaden gave me a crooked grin.

      “Noted. Can we crown you now?”

      I nodded.

      “I think I’m finally ready.”
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      The church presented all of us with these magnificent horses for the ride to Celes. They wanted me in a carriage, but I took one look at Buttercup, my horse, and informed them all I was riding her back. She was this beautiful white and silver color and was fierce and gentle at the same time. I adored her. Sebastian, Ryder, and Casper loved theirs too. They gifted that cart they loved so much to their family before they left. Their family promised to come to the wedding, and Lady Cerise was on her way to Celes with us.

      The ride was uneventful, but I was nervous. I’d never been to the capital of Dioscuri before. I knew why. Gemma was there, and so were my parents. No one was supposed to see me.

      But they saw me now. Father Kaden had time to send ravens and prepare for my return. Boy, did they ever roll out the red carpet. People were cheering in the streets and throwing roses and flowers at me. My cheeks were probably the same color as those red roses.

      We rode through the city up to the steps of the basilica. I’d never seen it before, but it was magnificent with lofty towers and stained glass windows. Oh, crap. The high priest was waiting on the steps with his hands folded, and he kneeled when he saw me. The fracking high priest was kneeling to me!

      Casper hopped off his horse and helped me down. My men formed a protective circle around me as I walked up the steps. The crowd was going absolutely wild at all four of us. They didn’t seem mad at Father Kaden. I wondered what story they gave out about the whole Gemma thing.

      “People of Dioscuri!” the high priest yelled. “May I present Tamsin Riley Severus, the True Queen of Dioscuri, and her consorts Casper, Sebastian, and Ryder! They slew an evil threat to Dioscuri and will have a prosperous reign.”

      I didn’t know what I intended to say if they wanted me to make a speech, but I needed to say something. I didn’t want to go down in history as the queen who killed her twin.

      “I need to say something about my sister,” I said, my voice wavering. I felt Sebastian, Casper, and Ryder touch me, and I was instantly fortified. “I didn’t want to kill her. I know she hurt some people here. She and her friend destroyed property in Exalos. I fully intended to put both of them on trial before the court. I don’t want that kind of power, and I don’t want to be known as a queen who kills anyone who disagrees with her. She gave me no choice. I just want that known.”

      “We know, your majesty!”

      “Gemma was a bitch! We totally understand.”

      The crowd was all screaming. They didn’t hold it against me. It was a start. I looked out at the crowd. Everyone looked happy. There were smiles all around, even from the nobles. There was also this sense of relief it was me instead of Gemma. I had a big job ahead of me. I didn’t want to be a consolation prize. I didn’t want to be some option where anything was better than Gemma.

      I wanted to be a good queen.

      The high priest came up behind me and settled the crown on my head.

      No, I was going to be an amazing queen.
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      USA Today Bestselling Author JB Trepagnier is a huge liar.

      She first started lying as a child when someone asked who colored on the walls. She later went on to major in art, so they really should have framed it instead of sending her to the principle’s office so many times. When she was fourteen, she wrote a very large lie into several notebooks, which later became her first book, Midnight’s Sonata.

      Rather than dabbling in politics and possibly ending up in jail for lying when it counts or under oath, JB chooses to craft elaborate lies into word documents and use them for entertainment rather than harm because she really is batman, just without all the money to fight crime.
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