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wenty-seven days on the open sea had taught Ida two

things. One, men—as a whole—were not as tough as
they claimed. And two, nobody could lie like a young
woman raised to be an international diplomat.

Ida shook her cup before slamming it down in unison with
the other remaining players. Four cups. Twenty dice. Twenty
lies waiting to be told.

Ida peeked at her dice. Five different numbers, all one
through five. Useless. So difficult to make a bid when she had
no valuable information in her own hand. Some distant part of
her mind wondered if her mother would be proud of the stoic
calm she kept on her face, the expression of polite disinterest
she’d practiced for hours and hours in one mirror after another.
She had held the expression for nine rounds as one man after
another made his bid, and now she was one of only four players
left in the game.

A crate served as a table and around it, Ida and three of the
crew sat on a hodgepodge of seats. An overturned bucket, a
stack of emptied grain sacks, a munitions box, and the planks of
the deck itself. [da was more comfortable sitting with her legs
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crossed beneath her, her skirts flopped on the deck around her,
even if it made her appear smaller than her opponents. One
more reason they tended to underestimate her, but sitting on
the ground was preferable to hunching over like a troll. She
half-suspected some of the men pretended to sneer at her
choice simply because they couldn’t get themselves up off the
ground with any dignity.

“Five fives,” Galvin said as his opening bid, his dark eyes
sparkling when they locked with Ida’s. The young captain
treated every interaction as if it was one of their shared secrets.
The pendant she wore at her neck warmed slowly, then faded,
then repeated the cycle. He was teasing her, trying to get her to
give away something.

Polite disinterest. Ida blinked serenely, grateful the brim of
her hat kept the worst of the sun out of her eyes so she could
still control her expressions. She leaned forward, as if her posi-
tion on the deck had become uncomfortable. The movement
shifted the pendant so it was away from her skin, slipping
outside the neckline of her blouse. Galvin’s teasing message
stopped when the gold broke contact with her skin.

Galvin’s eyes slid to his right and landed on Orren, a dark-
skinned man with hoops decorating both ears and sunlight
bouncing off his shiny, shaved head. Orren scrutinized the
captain, a muscle ticking in his jaw. The ship rose and fell
gently, rhythmically. Ida counted the heartbeats before Orren
committed to a bid.

“Six fives.” He dragged the vowel on the first word, the last
sign of his hesitation.

Ida’s gut clenched. She knew what the sparkle in the
captain’s eye meant, and she knew that if she looked back to
him now, he would be biting down on a grin. But it wasn't his
turn and he couldn’t call Orren’s bluff. It was up to Ida.

On one hand, she liked when games stretched out, the
mental taxation increasing. On the other, if she didn’t call the
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bluff, she’d be forced to push to six sixes, and while she was
certain there were not six fives on the board, she had no way of
knowing how many sixes were in play.

Sorry, Orren. “Liar.”

The big man’s shoulders tensed as he lifted his cup. One five
among his dice. Ida had one, to her left Carrington had two.

The captain was last to lift his cup, waiting for everyone’s
attention. Slowly and dramatically, without looking at his hand,
he raised the cup, revealing his dice. Ida knew before she looked
what she would see, knew what Galvin had been trying to tell
her with his teasing eyes and magic pendant.

He had none.

A familiar, charming grin spread across his face, revealing
bright, straight teeth. “No hard feelings.” He reached out to
shake Orren’s hand as the latter surrendered his seat at the
makeshift table. Orren slumped but left the table without a
ruckus. Money changed hands behind the players’ backs, and
new wagers were made.

Before the dice were swept up, Ida confirmed what she had
guessed to be true: Galvin had no sixes, either. He’d put Orren
in an unwinnable position, but had risked his own position, too.
If the bluff had come back around to him, he’d have been toast,
one way or another. High risk, immediate reward. There was a
reason they made a good couple.

Three players left.

They all shifted their positions slightly, and let the wagering
happen all around and behind them. A cloud passed overhead,
weak shadows slipping across the weather deck before letting
the unrelenting sun have her way again.

Another shake, another slam on the tabletop, another peek
at the dice. Ida’s heart leapt, but she schooled her expression as
she raised her eyes to meet Carrington’s. She hadn’t had a lot of
chances to interact with him yet, but she’d also been purpose-
fully keeping her distance, unable to fully trust herself around
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someone so beautiful. This game had been an opportunity to
prove that she could, in fact, look him in the eye and ignore the
fluttering feeling in her belly.

Out of her peripheral vision, she could feel Galvin scruti-
nizing her, his gaze like a caress against her skin as he watched
for a tell.

She had no tells.

Carrington’s hazel eyes narrowed slightly. He was younger
than Ida had originally taken him for—she had assumed most of
the men aboard the Song would be proper adults, in their thir-
ties or forties or beyond. But Carrington was very close to her
age, maybe in his early twenties, and she forced herself to not
react to the intensity of his gaze. Those hazel eyes had caught
her off guard at first, and she remained grateful that her
pendant didn’t convey every emotion to Galvin.

Polite disinterest.

“Two threes.” She had five sixes beneath her cup, a nearly
unheard-of bit of luck. But if she bid too high, Carrington
would call her immediately, she was certain of it. She wanted to
push Galvin to make a bid she was certain would be false—four
threes, if she plotted correctly—and then she would knock him
out of the game. As captain of the ship and son of the fleet’s
owner, the men were hesitant to defeat him.

Someone needed to knock him out. Just once.

Carrington pinned her with his intense stare, his lips
pursing slightly, jaw working as if he were chewing on the
problem. Ida forced herself not to swallow, to not betray the
way her belly swooped at his undivided attention.

“Two threes, you say?” His accent trilled slightly on the R
sound and something fluttered around Ida’s midsection.

“We all heard her say it,” the captain said with a slight
growl in his voice. She mentally shook herself but was sure
her face had given away nothing. Her pendant was still
outside her blouse, so there was no way Galvin could have
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known what was going on inside her as Carrington chal-
lenged her.

Carrington hadn’t taken his eyes off Ida. “I'd like you to
confirm, if you don’t mind, Miss.”

Ida did swallow before she spoke, clearly and deliberately,
without breaking eye contact with him. “Two threes, yes, that’s
my bid.”

She held her position, eyes locked on his as her heart
pounded in her ears. Two-threes. Two-threes. Two-threes. She
could see the smile in his eyes the instant before he spoke and
her heart skittered over the beat as he said—

“Liar” The word was hardly more than a purr, his accent
rolling on the final letter, and it sent a shiver across Ida’s skin.

She lifted one eyebrow in a challenge of her own. The tiniest
hint of a smirk played around the edges of his lips and a larger,
denser cloud passed over the ship, casting them all in shadow
for a few seconds.

“I've got one three,” the captain said as he lifted his cup.

Ida looked at his dice, revealed on the tabletop. One three,
and it didn’t matter what else. Carrington lifted his cup at the
same time. Ida stared, disbelieving. No threes.

How had he known? Fifteen dice on the table, her guess that
there would be two of anything should have been an easy bet.
Even once she removed her own five from the count—two out
of ten was hardly worse than average odds. And though
Carrington knew he had none, there were still ten others he
couldn’t account for.

How had he known? Ida was positive he did know, somehow,
it hadn’t been luck or a guess. The way he made her confirm her
bid, the way he’d held her eyes with his.

“Miss?” Carrington gestured to her cup, which still covered
her five sixes.

“Ida, will you just show us the damn dice.”

She shot the captain a quick glare, defensiveness flaring in
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the center of her chest. Removing her cup, she confirmed, “I'm a
liar”

Cheers and hollers went up around her as money changed
hands once again. Ida collected her polished black dice and
slipped them back into the tiny leather drawstring pouch she
carried them in. She let it drop down next to her gold pendant
as she stood from the ground in one fluid motion, unfolding her
long legs until she could look down at Carrington.

“Well played,” was all she said as she tipped her hat in mock
salute.

He didn’t look her in the eye, but she noticed a tiny smile
start to form as he squared off with their captain for the final
round.

That was the third thing Ida had learned in her time aboard
Summer Song. There was no such thing as a guaranteed outcome,
no matter how well she plotted.





