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DEDICATION

For Joseph Lusk
Thank you for caring about the worlds in my head
and accepting my absence when I am lost in them.




One

Swirls of water filled the view from the glass passage. Evannia stared out at the seaweed garden with the fluorescent coral branching towards her, colonies of polyps outstretched like fingers. The lush enclosure was an oasis from life inside the castle, but today her nerves would not be soothed. She was late for a meeting with the Queen.
Evannia wasn’t one to keep her mother waiting. She hoped the rarity of her tardiness would protect her. It was a foolish thing, really, but Evannia simply didn’t want to walk past that damn guard. She sighed and stepped away from the glowing greenery. She had to face him, one way or another.
It had only been two days since Rafe kissed her. She traced her fingers against her lips as she walked, unable to stop the shadow of a smile spreading across her face. There should be some sort of law that said if you gave a girl her first kiss, you had to talk to her the next day.
But he hadn’t.
She’d seen him in passing as he was chatting up one of the maids and he had ignored her. He ignored her. As if he hadn’t been the one to initiate the whole thing. It made her blood boil.
And now she had no choice but to walk past him on her way to the throne room. She schooled her face in the serene expression her mother used. No emotion, she thought. He is unimportant. She pressed her hands down the sapphire-colored gown to smooth away the wrinkles and stepped around the corner.
Rafe was at his post some yards ahead. Evan stared at the profile of his sharp features. Below strong cheekbones his jaw was clenched, hiding the playful smile she longed to see. His black hair was short, a shadow against his tanned skin. His arm and chest muscles stood out under the navy blue scaled armor that made up the Triton guard’s uniform. And those legs, she sighed, feeling a flutter in her stomach.
Evan stared for only a moment before stepping towards him. She struggled to convince her body to breathe as she approached. Each step made her skin warmer and an electric current buzzed just below the surface. She knew she should pass him wordlessly, she must, but instead she heard herself say, “Sir guard.”
“Hello, Princess.”
Evannia clenched her fists at her side, fighting to retain her placid expression, even as her heart jumped into her throat. With a rush of air, she asked, “Having a good day?”
He smiled. “A glorious day, Princess. Thank you for asking.”
She felt a tic in her cheek as she turned to leave. Had he really just acted like nothing had happened? She wanted to scream. She’d only taken two steps when she felt his hand on her arm. Rafe whispered, “Be careful, Evan. Your mother just met with her advisors and two of them left in tears. Don’t let her overwhelm you today.”
“It’s difficult,” she said, her brows furrowed. His touch was sending fire coursing through her, and she had to choose her words carefully. “Her emotions are powerful. I can’t help but feel them.”
“She has no control over you. Be strong.”
He released her arm and she continued down the steps towards the Queen’s reception hall. She could feel Rafe watching her go but dared not turn back. His words were kind in a way she hadn’t expected. He hadn’t used her title or her full name, so that was something. But he didn’t mention their kiss or give her any clue about what was happening between them.
If something is happening, she thought.
She exhaled, wishing she could skip the meeting today. Rafe’s warning was a reminder of the last conference she’d had with her mother and the way it had left Evan sick for several days. No one understood Evan’s strange bouts of illness, and she couldn’t explain them without sounding crazy. Emotion sickness?
She shook away the thought and moved on. There was another guard standing by the door ahead of her. He frowned as she approached; Declan always wore the stoic look her mother preferred. He growled, “Princess Evannia.”
“Hello, Master Guard,” she said. “I have a gift for you.”
His angular face contorted in annoyance. “Your mother will not be pleased if she finds you’ve wasted resources on the likes of me.”
Evan pulled a thin enameled box from the folds of her dress. She leaned in conspiratorially and said, “The worst part? It’s worth a week’s wage.”
“She’s going to kill you,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face.
“We’re not a poor kingdom. We can afford it. Especially for your birthday.”
“How did you know?” he asked through clenched teeth.
Evan smiled. “I have my ways.”
He stared at the box as if it were the vilest thing he’d ever seen. She could feel delight and exasperation rolling off him in alternating waves. “It is kind of you to honor me in such a way, but I can’t accept this.”
“Of course you can,” she said.
“Princess—”
“Don’t argue, Declan. “Just open it.”
He pressed his lips together in a tight line. He opened the box, his eyes going wide. Declan withdrew the dagger, running his fingers down the intricate hilt. “It’s beautiful.”
Evannia beamed. “I’m glad you like it.”
Declan nodded. “Thank you, Princess. Before you go, I have a gift for you.”
Evannia clapped her hands. “I love presents.”
The old guard pressed his lips together. “Unfortunately, mine is not sweet like the one you’ve given me.”
“What is it?”
“Silence.”
Evannia frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I will not tell your mother of your relationship with the young guard.”
Evan felt her world close in around her. How could Declan possibly know just from one kiss? She realized her mouth was hanging open, and quickly remedied it. Mustering up as much indignation as she could, Evan said, “I don’t know what you mean.”
He smiled sadly, kindness in his pale eyes. He placed his calloused hand upon hers and said, “The others haven’t noticed yet, but they will. If another guard discovers it, they will report it, and I won’t be able to cover it up. Do you know what will happen if your mother finds out?”
She nodded. Her mouth went dry and she dared not say a word, for fear her own voice would betray her. Was this how Celia felt when the rumors had started about her? Were they only rumors?
“I trust you would not wish that fate to befall your young man?”
She took a steadying breath before saying, “I would not wish that fate for anyone.”
“You are a kind girl,” Declan said. “You will make a good queen. But you must understand, you are meant to be royalty while Rafe is meant to be a guard.”
Evan knew that Declan was trying to protect both her and Rafe, but she had been giving the matter much thought as of late. She carefully said, “I appreciate your candor, Declan. I know you are trying your best to keep me safe, even if it is my heart in danger and not my life. Although your words are true, I cannot believe there is no way to change these outdated traditions.”
“Perhaps your reign will transform the laws, but you cannot risk his life based on what you hope will change.” Declan sighed. “My greatest desire is that you’ll spend your life beside a man you love. But sometimes we don’t get what we want, Princess. And sometimes your station requires more than you thought you’d have to give. I hope your position as heir to Triton does not destroy your happiness as it has those before you.”
Evan pressed her lips tightly together, holding back the tears that threatened to overflow. Declan’s words tumbled through her head, reminding her of the former heir and her oldest sister, Celia. The choices Celia had made still lingered, haunting Evan with their consequences.
With a sudden jolt, Declan’s fear pulsed through her. She could feel his worry over Rafe getting hurt, of Evan being shamed, and the strength of his fear caused her to share it.
“Don’t cry, Evan. Too many questions if you do.”
She reached up and touched her cheek, finding tears she hadn’t realized were there. She took a deep, calming breath and said, “Thank you for my gift. As always, your counsel is appreciated.”
Declan bowed his head and said, “I hope you heed my words, Evannia. For everyone’s sake.”
He pushed open the door to the queen’s reception area. Evannia took several breaths and focused on each step as she struggled to clear her mind. Her time with Rafe, however brief, had made her feel buoyant and joyful, but now it was Declan’s fear carrying her forward. She needed her emotions neutral before she saw her mother, or things would not go well.
She blinked hard as her eyes tried to adjust to the dim room. There were a dozen massive candelabras placed throughout the shadowed chamber. The queen sat in the center, bathed in candlelight, her glossy blue-black hair glowing as it framed her face. Her scarlet lips were perfectly matched to her gown, bright against her porcelain skin.
Evannia walked forward, eyes downcast. There was a time she would’ve run through the room, dancing in the light that once filled it. As a child, she played here and listened to her mother and father talk about the kingdom. It had been Evannia’s favorite place to be. Not so after her father’s death; there was no longer joy in this room.
When she was a few feet from the queen, she knelt and waited. She counted silently, ticking away the seconds her mother made her kneel. She’d learned that the longer her mother made her wait, the higher her emotions were running that day.
“Good day, Evannia,” the queen said, after a mere twelve seconds.
“Good day, my queen.”
“You’ve come to see me about the Protean Ball?”
“As you wish.”
The queen smirked. “Illanee, have a chair brought for my daughter.”
The advisor emerged from the shadows and walked to a side door. She ushered in a servant who placed the chair to the side of the queen. Still, Evannia knelt.
“Daughter, would you care to sit with me?”
“If it pleases you, my queen,” she said.
“It does.”
Evannia stood, curtsied, and moved to the chair. Now that the formalities were complete, her mother would begin their visit in earnest.
“There are quite a few eligible noblewomen attending the Protean ball,” the queen said. “It is Prince Calix’s Thrice Day, you know.”
“Yes,” Evannia said, her tone formal. “He’s fortunate to celebrate his birthday, his official appointment to the throne, and his engagement.”
“The Prince is quite lucky to have so many women from which to choose,” the queen said, her face souring. “Obviously you would be his best match.”
“You are biased, dear mother.”
“Nonsense. Prince Calix would be wise to choose you for your breeding alone.”
“My breeding? You say that as if I’m quality livestock.”
The queen frowned. “I don’t like your tone, Evannia.”
“I’m sorry, mother,” Evan said quickly. “I do not wish to be disrespectful, I only wish to better understand your position.”
“Honestly, Evannia, it’s as if you’ve disregarded all your lessons. How can you rule our kingdom if you can’t look at these things without emotion ruling you?”
Evan moved her face into what she thought was a placid expression. She dared not mention all the emotions she could feel rolling off her mother.
“Your line can be traced directly to Poseidon himself,” the queen said, pulling Evan back to the moment.
“So can his,” Evan said. “Wouldn’t that make us related?”
The queen scoffed and said, “Darling, by that logic, your father and I should never have married. Really, all the Mer are related if you trace back far enough. Poseidon had many children with many maidens, which have all intermingled through the millennia.”
“With so many lines tracing back to Poseidon, how can you claim my breeding as a reason for the prince to choose me?”
The queen rolled her eyes. “Must we have a genealogy lesson right now? You know the answers to these questions.”
It was true that she didn’t need her mother to tell her about the lines to Poseidon; in fact, she was probably more versed in the subject than anyone else in the kingdom. She had always been fascinated by Poseidon’s descendants, and had eagerly studied them growing up.
“The truest lines are yours and the Prince’s,” Astraea said with a flourish of her hand. “The Glaucans are desperate for the union and will be sending a daughter, but the smaller lines likely won’t have a representative to send.”
“What about the Benkes and the Rhodes?”
“They might as well be humans?” Astraea scoffed. “There are few who still live in the sea. The landed have blood that retains the barest link to Poseidon. As they mingle with humans, their heritage is completely lost.”
“Do you think that will happen to Celia?”
A flash of anger distorted her mother’s face, and Evan felt a jolt of pain in her abdomen.
“You know better than to speak that name.”
“I’m sorry, mother. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Please, forgive me.”
The queen looked away, and the pain in Evan’s abdomen subsided. Queen Astraea took a deep breath and said, “As I was saying, combining our lines would create the strongest ties to Poseidon possible. It would also unite our two houses for the rest of our days.”
“How would that be beneficial?” Evan asked.
The queen puckered her lips and Evan knew she was trying to decide whether to answer her or not. It was true that Evan’s tutors had already had this discussion with her, but somehow it seemed important to ask her mother directly.
“I won’t live forever,” the queen said.
Evan blinked. It wasn’t the answer she’d been expecting. Evan thought her mother would talk about the need for a strong bloodline or about how the people expected their royalty to retain the essence of Poseidon. She hadn’t been prepared for Astraea to talk about her own mortality.
“I don’t want to speak of that, my queen. You are quite young. There are many more years of your reign still to come.”
Her mother sighed. “I want my children to have a good life. I want my line to continue. I married your father because I was asked to do so, for the good of my family.”
Evan’s eyes searched her mother’s face. “You don’t mention them often.”
“They’re gone. Why speak of ghosts?” Astraea asked.
Evan gasped as a stab of pain flashed through her chest. She couldn’t read people’s thoughts, only the emotions they projected, but it was clear her mother thought of something very painful in her past. Astraea’s emotions abruptly turned away from the pain, and Evan could feel her mother’s hurt dissolve into something much colder.
“I have spoken to the Protean king on your behalf, and he has assured me that our line is the one with which he wants to join. He has advised his son to choose you.”
Evan narrowed her eyes. The cruelty feeding her mother bled into her. “And what of the last line, mother? Should we expect them at the ball?”
The queen’s face darkened. “You dare speak of those creatures?”
“They are a line to Poseidon, are they not?”
Astraea gritted her teeth and said, “Lisma is a direct descendant of Poseidon and that monster, that Merewif, but she is not worthy of the time it takes to speak her name. Vile, filthy Sirens.”
“The Merewif,” Evan said, focusing on her mother. “The sea-witch’s name was Chthon.”
“I do not care what her name was. She created those awful creatures that plague us still. Now can we please drop this conversation?”
Evan felt the anger rising in her mother. It was a rush of fury barely contained. It left Evan’s head buzzing as she tried to push away the feelings her mother was projecting. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop herself from saying, “One more question, mother, and then I will not mention them again. Why are you so uncomfortable speaking of the Sirens?”
The candlelight behind Astraea flickered. For a moment Evan thought it would go out, but the light suddenly flared so brightly that Evan had to blink away spots. She looked up as anger flashed in her mother’s eyes, and Evan knew she’d pushed her too far. The rush of anger broke through her mother’s restraints, and though her face remained poised, Evan could feel the rage inside her. The rush of emotion made Evan dizzy, her mind swirling as her mother’s anger crashed against her.
When the queen spoke, her voice was strained, her words clipped. “Tonight, we dine with the nobles. In the morning, your carriage will take you to Protea. I recommend you do everything in your power to sway the prince towards you.”
Evan jerked back. “Mother, are you suggesting—”
Astraea cut her off. “Everything.” Evan blinked, unsure how to respond. Her mother added, “We each must play our part, Evannia. This is the part assigned to you.”
The rush of fury fell away. Evan was surprised to feel a surge of pity swell inside her mother. She took the change in emotion as an opportunity to say, “Mother, I’m sorry for angering you.”
“You are dismissed,” the queen replied.
“Please,” Evan said, “let’s talk about this. Give me some say in who I marry.”
“I dismissed you, child,” the queen said, rising to her feet.
Evan swallowed her words and stood. She bowed quickly before retreating from the reception hall. The door swung open and she stumbled into the hallway, her breath coming in short gasps. She knelt before the door to the reception hall, her body shaking as she tried to recover.
It wasn’t just the emotions that had overwhelmed her this time. Her mother had made it clear that no matter what Evan wanted, a life with Rafe—or anyone other than Prince Calix—was off the table.




Two

There were boots in front of Evan’s face; black, thick-soled, and so shiny she could see her reflection. I look awful, she thought, followed immediately by, Please don’t be Rafe.
She glanced at the face hovering over her. Of course.
Rafe’s mouth was moving, but she couldn’t hear him over the pounding inside her ears. After a moment the words filtered through the noise and she heard, “…alright, Princess?”
“Where’s Declan?” she asked, thinking back to their conversation before she’d entered the throne room. She didn’t want to risk being seen alone with Rafe.
A confused frown passed over his face, but it vanished almost instantly. “He was called away for a security matter. Evan, are you okay?”
She looked up at him. A sudden pain shot through her mind, sharp and pointed. She grabbed her head, writhing in agony, and in that moment Rafe’s face seemed to distort. A red glow surrounded him, pulsing with the throb in her skull.
She shook her head, willing the image to go away. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen something like this, but it still frightened her, especially since she didn’t know exactly what it meant.
Another rush of pain caused her to double over, her face pinched in misery. “I need Declan.”
“She overpowered you again.”
It wasn’t a question. Rafe was one of only two people who knew about the way Evan could feel other people’s emotions. He didn’t understand it, at least not fully, but he tried. And he knew the signs when it had been too much for her.
The headache subsided enough for Evan to plaster a strained smile onto her face. To cover her pain and the anxiety that accompanied it, she said, “I just need to rest. Declan always escorts me to my chamber.”
“I don’t know where he is, but I can help you.”
“No,” she said, the word speeding from her lips as she remembered Declan’s warning. When she saw his bewilderment she added, “I couldn’t take you from your post. I’m certain I can make it on my own.”
She pushed herself up, refusing Rafe’s help. She leaned against the wall for a moment before taking a step back towards her chamber. Two steps later the floor rushed up to meet her.
Rafe caught her before she hit the ground, hoisting her into his arms. She heard him mumble something to the other guards they passed. When they reached her room, Lin moved to help Rafe carry her into the chamber. Rafe shrugged him off, saying, “I’ve got her.”
Lin opened the door and followed them inside. “Are you feeling ill, Princess?”
“She nearly passed out in the hall,” Rafe said.
“She seemed fine earlier,” Lin said.
“It came on suddenly,” Evan replied, her senses coming back in time to cover for what was truly happening to her. It wouldn’t do to have the whole castle talking about the fainting princess who always knew what others were feeling.
Rafe placed her on the bed and knelt beside her. He stared into her eyes, worry creasing his brows.
“Would you like me to find the medic?” Lin asked from behind him.
“That’s a good idea,” Rafe said. “I’ll stay with her until you return. Close the door behind you. The Princess needs some privacy.”
Lin stopped, uncertainty clear in his eyes. “But Rafe, no one is to be alone with the Princess in her chamber. If Declan catches you—”
“Please close it, Lin,” Evan said wearily. “I do not wish for anyone else to see me like this.”
Lin nodded, unable to deny Evannia’s request. As the door closed, Rafe immediately cupped her face in his hands and put his forehead against hers.
“You need to get control of it, Ev. Look at me,” he commanded.
She complied, willing herself to look at him despite the red glow around his face. His eyes were as black as the sea swirling outside her window, but she found a pinprick of green near his left pupil, a sliver of blue in his right. She looked back and forth between the two points of color, letting her mind drain of all emotions until Rafe’s eyes were all that remained.
When she found herself breathing normally again, she pulled her face back and smiled. The red glow around him was gone, as was her anxiety. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure,” Rafe said, his fingers still tracing their way along her jaw. “Now let’s get you to relax.”
Her breath caught in her throat as he dropped his fingers down her neck. He let them run along her shoulders as he slowly dropped them towards the top of her dress. She held his gaze, watching a smile turn up the corners of his lips as he delicately ran his fingers across her collarbone.
“Lin could be back any second,” he whispered, leaning closer.
“Perhaps we should lock the door,” she said.
He ran his tongue across his teeth, and Evan could see he was weighing the consequences. Finally, he said, “You’re a bad influence on me, Princess. I could lose my post simply for being in this room with you right now.”
She felt his warm breath as he leaned in. Her heart beat so fast she thought it might burst from her chest. She closed her eyes just as Rafe’s lips grazed hers with the softest of kisses. His touch was brief; Evan sat waiting for several seconds in expectation of their next kiss. She finally opened her eyes, only to find two medics beside her bed.
She looked around the room for Rafe, catching his eyes just before he stepped outside. A heavy sigh escaped her. She was so caught up in the moment, she hadn’t even heard the medics enter the room.
“What happened?” she whispered.
“We aren’t sure, Princess,” the older medic said. “The guard said you were barely conscious.”
“I feel fine now. Just a bit lightheaded.”
The woman sat on the edge of the bed, unpacking her kit. She listened to Evan’s heart and lungs, looked in her ears and throat, and felt various points of her skin to see if there were signs of illness.
“You don’t seem to be showing any of the usual signs,” the woman said.
“What about her gills?” the younger medic asked. “A gill infection could cause fatigue and flu-like symptoms.”
“If she were battling a gill infection, there would be signs in her lungs.”
“I read an old case of a woman with an unknown gill disease that caused her to hallucinate. She couldn’t see the difference between what was real and what wasn’t.”
Evan recoiled at the woman’s words. She met her gaze, noting the forced smile that was almost a sneer. The young medic’s voice took on a sickly-sweet tone as she asked, “You’re not having issues discerning between real and imaginary, are you?”
“I’ve never read anything like that,” the old woman cut in, exasperation clear in her voice. She looked down at Evan and asked, “Would you mind if I check your gills, just to be sure?”
“I don’t mind,” Evan said, pulling her long dark hair off her back.
The medic moved behind her, unzipping her dress slightly. Evan felt the woman running her fingers over the thin layers of skin between her shoulder blades. The medic moved the skin back to take a closer look. Evan flinched involuntarily. She hated the strange feeling of having someone touch her gills.
“Everything looks fine,” the woman said, delicately folding the skin back over Evan’s gills.
“Glad it’s nothing like that,” the young medic said. “Wouldn’t it be awful to be living in an imaginary world?”
Evan ground her teeth together for a moment, trying to gauge what response would get these two out of her room. “That does sound awful. Good thing everything seems to be normal. Must’ve been a fluke.”
“The guard who came for us said you had to be carried back to the room. Are your legs working?” the young medic asked.
“They’re fine,” Evan breathed.
The young woman moved to Evan’s feet and began prodding at her toes. “No tears in your webbing?”
Evan felt a shock and pulled her leg back as a tingle ran up her body. It was a warm sensation that settled in the pit of her stomach. After a few seconds it disappeared. Evan dismissed the strange feeling, focusing back on the young woman.
She was pretty, in a plain sort of way. Straight brown hair pinned back to reveal a long, slender neck; her nose was sharp, as was her jaw, working together to make her look tough.
Evan said, “My feet are fine.”
The older woman began picking up her tools. “You’re sure you feel okay now?”
“Oh, yes,” Evan said. “Good as new.”
“Perhaps you should rest for a bit. It wouldn’t do for you to have another episode like this,” the young medic said.
“I shall rest through the afternoon,” Evan said.
“Would you like one of us to stay with you?” the first medic asked.
Evan shook her head.
“Or perhaps one of the guards?” the younger medic suggested.
Evannia’s head snapped up to her. The woman’s hazel eyes narrowed as she waited for an answer, and Evan couldn’t help but wonder if the woman saw more than she should have.
“I don’t believe it is necessary for you to stay,” Evan said. Feigning distaste she added, “And I have no desire to spend my afternoon with a guard. I will call on you again if I have need.”
“Very well,” the older woman said.
She turned towards the door and the other fell in line behind her. At the door, the young medic turned to her with a knowing smile and said, “If you do need something, I’m sure Rafe will take care of it for you. That is his job, you know. He’ll do anything you force him to.”
She left, closing the door behind her. Evan took a deep breath, her mind racing with the girl’s words. If the medic saw something she wasn’t intended to see, she could easily go to the queen and doom Rafe’s very existence. But the woman had seemed to know Rafe, had called him by name, so perhaps she wouldn’t report them.
For Evan, the only thing worse than the thought of Rafe being reported was that the medic’s words made her relationship with him feel one-sided. She seemed to be implying that Rafe was only interested in her because it was his job to keep Evan happy.
They’d only recently crossed into this strange new territory. Evannia had noticed the handsome young guard before; he was the sort of person you couldn’t help but notice. But it wasn’t until a few weeks ago, while she traced her fingers along the rows of old books in the royal library, that she found him watching her. She had been surprisingly nervous at the attention, her heart hammering when he looked her way.
It was new. No one had ever looked at her in such a way. Most of the castle staff wouldn’t meet her gaze, though she’d never fully understood why. She’d gotten used to the loneliness of her royal life, but then Rafe looked at her—really looked—beyond the title and the fancy dresses, into the core of who she was.
At first, she thought she had imagined it. How could this man see what others were trained to ignore? After catching him watching her that one time, she was determined to do it again. She had to know if it had been real. But each time she saw him, his eyes seemed focused on some far-off point, never lingering on her.
Once, she passed him off duty, lounging against a doorway surrounded by a group of maids. Their flashing smiles and giggles made it clear he was favored among them. It was also clear that she’d misinterpreted his interest in her. Why waste his time on Evannia when there were so many others vying for his time?
The day after she saw him with the maids, he was on rotation to be her personal guard for her day. He remained stoic throughout breakfast and studies, his face neutral at all times, acknowledging her only when he had to. After lunch, he escorted her to the library. As she walked down an aisle, she caught him staring through a gap between the shelves.
“What are you doing?” she asked, suddenly irritated by his attention.
“Watching you,” he replied with a smirk.
She nodded. “All part of the job, I suppose.”
He paused for a moment. “Yes, it is. But it’s the part I like best.”
Evan’s cheeks blazed red. She hoped the books kept him from seeing. Neither of them said anything else the rest of the day. It went this way each time he was assigned to her. He would ignore her throughout the day, but the moment they entered the solace of the library, his eyes never left her. She tried to use her gift to read his emotions, to discover what, if anything, it meant. But he was well guarded and she could feel nothing more than his sense of duty.
After several clandestine meetings in the library, their secret smiles and blushing cheeks led to grazing hands and gentle whispers. She found comfort in him and began sharing secrets she’d told no one else. Who else could she tell? With each confidence she felt closer to him, closer to falling for him.
Finally, when Evan thought she couldn’t stand another day of simple glances, Rafe caught her between two tall bookcases and pushed her against one of them. The kiss lasted mere seconds, but it felt like she’d lived a lifetime against his lips.
That had been two days ago. Two days of racing thoughts, of doubt burrowing through her. Two days of fear that a simple kiss would get him banished. Fear that she would never feel his lips again. Her heart and her mind were at odds and his lack of presence hadn’t helped. She wondered if the kiss had meant as much to him as it did to her.
She’d barely slept as scenarios ran rampant through her brain. Instead she’d put her time to good use, throwing herself into the study of Triton marriage law. It was a silly thing, really, to worry about changing the law after one kiss, but there was nothing else to take her mind off Rafe, so she’d dived in headfirst.
There had been talk during previous reigns of allowing the royals to choose their mates from among all the Mer. Evan’s older sister had been a supporter of it, despite both of their parents remaining firmly against the idea. It caused many to claim Celia had a secret lover, though Evan knew from reading Celia’s emotions that she had been innocent of the rumors.
Evan had witnessed firsthand the way the unfounded gossip had ruined a man who fancied her older sister. Though Celia had paid him no attention, he had been banished from the Triton kingdom for his crush on the heir apparent.
She’d never found out if the burgeoning chef had found refuge in another kingdom, or if his banishment had become a death sentence. Celia took his exile very hard, blaming herself. Though she’d barely noticed him, she had praised his cooking on multiple occasions, and it was this favor that led to his interest in her. Her heart was so thoroughly riddled with guilt, it wasn’t long before she left the ocean altogether, never to return.
A tear trailed down Evan’s cheek, drawing her back to the present. She couldn’t allow Rafe to endure the same fate and she had no desire to go to land. She needed to be certain the medic wouldn’t say anything further. She could bribe her. Evan’s mother had always told her that everyone could be bought, because everyone wanted something. She didn’t know the woman’s name, didn’t know how to find her, but Rafe would know. He had to.
Evannia hurried to the door, throwing it open and rushing into the hall. She ran past the guards calling out to check on her and headed straight to Rafe’s regular post. She slid to a stop, only to realize the guard before her wasn’t Rafe.
“Everett,” she said, blinking hard.
“Good day, Princess. Can I do something for you?”
“She’s not feeling well,” a voice behind her said.
Evan turned to see Declan’s rugged face, a grim frown souring his handsome features. She felt his warm hands on her shoulders as he steered her back to her room. She allowed him to direct her, thankful for his rigidity while she felt so frail.
Just before they reached her chamber, she turned her head to look down an adjoining hall. The young medic was there with one of the royal guards. Her face was flushed as she threw her hands in the air, clearly upset. The guard pulled her close, calming her, and kissed her on top of the head. He turned slightly, just enough for Evan to see his profile.
It was Rafe.




Three

Declan pushed Evan towards the bedroom door. She struggled, fighting against his grasp, but he was too strong for her to get away.
Once in the door he released her. She straightened herself to her full height, trying another approach. “Let. Me. Pass.”
Declan shook his head. “I can’t do that, Princess.”
“I didn’t ask, guard. I command it.”
Declan pressed his lips into a firm line, folded his arms across his chest, and planted his feet. Without words, he made clear his opinion of her command.
Evan balled her fists at her side, growling with impotent fury. “Is this funny to you? Do you like seeing me this way?” she screamed.
When he said nothing, she threw herself against him, pounding her fists against his chest as her anger towards Rafe billowed out of her in great bursts. She punched until her arms grew heavy and weak. When she fell against Declan, the tears couldn’t be held back any longer. He wrapped his arms around her as she sobbed against his chest gasping for breath. Eventually her outburst devolved into hiccups, and he picked her up and carried her to the bed.
He placed her on the covers, gently, like her father used to, and sat down beside her. He sighed and scrubbed his hand over the stubble on his head, asking, “What were you thinking?”
“I wasn’t,” Evan muttered.
“Four different men saw you running down the hall half-crazed. And of course, you ran straight to Rafe’s post.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It does matter,” he said. “I was questioned about your relationship with him mere minutes before you pulled this stunt.”
“Why was he holding her, Declan?”
“Evannia, didn’t you hear what I just said? Your mother’s advisor inquired about your relationship with Rafe. This is serious.”
“I thought he cared about me.”
Declan looked at her, and though his eyes showed kindness, his voice did not. “Princess, you must stop this. He cannot be linked to you. I swore to Illanee there was nothing between you. Don’t make a liar of me.”
She looked up at him, tears forming on her lashes. Declan reached a calloused hand over and wiped them away. “You’re going to be okay, Evan.”
She looked up at him, her eyes rimmed in red. She lifted her fingers to her lips and said, “He was my first kiss.”
“He won’t be your last,” Declan said. “But you can’t see him again. There’s already too much suspicion. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
Evan nodded.
“I’ll have the guards bring a medic back to you and tell them that’s who you were looking for when you ran down the hall.”
“Okay,” Evan whispered. “But not the one who was here earlier.”
Declan nodded. “Lie down, Princess. You need to rest before dinner.”
Evannia did as he said. Declan lifted her blankets and tucked her in. He cupped her cheek with his hand, and Evan was reminded of how her father would often do the same thing when he would tuck her in as a child.
Declan stood and left her chamber. An elderly man returned shortly, feeling her head and checking her heartbeat, but again found everything to be normal. Evan remained in the same position, unmoving, for the entire duration of the checkup. The medic gave her some medicine to sleep, leaving Evan to her fitful dreams.
 

Several hours later, Evan’s little sister opened the door and peeked her head through.
“Evannia, are you awake?”
“Yes,” Evan croaked.
“What’s wrong with you?” Orielle asked.
“Nothing.”
“That’s not what everyone is saying. I heard one of the maids telling a cooking girl that you’re crazy.”
“I’m not crazy, Ori.”
Orielle walked across the room and sat down on the bed beside Evan. She stroked Evan’s hair for a few minutes and asked, “Are you sad?”
Evan smiled faintly. Orielle was the only person in the kingdom who could read her so well. She was also the only person besides Rafe who knew of her empath abilities. Orielle had them too, stronger than Evan’s and with better control of them. Though Evan developed them around the time Orielle was born, Ori seemed to grow with them from birth.
“Yes,” Evan said. “I’ve been sad. But I’m feeling better now that you’re here.”
“Why are you sad?” Orielle asked.
Evan shook her head. “Nothing for you to worry about. What have you been doing today?”
“Brizette came to work with me on geography this morning.”
“How did it go?”
“She was gone by lunch,” Orielle said with a smile.
“Mother won’t be pleased if you keep scaring away tutors,” Evan said, trying to hold back her smile.
“Mother doesn’t care what I do, as long as I look like a princess while doing it. You should know that better than anyone, Ev.”
Orielle stood and spun around, her pale pink dress glittering as the light caught it. “I’m supposed to be wearing my tiara tonight as well, but it hurts my head. I hoped one of the medics would be here so I could tell them about my headache, and then Uncle Arturo won’t be allowed to be mad at me for not wearing that stupid thing to the banquet.”
“Ugh, I forgot about the banquet.”
“How could you forget?” Orielle asked.
Evan shrugged. “I’ve just been thinking about other things. I wonder if my illness today would excuse me from attending.”
“No way,” Orielle said. “Mother will kill you if you don’t show up. She’s invited every noble in the kingdom.”
Evan rolled her eyes. “Not every noble. She won’t do that until my Thrice Day.”
“If you have a Thrice Day.”
“What do you mean?” Evan asked. “Why wouldn’t I have one?”
“You won’t need it if you’re already betrothed to Prince Calix.”
Evan furrowed her brows and asked, “Now why would you say a thing like that?”
“I’ve heard some people talking about it. They said the prince would be stupid not to choose you. Except the ones who think you’re crazy. They don’t think you’ll have a Thrice Day because you’re losing your mind. But mostly everyone thinks your Thrice Day will be your wedding to Prince Calix instead.”
“Who is everyone?” Evan asked. “How many people have been talking about this?”
Orielle shrugged. “Cooks, maids, guards, medics; in fact, just about everyone in the castle is talking about it.”
“I think he would be stupid if he chose me,” Evan said.
Orielle screwed up her face in confusion. “You’re the Triton princess and heir.”
“It would still be stupid.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t love him.”
“Do you love someone else?” Orielle asked, her eyes widening.
Evan nodded. “I do, but it’s a secret.”
“Who is it?”
“It’s you, silly girl.”
Orielle smacked at her and said, “That’s not a very good secret.”
Evan smiled, pushed the blankets off her, and climbed out of bed. She grabbed Orielle and pulled her in for a hug.
“Run along,” Evan said after a moment. “I need to get ready for dinner.”
Orielle walked to the door and opened it. Before leaving, she turned and said, “Wear the red and black one. It’s my favorite.”
 

After combing her hair and styling it in an elegant up-do, Evan walked into her closet. There were dozens of dresses hanging there, many of which she had never worn. Orielle’s favorite was one of those. It was a beautiful piece, tiny red flowers covering sheer black lace. She’d had it in her closet for the last year, but had never found the occasion to wear it, no matter how many times Orielle had asked her to.
She pulled the dress from the rack and stepped into it, surprised by the lightness of it compared to her other gowns. She turned towards the mirror, pleasantly surprised at the reflection that stared back. It was form fitting and hugged her curves, accenting her in a way she’d never thought possible. She didn’t look like a young girl tonight; instead, she looked like a woman who knew what she wanted.
She stepped into the hallway and was met by Declan, his arm extended towards her.
“Princess, you look lovely.”
“Thank you, Declan.”
Evan took his arm and began to walk towards the dining hall. There was something oddly comforting in the silence between them. Declan had been her mother’s personal guard before Evan was born and throughout her childhood. He was her protector, her confidant, and her oldest friend.
“Are you feeling better?”
“Much,” Evan said.
“Good. And you’ve given thought to what we discussed?”
Evan nodded. “I have. I don’t want to let him go, Declan, but I see the wisdom in what you say.”
Declan smiled. “I’m glad. I know it’s difficult, but it is the right decision. For both of you.”
As they reached the dining hall, Declan released her arm and bowed to her. It was too formal a gesture for their relationship, and Evan thought it very strange until she turned and saw the room before her.
There were six round tables, each large enough for ten people. These tables surrounded the long dining table in the middle of the room where the royal family and their selected guests would be seated. There were already a dozen people at the royal table awaiting the arrival of Princess Evannia and Queen Astraea.
As Evan entered, chairs scraped against the floor and every person in the room stood. She nodded her head towards those she knew, trying to make eye contact with as many people as possible, as she had witnessed her mother do on numerous occasions. She smiled and waved to the assembly as she made her way to the table, trying not to appear nervous as she did her best not to trip.
Once she reached the royal table, a servant pulled out the chair for her at the end opposite her mother’s empty chair. Orielle was a few seats away between their cousin, Adra, and their uncle, Arturo.
“You wore it,” Orielle said, her face beaming.
Evan returned the smile as Orielle lifted her hand to wave, but Arturo pushed Ori’s hand back to her side. He whispered in Orielle’s ear, and Evan watched her little sister’s smile droop.
Evan sat, the crowd following suit. She turned to the man on her left and smiled in greeting.
“Good evening, Lord Winslin,” Evan said. “Where is your lovely wife?”
“Unable to attend, I’m afraid. But I’ll tell her you asked after her,” he said, his bushy mustache bouncing along his lip.
Evan felt the sincerity of Lord Winslin every time they crossed paths, and she knew him to be a true friend of the crown. He was one of the few nobles she’d met who talked to her out of enjoyment, rather than as a means to gain her mother’s ear.
“Please do give Lady Winslin my best and tell her I missed her tonight. Her presence is always treasured.”
Winslin beamed at the princess, and Evan felt his delight at being called out and his wife praised in front of the others. He wasn’t an overly proud man, but he loved his wife and Evan’s recognition of her filled him with pleasure.
Evan turned to her right where there was a man closer to her age. He smiled when she turned towards him, and she couldn’t help but notice how classically handsome he was. His brown hair was short and parted to the side, his beard well kempt, and his eyes a sparkling blue.
“Princess?” he asked with a nervous chuckle. “Are you well?”
She saw his smile falter and realized she’d been staring too long. “My apologies, sir. You seem familiar. Have we met before?”
“I am certain we have not. I would remember such an encounter,” he said.
Evan blushed. He was right though. She would have remembered meeting a man of his caliber.
“A shame that we are only now having the pleasure of acquaintance.”
“Indeed it is, Princess. Though perhaps your recognition of me is because of my dear mother. You’ve had the pleasure of her acquaintance through the years, and it has often been said we have the same smile.”
He motioned down the table to a handsome woman with thick white hair pulled back in an intricate braid. Her features showed no relation to his until she smiled, and Evan saw what he meant.
“You are Lady Corinth’s son?” Evan asked.
“Yes. Judas Corinth,” he replied.
“That explains why we haven’t met. You’ve been landed for the last few years, correct?”
Evan heard a gasp and turned to see Adra and Arturo’s shocked expressions. Arturo hissed, “Evannia, please. That is an inappropriate conversation for company such as this.”
Judas leaned towards her and whispered, “You are correct, Princess, I’ve been landed for around four years. I regret that speaking plainly embarrasses our counterparts at the table and limits our choice of subjects.”
“Inappropriate,” Winslin harrumphed. “Ridiculous to say such a thing.”
“You disagree with my uncle, Lord Winslin?” Evan asked.
“Naturally. Lord Winslin is nothing if not disagreeable,” Arturo replied, eliciting a chuckle from those farther down the table.
Winslin’s face soured as he said, “Perhaps I am disagreeable. But at least I’m not so swayed by the crown I don’t have my own opinions.”
“What are you trying to say, Victor?” Arturo asked.
“I’m not trying to say anything, Arturo. I am saying you are a—”
“Gentlemen, please,” Evan interrupted. “It will not do to lose civility at the Queen’s table.”
Judas said, “Let us forget this topic and move on to something more enjoyable.”
“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” Winslin asked. “People are afraid to talk about going to land. Meanwhile, our population dwindles because our kids are running off to find out what we’re keeping secret. If we can’t talk about it here, in the presence of our future queen, when will we have a meaningful dialogue for change?”
Evan was on the edge of her seat, enthralled by the exchange of words and electrified by the rush of emotion around her, but Judas simply laughed and said, “You sound like a human politician.”
“What’s a politician?” Evan asked.
“A blowhard,” Arturo mumbled.
“Someone chosen by the people to represent them,” Judas said.
A trumpet rang through the hall. Evan’s ears echoed with the sound of chairs grinding against the floor as every person in the room stood to watch Queen Astraea’s entrance. She moved with impossible grace, gliding through the hall as if she floated on air.
As she reached the head of the table, she turned to the assembly and said, “Beloved guests, I am honored to have so many in attendance tonight. Each of you has a special place in my heart, and I am delighted to be with you. Please enjoy your evening; eat, drink, talk, dance, and be merry. Poseidon’s blessings upon you!”
The hall filled with applause and the queen smiled as she sat. Throughout the room, the other guests took their seats, buzzing with excitement about the food soon to arrive. The tense conversation between Winslin and Arturo had faded when the queen arrived, leaving Evan with a slew of questions about what sort of past the two had to create such hostility. She’d seen them together dozens of times over the years, yet she’d never picked up on their dislike of one another. She made a mental note to feel for their emotions at the next council meeting to see if this was an ongoing issue.
As the people nearby picked up a lighter conversation, Judas leaned towards Evan and said, “I didn’t realize my presence tonight would create such a sensation.”
Evan smiled. “It has been livelier than normal.”
“I guess that’s what happens when you’re around a lander.”
“I’m sorry if I offended you,” Evan said.
“Not at all,” he replied. “I am not ashamed of my time on land. It was my decision to leave, and mine to return. All that happened between then and now has helped shape me into a better man. Many who go to land cannot say the same upon returning.”
“Many do not return,” Evan whispered, her voice tinged with sadness.
Judas stared into Evan’s eyes. With lips barely moving he said, “She’s alive.”
The words smacked against her brain. In a hushed voice she asked, “Celia?”
Judas nodded. “I saw her before I returned to the sea. She’s doing well.”
Evannia smiled with the news, working to control her features. Inside her heart pounded so hard she feared it would burst with the joy she felt. Once someone went to land, it was rare to hear of him or her again. Judas was one of a small percentage who returned, and the words he’d just spoken were priceless to Evan.
She turned to ask him further about Celia but before she could, she felt someone watching her. She looked up and saw her mother’s eyes trained on her. Evan held her gaze, melting her features into the composed face the Queen required. No excitement, nor joy, no fear or anger; it would not do to show the world her emotions, for her mother regularly warned her that feelings were weakness.
Evan lifted her glass towards her mother, who returned the gesture, and the two drank simultaneously.
When the queen broke her gaze, Evan’s eyes drifted around the table. She reached Judas and it was clear he understood he should say no more until they could speak privately.
A five-course dinner came and went before the queen stood and dismissed the assembly into the ballroom. Evan told her uncle she was exhausted from her unexplained illness earlier in the day and wanted to retire early to rest before her trip to the Protean palace the following day. Arturo gave his blessing, reminding her to choose her gowns tonight so a maid could pack them before the morning. With a kiss on the cheek, he sent her on her way.
Before she left, Judas caught her arm. He escorted her to the door in silence, his rigid shoulders brushing against Evan as they walked. When they reached the door, he took her hand and bent to kiss it.
“It was a pleasure speaking with you this evening, Princess, but we still have much to discuss. Perhaps later this week?”
“I will be attending the Protean Ball,” Evan said. “Can I rely on seeing you there?”
“Of course, Princess. You must save me a dance.”
“It would be my pleasure, Lord Corinth,” Evan said with a curtsy.
He opened the door and entrusted her into the care of a guard waiting for her. Evan was thrilled knowing she would soon find out what became of her sister. She was so caught up in her thoughts of Celia and what Lord Corinth may have to tell her she didn’t think twice of the fact that the guard waiting for her was one she didn’t recognize.




Four

The new guard was fair-haired and pale, with an upturned nose that made his face look young. When Evan moved to take his arm, she noted the way his eyes traced her figure; guards weren’t supposed to do that, weren’t supposed to give any indication they saw her as anything other than their ruler, but his admiration was clear.
“Good evening,” she said.
“Princess,” he said, blinking his eyes as if pulled from a trance.
Evan blushed and thought perhaps this dress was more flattering than she realized. I wonder what Rafe would think?
Her breath caught. Rafe. Whatever he thought was of little consequence. His hold on her had been broken, or at least she fought against her feelings to make it so.
She turned her attention back to the guard. He was handsome in ways unlike Rafe: soft where Rafe was sharp, fair where Rafe was dark. Rafe always seemed to be in pain, even when he was at his most relaxed, but this man…Evan felt the tension running under his skin, the nervous energy pulsing within him.
Evan smiled, though she felt her own pulse quicken. “What’s your name?”
“Andrus,” he said.
“My grandfather’s name,” Evan said. “I’ve always been fond of it.”
“Thank you, Princess.”
Evan asked, “You’re new, right?”
She felt a slight hesitation before he said, “Yes. This is my third week.”
Evan worked to keep her face from giving away her increasing worry. “Three weeks? How did you get assigned to me after so short a time?”
He glanced at her and pressed his lips into a smile. “I guess I’m just lucky,” he said.
Evan returned his smile, but inside her emotions were moving at a gallop. She knew something wasn’t right. Declan trained the royal guards to remain calm in all situations, and even when she saw them express worry or fear, it was always layered on a foundation of composure. But Andrus was nervous and projecting it so forcefully it was almost tangible.
Evan stopped walking and tapped her forehead. “Oh my gosh, I’m so forgetful. I left my purse in the dining hall. I’ll run back to get it.”
She tried to withdraw from him, but Andrus put his hand over hers, holding her in place. “Nonsense. We can send a servant for it.”
“I don’t mind getting it myself,” she said.
“No, I must insist,” Andrus said through gritted teeth.
Evan pressed her lips into a firm line. “Let go of my hand.”
She glared at him but faltered as soon as she saw his eyes glinting silver. Her tutor’s voices echoed in her head: Remnants of long ago when the Mer were still kin to fish, there is now only one kingdom which continues to produce silver eyes:
This man was a Siren.
Evan screamed. Andrus pushed her against the wall and forced his hand over her mouth. “Quiet, or you’ll regret it.” Evan thrashed against him, but his voice turned silky as he whispered, “I know where baby sister sleeps.”
Evan stilled in an instant. She wouldn’t fight, wouldn’t scream, wouldn’t breathe if it meant keeping Orielle safe from this creature.
“That’s better,” he said. He pulled his hand away from her mouth and grabbed her by the arm. “Let’s go.”
He pulled her away from the royal chambers and headed towards the servants’ quarters. Evan didn’t need to ask where they were going; the cargo bay was only one floor below.
She heard voices coming towards them. Andrus cursed and pulled her into a jog. Evan slowed as much as she dared, trying to pull from him without him noticing.
“Faster,” he hissed.
Two guards came around the corner ahead of them, and Andrus stopped in his tracks. With a sudden jerk, he pulled Evan the opposite direction. She yelped in pain as the change of direction tore through her shoulder.
Declan stepped into the hallway in front of them, trident in hand. “Let her go!”
Evan jumped at his voice. It was soaked in violence, hardened by the rage she could feel pouring off him. Even at this distance, his emotions roiled like a wave.
Rafe was beside him now, with two more guards at his back. Andrus bared his teeth, hissing in frustration. There was nowhere to run. He looked between both sets of guards before finally releasing her. He spat, “This isn’t over.”
He turned towards the two guards behind them and sprinted towards them. Evan watched him run as time seemed to slow. The guards were armed and ready to engage, one of them growling as the Siren closed the gap.
A bright sound, sweet and alluring erupted into the hall: Siren song.
It was beautiful. Mesmerizing. Evan stood and took a step in the direction Andrus ran. She couldn’t control her own feet; she didn’t want to, if they would take her towards the song.
It pitched down, quavering notes so deep Evan was sure she must be dreaming. They were sad, conjuring images of lost lovers and tearful mothers, children orphaned and fathers gone, death ravaging both old and young.
The song was high now, heady, intoxicating. Evan fell against the wall as a fit of giggles erupted from her. She tried to move, but her legs were wobbly when she put her weight on them and her head was swimming in the music.
It stopped.
Evan took a deep breath, desperately sucking in air. She took another step, but the Siren was gone. She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Declan. His mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear him. His voice was too high, out of frequency for her ears now that she’d heard the magnificence of the Siren’s song.
She read his words: “Get her to safety.” Rafe scooped her up in his arms in one quick motion. He started off towards her room while the others ran down the hall in pursuit of the Siren. When he reached her chamber, the guard opened the door for them and followed inside.
Sounds returned to her slowly, muffled, as if her head was below water. She heard Lin ask, “What’s going on?”
Evan giggled. His voice was wrong. Rafe put his hands on her shoulder, stifling her laughter and bringing her attention to him. He turned her head back and forth, though Evan wasn’t sure what he was looking for. She heard him say, “Check the room,” as he pushed her back to sit on the bed.
The two guards went to work, looking through every inch of her room. Once they had checked the room, Lin said, “All clear. Now what’s going on?”
“The Princess was attacked.”
“By who?”
Rafe shook his head, but Evan answered. “He was a Siren.”
Both guards looked at her. Evan didn’t need to search their feelings; fear was apparent on their faces. She felt it coursing through her, too, now that she had a moment to think about it.
The Sirens had remained silent and distant as long as she remembered, but there were stories about the days when her father was young and battles with the Sirens were a daily occurrence. Although Evan had never seen difficulty with the Sirens, in the back of her mind she held the belief they were a cruel and hostile race, and tonight was proof the old stories were real.
“Where’s your sister?” Rafe asked.
Evan jumped up, grabbing the front of his scaled armor with her shaking fists. She’d been so caught up in that damned song that she’d forgotten about Orielle. “He said he would get her.”
Rafe put his hands over hers, then turning to Lin and said, “Take Eggs and go check on her. If she’s in her room, stay with her and keep her safe. If not, sound the alarm.”
Lin nodded and turned towards the door.
“Before you leave, I want four men stationed outside this room,” Rafe said.
“Should we check on the queen?” Lin asked.
Rafe bit the inside of his cheek for a second, then said, “No. There are a dozen guards and over fifty people inside the ballroom. She’ll be fine for now.”
Lin left, and Evan could hear him shouting for men to gather outside her chamber. Rafe bolted the door and pushed a table against the back. He paced back and forth for a moment, then looked up at Evan. As soon as their eyes met, he rushed to her and pulled her into his arms.
She froze at his touch, needing distance between them but unable to pull away. His eyes searched hers. Putting his hands on each side of her face he asked, “Are you okay?”
Evan nodded, afraid she would cry if she tried to speak.
“I don’t know what I would’ve done if he’d hurt you,” he said, pulling her against him and burying his head in her hair.
They stood that way for several minutes. His closeness calmed her, despite the nervous energy she could feel within him. When Rafe stepped back, he slid his hands down her arms to hold her hands. Evan stared at their intertwined fingers and the image of Rafe holding the medic popped into her head.
She pulled her hands away from him, her skin crawling at the thought of his hands on the other girl. With a grimace she asked, “Who is she?”
Rafe’s eyes darted up to hers. “Who?”
“The medic. I saw you with her in the hallway.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It must,” Evan said. “You were kissing me two days ago, but embracing her today.”
Rafe stepped back and shook his head. “You were just attacked by a Siren. Do you want to do this right now?”
“Yes, I want to do this now. I don’t know when I’ll get another minute alone with you.”
Rafe ran his hands over his face. “That’s the rub, isn’t it? We will never be together because we can never truly be together.”
“What are you talking about? We’re together all the time.”
“All the time?” he said, confusion knitting his brows together. “Evan, I see you a couple times a day in passing. I barely know you.”
“I know it isn’t ideal—”
Rafe laughed mirthlessly. “Not ideal? I talk to the maids more than I talk to you. I know nothing about you, except that you’re fond of books. We can’t build a relationship on that.”
“So now you’re breaking up with me?”
Rafe sighed. “I’m not breaking up with you, Princess. There’s nothing to break up. We’re not together.”
The words hit her like a blow to the stomach. “How can you say that?”
“It’s true, isn’t it?” he asked, his eyes searching hers.
“But you kissed me.”
“I’ve kissed a lot of people.”
Tears sprang to her eyes. “Well, I haven’t.”
With a sigh, Rafe said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you.”
Evan shook her head. “Don’t do that. Don’t discount what we have.”
“Princess, you’re a beautiful, sweet girl. I enjoy our stolen moments. But we both knew what this was going into it. We were never going to be anything more.”
“We could be,” she said, clenching her fists at her side.
“No, we can’t. We are from two different worlds. You rule. I serve.”
“The laws can change. We can go to my mother and talk to her. I’ve already thought of a plan.”
“If she doesn't have me killed, she’ll send me away. I can’t do that. My family needs me here.”
“We can run away together,” Evan said.
Rafe scoffed. “You sound like a child.”
“You sound like a prick!” she yelled. She winced, both at his words and her anger. She took a deep breath and said, “This can work, but we have to fight for it.”
“You aren’t listening,” Rafe said, shaking his head. “If we get caught, I’ll be banished. My mother is sick. I take care of her and my little brother. They wouldn’t survive without me.”
“So the medic—”
Rafe sighed. “We’re betrothed.”
“No,” Evan said, shaking her head.
“Yes,” Rafe replied. “She’s meant to be my wife.”
“When?” Evan asked, her voice a whisper.
“Three months.”
“What’s her name?”
Rafe cringed and said, “Evan, stop. Please. Don’t do this to yourself.”
“I command you tell me her name,” Evan said, her voice cold.
Rafe’s face took on a stony expression, and he said, “Yes, Princess. Her name is Lilika.”
“How did you meet?”
“You don’t want to hear this.”
Evan nodded. “I do.”
Rafe sighed. “We met while she cared for my mother. When she isn’t on duty at the castle, she goes through the towns of the lower castes and helps the sick.”
“That’s nice,” she said, an icy edge to her voice.
“She’s a nice girl. And she’s a great medic. She can do good for the lower castes.”
“Why doesn’t she stay there all the time?”
Rafe put his hands on his hips, saying, “She wasn’t given the choice. She’s good enough to be recommended to the queen’s medical team, and once selected, there’s no way to deny the queen’s placement.”
Evan nodded her head before saying, “If she’s so great, why have you been showing interest in me?”
“I don’t know,” he said.
Evan scoffed. “You might care for her, but I’m the one you love.”
Evan met his eyes and saw a deep sadness in them. After a moment she realized the sadness wasn’t for himself and the love he denied, it was for Evan and the love she had fabricated. There was no love between them. Evan was just an amusement to pass the time.
He pitied her.
“Oh my gods,” she whispered, turning her back to him. “I’m so stupid.”
He put his hand on her shoulder and said, “No, you’re not. This is my fault.”
She swallowed back her tears and asked, “Does she know about us?”
“She knows I’ve been distant since I was assigned to your corridor. She knows I haven’t been paying much attention to her. Does she know I kissed you? I hope not. It would break her heart.”
“What about my heart?” Evan asked.
Rafe laughed, and it was the cruelest sound Evan had ever heard. “Your heart looked fine at dinner tonight.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Come on, Evan. You and I both know I’m just a distraction. You’ll end up ruling alongside some nobleman like Lord Corinth.”
“Corinth? You were spying on me?”
“I was on patrol, doing my job.”
“The dining hall doesn’t get patrolled, Rafe.”
He huffed. “Fine. I wanted to see you. I’d heard some of the guys saying you looked good tonight.”
“And you saw me talking with a nobleman—my job, by the way—and you got jealous?”
Rafe shook his head. “I wasn’t jealous, Ev; it was just a reminder of my place. I’ll spend my days making sure you’re safe, but trying to pretend there is more to it than that is cruel.”
“I’m cruel? You are betrothed and didn’t tell me.”
“Why are you making this so difficult?”
“It should be difficult!” she yelled. “You shouldn’t be able to throw me away so lightly.”
“Keep your voice down,” he said. “There are guards right outside. Or are you trying to get me caught since you aren’t getting your way?”
Evan ground her teeth together. “I want you to leave.”
“I want to leave, but I have to wait until the guards give the all clear.”
Evan sat on her bed. She stared at his back as he stood by the door, his ear pressed against it, listening. She wanted to yell at him for pulling her into his life when he was already betrothed to someone else, she wanted to grab him and pull him back to bed with her and tell him they would find a way to be together, but more than anything else, she wanted him to turn around and look at her, to feel the same pain for her that she felt for him. It was a hopeless, angry, one-sided love she felt for him. The medic—his future wife—had been right.
After longer than Evan liked, Declan came to give the all clear. As he and the older medic entered to check on her, Rafe slid out into the hallway without a backwards glance. And just like that, her heart left her, floating away on the waves of the cold, dark sea.




Five

Evan bolted from her bed. Last night’s ordeal with the Siren and her argument with Rafe rushed forward, igniting her fears and frustrations anew. She squeezed the bridge of her nose as a headache throbbed behind her eyes. Her nerves were already frayed, and she hadn’t even made it out of her room.
Evan threw off the cover and winced. She was a mess. She slipped off the gown she’d fallen asleep in and threw it in the corner. Evan grabbed a nightdress from her wardrobe, rolling her eyes when she saw how skimpy it was. She covered herself with her dressing gown and went to the door, burning with a frenzied curiosity to discover what had become of the Siren.
Four burly guards stood outside. When they didn’t move aside, she cleared her throat to make sure they knew she was there. They remained in position.
“What are you doing?” she huffed. “Let me pass.”
One of them turned and she stumbled back. The hulking figure was yet another man she didn’t recognize.
“Who are you? What are you doing here?” she asked, fear coloring her voice.
“He’s fine, Princess,” Wendell said as he and Alexi joined the others, relieving two of the unknown guards. “He’s one of the new guards we’ve moved up the ranks to better protect you.”
“New guards?” she asked.
Wendell nodded. “Yes, Highness. After last night’s attack, Declan promoted several guards to help defend you and your sister. I’m sure you’ll meet them when you get back.”
Evan asked, “What do you mean ‘When I get back?’”
“From Protea,” Alexi said, tilting his head in a silent question.
She laughed. “I’m not going to Protea! I was attacked just hours ago.” She looked back and forth between the guards, anger bubbling inside her when neither moved. “Stand aside. I want to see my mother.”
Wendell frowned and the fishhook piercing his bottom lip seemed to drag his mouth further down. “I cannot allow you to pass. Queen’s orders.”
Evan stared at Wendell for a moment, shocked that he would deny her. She pulled herself up to her full height and said, “Fine. But you will get Declan and bring him to me.”
Wendell planted his trident on the ground. He took a steadying breath and said, “I’m sorry. Truly I am. But I can’t leave this post. Declan will be along shortly, anyway.”
“When?”
Alexi shrugged. “He told us to keep you inside and tell you to pack.”
“Pack?”
Wendell shrugged apologetically and turned away from her. Evan stormed back into her room and slammed the door. She stomped to her closet and threw a suitcase onto the floor, huffing the whole time. Tossing several dresses and shoes into the suitcase, she zipped it closed without a second look. She knew her mother would be furious if she saw such little care given for her visit to their neighboring kingdom, but Evan couldn’t bring herself to feign interest in Calix or who his wife would be, especially with so much happening in Triton.
Evan heard the door creak open, followed by the click-clack of shoes. A petite blonde head popped around the closet door.
“Evannia?”
“Hey, Adra. How did you get past the goons?”
Adra gave her a withering look. “You shouldn't speak ill of the guards. They are there for your protection.”
“They aren’t doing a great job if they let you in,” Evan mumbled.
“They’re doing a fine job. But they’re also afraid of bringing down the wrath of my father. Using Arturo’s name gets me where I need to go.”
Evan scoffed. “They wouldn’t move for me, their future Queen, but they’ll step aside because you’ll tell your father if they don’t?”
Adra said, “He isn’t known for his kindness. Besides, we both know I would have gotten in regardless. I’m very charming, and several of the guards are already fond of me.”
Evan raised her eyebrows in surprise, but Adra didn’t continue. Instead, she stepped into the closet and looked around. Her chiffon skirt ruffled against the dresses sticking out from the racks. She tilted her head and looked at Evan, her brows knit together in disapproval.
“Why aren’t you ready? We’re leaving soon.”
Evan shrugged. “After last night, I didn’t think I’d be going.”
“Because some little Siren boy went for a run through the castle?” Adra scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Nothing can deter your mother’s plans for you to marry Prince Calix.”
Adra tapped her foot. “Are you going to take off the robe so I can help you or not?”
Evan dropped her robe, revealing her barely-there nightgown. Adra’s brows raised and her mouth quirked up as she mumbled, “Well, well, well.”
Evan felt heat rising through her body. “It’s the first thing I grabbed.”
“Don’t be sensitive, cousin. I simply wasn’t aware you owned anything so revealing.”
Evan moved her arms to cover herself, but Adra swatted them away. “Don’t be silly. You look amazing. You’ve been hiding a woman’s body under those frilly dresses of yours. You should show it off more.”
Adra handed Evan a dress while she went to work on her suitcase. Evan didn’t pay attention to what Adra chose; it was all for a man she had no interest in. Her dresses hardly mattered.
Evan’s thoughts settled on Calix and she said, “I’ve already told her I will not marry him.”
“Of course you will marry him,” Adra said, her tone matter-of-fact. “Who else could you marry that would be as good a match?”
“We don’t like each other.”
“I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”
Evan looked at her in disbelief. “I’d like to be able to talk to my husband, if I should so desire.”
“Why? There will be plenty of people for you to talk to without bothering Calix. But I’m not sure that should really be a concern. I’ve spoken with him many times and find him quite affable.”
Evan looked at her cousin with unmasked revulsion. “Adra, have you forgotten the way he tormented the servants when we were children? Or the nasty little things he would whisper when the adults weren’t around? He was horrible to both of us.”
“We were kids, Evan. He’s had years to change.”
“Poseidon’s beard,” Evan cursed. “You sound just like my mother.”
“The queen is wise, cousin. Prince Calix is a smart match.”
“If you like him so much, why don’t you marry him?”
“I would, if I were you.”
Evan felt her jaw drop at the admission. Adra was known to be friendly with some of the noblemen, more than friendly with a couple of the noblewomen, but she’d never before spoken of an interest in marriage. “If you like him, just get his attention at the ball.”
“Do you really believe this ball is for the rest of us?” Adra asked, her clipped words ringing with a bitterness Evan wasn’t expecting. “You will end this week betrothed to Prince Calix. Your families decided it long before now.”
Evan shook her head. “Not all royal marriages are arranged. Mother said father chose her himself.”
“Your mother was on the shortlist, along with four other eligible noblewomen. Your father chose her, but only after his parents gave him the list to choose from.”
“That can’t be right. Mother said there were many women there.”
“I’m sure it was a massive affair,” Adra said. “Just as the Protean Ball will be. But only five women were suitable for the future king and your mother was one.”
“How do you know this?”
“Father told me. They gave him the same list as your father and told him to choose from those your father dismissed. He chose my mother because she was the one your father liked least. He thought if his brother changed his mind about Astraea, he would still have three other women to choose before he got to my mother.”
Evan winced. “That’s an awful way to choose a mate.”
Adra shrugged and said, “It’s practical though.”
“Why can’t we choose for love?”
Adra looked at her as if she’d just sprouted a second head. “Are you daft? We’d lose the line to Poseidon if we did that. You know that”
Evan sighed. “We’re all descended from Poseidon. What does it matter if you’re from a pure line or one a little harder to trace? His blood runs through us all.”
“You really would marry some poor Mer with no wealth or connections, as long as you could talk to him,” Adra said as she rolled her eyes. “Thank the gods your life is already arranged and you can’t throw it away for nothing.”
“Even if the story about my parents is true, there is no reason to believe they do every Thrice Day that way. Eventually people would get upset about being forced to marry people they didn’t like.”
Adra shrugged. She moved to Evan’s vanity and chose a perfume, lifting the bottle to her nose. She winced and put it down as she said, “Believe what you want, but you’re the one for Prince Calix.”
“There are dozens of noblewomen between our kingdom and the Proteans who would love to be his wife, and Mother said the Glaucans are desperate for a match because their line is fading. He could choose any of them.”
Adra pulled a necklace of blue akoya pearls from Evan’s jewelry box as she shook her head. “You’re a smart girl, cousin. How are you so oblivious to the things right in front of you?”
There was a knock on the door, followed by a young guard sticking his head around the corner. Evan heard someone yelling behind him, and he ducked back out, closing the door behind him. Almost immediately there was another knock. Evan walked to the door and opened it to see the young guard with blood-red cheeks, standing next to Declan.
“Princess,” Declan said, “I apologize for Edric’s impropriety. He has been with the guard for several years, but is new to the castle and its customs. With the events of last night, I was certain he would do better.”
Declan nudged the boy, who took a step forward and stared at his feet. “My apologies, Princess.”
“It’s fine, truly,” she replied.
Declan jerked his head towards the door and Edric bolted through as fast as he could. Evan laughed, making Declan’s face sour even more.
She smiled at him and said, “Declan, you scared that poor boy half to death.”
Declan grunted a response as he walked inside and surveyed the room. He nodded towards Adra when they caught eyes, but said nothing.
“I saw you added more guards since last night,” Evan said.
Declan pursed his lips. “It seemed appropriate.”
“It should have been done long before last night,” Adra said, her tone cool.
“Adra, please,” Evan replied. “There’s never been a need for it before last night.”
Declan shook his head. “She’s right, Princess. We’ve become lax. It’s been so long since we were under attack that most of our guard has grown up and trained in peace. Even the older guards are rusty.”
“One rogue Siren shouldn’t send us into a frenzy,” Evan said.
Declan frowned. “We aren’t sure what to expect at this point. We don’t know if he works for someone or is acting alone.”
“What do you know?” Adra asked, rolling her eyes. “Perhaps father should begin searching for your replacement. Maybe someone else would be able to tell us something.”
“He can do as he wishes,” Declan said, grinding his teeth. “But I serve the Queen, not your father. And as of now, she still sees me fit for duty.”
“For now,” Adra said.
Declan pressed his lips into a thin line, but turned to Evan instead of responding. “It’s time to leave. Your carriage is waiting.”
He led them into the hall where four guards flanked them on each side before ushering them down the hall towards the port. Evan had hoped to check on Orielle this morning, but the security around her made it impossible. As they passed her room, Evan saw that it was sealed shut with a tetrad of guards positioned outside.
The noble’s port was filled with guards standing at attention as they faced the large glass window. The long metal carriage ran parallel with the wall-sized window, lighting up the dark sea with its multi-colored lights.
“I wish we could swim,” Evan said absently, watching the water swirl around the copper ship’s headlights.
“Ugh, are you crazy?” Adra asked. “That water is freezing, and it would take us two days to swim the distance between here and the Protean Palace.”
Evan sighed. “I know it’s impractical, but I miss the water. I haven’t been out for ages.”
“Go to the pool,” Adra said with a wave of her hand.
“It's not the same as open water.”
Evan thought back to her swims around the castle when her father was still alive. Unlike most Mer, he loved being in the water and had passed on that love to his children. Evan’s tutors had tried to explain that most Mer preferred living in waterless homes due to their evolution after Poseidon disappeared. It was said that he once warmed the sea and brought the light to them no matter how deep they lived; when Poseidon left, the waters grew cold and dark, sending the Mer inside for shelter.
Evan had a hard time believing the tale, or believing in Poseidon at all. She dared not speak such treason aloud, especially when she had no other explanation. She had always felt that the water was their heritage and their denial of it was a betrayal, but she had learned long ago that she was on the losing side of that argument.
After checking that the carriage was secure, Declan waved them towards the stairs where the ship connected to the airlock. Evan and Adra took seats opposite each other, waiting in silence as the guards shuffled into the compartment behind them. The guards took several minutes to get situated; the carriage normally carried a squad of guards for royal excursions, but today they were trying to fit a whole platoon.
Within minutes they were off, darting through the ocean as quick as a fish. As much as Evan loved swimming, she had to admit that the carriage was a better way to travel. When she was younger, she begged to go on trips with her parents, just for the chance to sit by the window and watch the sea life zoom by. Normally she could see dolphins, whales, and hundreds of fish on a trip like this; but today the carriage was lower than normal, and the black void swished around her windows just like at home.
The sweet sound of Adra humming pulled Evan back into the carriage. Her cousin rummaged through a small bag she had pulled from the folds of her gown. She pulled out several objects, then moved to the empty seat beside Evan.
“Just keep looking out the window,” Adra said.
“What are you doing?”
“Making you presentable. Your mother would kill me if I let you enter the Protean Palace like this.”
Evan moved her hands to her face. “What’s wrong with how I look?”
“You just got out of bed,” Adra sighed. “You didn’t even comb your hair before we left.”
“Oh, right,” Evan said.
“Don’t fret, cousin, I can still make you gorgeous.”
After combing Evan’s long locks, Adra swooped her hair up and pinned it so it was mostly off her neck with only a few cascading curls. Once she was satisfied with her work, she turned Evan towards her and applied makeup. Evan normally didn’t wear much makeup, but Adra insisted this was an occasion when she should.
When Adra finished with her, she handed Evan a small mirror to look at her work. Evan stared at her reflection in silence for several seconds, barely recognizing the girl in front of her.
When Adra cleared her throat, Evan looked up and met her eyes. She forced her lips into a smile, plastering on the diplomatic face her mother had taught her. “Thank you. I couldn’t have managed on my own.”
Adra moved back into her seat, taking her many tools with her. Minutes later, Declan stepped out of the cockpit to announce that they would arrive at the palace shortly. Adra used the time to smooth down her dress and touch up her own makeup while Evan fidgeted nervously. When the ship docked and they waited for the airlock to seal, Adra reached over and put her hand over Evan’s jumpy fingers.
“Calm down,” she soothed. “You’ll be fine. The prince will love you.”
Evan winced. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”




Six

Evan surveyed her guards lining the landing area outside the airlock. They were pristine in their navy scale-suits, each looking like the next. Evan hadn’t thought to check for Rafe. As much as her aching heart hoped she would have a few days without seeing him, another part of her prayed he would be there.
She and Adra walked towards the three young men waiting for them. Evan hadn’t seen the princes for years. She had been imagining them as the little boys they were, but now she stared at men. Handsome men, at that.
She recognized Prince Calix in the middle of the group, and his younger brother, Hadrian, to his right, but the third man was a mystery.
“Who is that with the princes?” she whispered to Adra as they moved to greet the men.
“No idea,” Adra murmured.
“Princess Zeidae,” Calix said as he stepped forward and bowed low. He pressed his forehead to her hand, a gesture the Tritons once used to swear fealty.
“You may address me in friendship, by my first name, as I hope our kingdoms have a vibrant friendship when I leave your beautiful home.”
“I hope for the same,” he said with a smile. Turning to Adra he inclined his head and said, “Lady Zeidae.”
She wrapped her arms around him, dismissing all formality. Evan raised her brows, surprised by Adra’s unusually familiar interaction with the prince. Evan had witnessed her cousin remain the picture of decorum in the public eye, even with those she was known to be very familiar with. But this…this was not the Adra she knew.
Calix pulled back from Adra and said, “It’s so lovely to see you.”
“And you,” she replied, her lips curling in genuine delight. “Please, introduce your entourage.”
“You know my brother, Hadrian,” he said, indicating the younger boy.
Hadrian bowed, clumsier that Evan would’ve thought for a prince. She immediately liked him.
Side-by-side the princes were a study in differences: Hadrian’s dark hair was wild, curling around his ears, the opposite of Calix’s precisely parted black. His gray-green eyes danced with mischief, while Calix’s brown eyes were sharp and focused. Both wore navy blue suits, but while Calix’s was perfectly tailored to accentuate his physique, Hadrian’s was slightly large and crumpled at the elbows.
“And this, dear Adra, is the friend I spoke of when last we talked. May I present Lord Jove Lostone.”
“A pleasure to meet you, Lord Lostone.”
The man took Adra’s hand first, and were Evan inclined to do so, she could’ve taken it as a slight to her station. Instead she assumed he must be unaccustomed with meeting royalty and the established protocol. She watched as he bowed and kissed her cousin’s hand.
“The pleasure is mine, Lady Zeidae. I’ve heard wonderful things about you.”
He was older than the princes, early twenties perhaps, with blond hair and blue eyes. His smile revealed deep dimples on both cheeks. His black tux was crisp, but the clothing somehow seemed at odds with the rest of him.
Calix held his arm out for Evan to take as the others formed a procession behind them. As they began to walk Calix said, “I am truly honored with your presence, Princess.”
“I do not recall that sentiment from our last encounter,” Evan said coolly.
Calix chuckled. “I was a foolish boy, Evannia, and I’m sorry you had to see that side of me. That is not the impression I wish you to retain. I’m a different man now.”
Evan nodded. “I appreciate your candor. I must admit that I was hesitant to greet you today, and I’m grateful you took a moment to clear the air between us.”
Calix smiled. “Wonderful. Let us focus on the future and what are kingdoms can become together.”
Evannia forced a smile, but his words left her cold inside. This version of Calix was polite and cordial, but it was also fake. She couldn’t feel any emotion from him when he spoke; even searching for his feelings left her finding only void, and she was overcome with the uneasy sense that he was purposely hiding himself from her.
“…and this is the Hall of Kings,” Calix said, drawing Evan’s attention.
He named a few pictures as they passed, when Evan suddenly stopped and asked, “Way of Kings? No Queens?”
Calix frowned. “Protea is not as relaxed as Triton in ascension laws. We believe the right to rule should be passed to the male heir.”
Evan bristled. “You don’t find that practice a bit outdated?”
“I do not,” Calix said. He paused for a moment, staring up at a whiskered man with a deep crease between his brow. Finally, he looked to her and said, “Then again, I’ve never given it much thought. Were I to have a daughter and not a son, perhaps my opinion would change.”
Evan nodded. “I’m glad you can at least consider it from another viewpoint. Some of the elder nobles are a bit rigid when I speak of change.”
He led her further down the hall and through a paid of gilded doors. Stacked in front of her were row upon row of books as far as she could see.
“Our library,” he said.
She let go of his arm and stepped into the room, her shoes clicking on the marble floor. “It’s magnificent,” she said.
He smiled. “Adra said you liked books.”
Evan turned to look at Adra but realized she and Calix were alone. The doors had been closed behind them without her noticing.
“Don’t worry, Evannia. I simply wanted to spend a little time with you without all the pretense required when you’re being watched. It can get so tiresome.”
She nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. She stepped further into the room. Being in the library at home put her at ease; but this place, despite—or perhaps because of—the splendor of it all, left her feeling vulnerable.
“What do you want to talk about?” she asked.
He quirked one eyebrow at her as he moved closer. “Honestly? I hoped we wouldn’t do much talking at all.”
He traced a finger down her cheek and it took every ounce of grace she possessed not to squirm away. Calix must’ve sensed her discomfort, for he dropped his hand and took a step back.
“I didn’t realize your distaste for me was so strong. That does put a damper on things, since they expect us to marry.”
And there it was. The words from his lips, confirming what Adra and Queen Astraea had already said. “I thought you were having the Thrice Day celebrations to choose your bride, Your Royal Highness.”
Calix ran his tongue over his teeth, sucking in air through the tiny gap. “I expected you to know the way this would work. We rarely get a choice in anything, Evannia, even in choosing who we spend our lives with.”
She heard a hint of agitation in his words, felt a tiny crack in the armor surrounding his emotions. “But you don’t like that.”
“It doesn’t matter what I like. I’ve been given the list, and your name is at the top.”
“But we barely know each other,” Evan said.
Calix nodded. “That’s why I wanted some alone time. I thought we could test our…compatibility.”
Evan felt her stomach churn. “I already know where my feelings stand, thank you.”
Calix smiled, but his eyes were dark, dangerous. “Very well, Princess.”
He walked to the door and knocked twice. Two guards pulled the heavy door open, and Evan was suddenly struck with how much worse the situation could’ve been if Calix had been less gentlemanly.
They stepped into the hallway where Calix advised one of the guards to take her to her room. Without another word to her, Calix headed off in the other direction.
When she reached the room, she dismissed the guard and locked the door. She sat on the floor, her back against the door, taking in deep breaths as she tried to calm her growing panic. The air felt thin going into her lungs, as if it wasn’t enough to sustain her. The Protean castle was much closer to the surface than her home, and she found the drastic change in pressure made her lightheaded.
Compounded with her anxiety was the fact that his wasn’t her home, she wasn’t safe here; even the guards stationed outside were Protean and did not relieve the sense of danger she’d been carrying around.
When her body was mostly back to normal, Evan stood and surveyed the room. It was massive, easily double the size of her bedroom at home. A large clam-shaped bed sat in the middle of the room, with rich gold blankets, smoothed to perfection. The floor was made of wood, a rarity in the ocean kingdoms, while the walls were decorated with row upon row of tiny pearls. The perfection nauseated her.
She lay on the bed, happy to put some creases on the pristine sheets. When she looked up, she saw a transparent ceiling high above. It was not dark waters that greeted her, but a beautiful azure with streaks of light shining through. There were layers of coral stacked in a way to hide the castle from anyone passing overhead. Tiny fish darted in and out of the coral; they caught the sunlight from above and cast a multitude of colors through the makeshift tunnels, reflecting dancing hues across the pearl walls of her room.
The enchantment of the colorful coral combined with the emotional exhaustion of the morning left Evan feeling drowsy. She drifted on the clam-shaped bed, letting the tides of sleep take her away.
 

After too short a time, Evan heard a knock at the door and opened it to find Adra. She was radiant in an off-the-shoulder red gown. It hugged her body at the bust and hips, accentuating her curves. Her golden locks were twisted into an intricate braid at the side of her head. Before Evan could compliment her, Adra shook her head in frustration.
“Again? You’ve had plenty of time.”
“What?” Evan asked.
“You’re supposed to be dressed for afternoon tea.”
“I didn’t realize it was already time for that.”
“I knew you’d do this, so I came early,” Adra said.
She pushed her way into the room and threw open Evan’s suitcase. With a disgusted look she asked, “Is this really what you brought? Who chose these gowns?”
Evan’s face reddened. “You helped me.”
“No, no, no. You’re not putting this on me. I just finished zipping up your mess.” With a frustrated sigh, Adra searched through Evan’s suitcase, pulling out dresses and tossing them on the floor. She threw five gowns to the side before lifting out an indigo piece and handing it to Evan. “Put that on.”
Evan lifted it up against herself and grimaced. “If I wear this, he’ll see everything but my gills.”
“He’s a man. He’ll still have plenty of things to imagine. Besides, if you didn’t want to wear it, why did you pack it?”
Evan knew there was no point in arguing. She may have given no thought to what she packed, but as far as Adra was concerned, the conversation was over. Evan slipped the dress on over her head and tugged it down over her body.
“It’s too tight,” Evan complained.
Adra eyed her critically before saying, “It works.”
Evan shook her head. “I’ll be uncomfortable through the entirety of dinner.”
Adra rolled her eyes. “You’ll be changing again before dinner.”
“It kinda hurts, too,” she said, trying to stretch the fabric away from her ribs.
“Beauty is pain,” Adra said with a shrug.
“I don’t feel beautiful in this,” Evan said.
She walked to the floor-length mirror and stared at her reflection. The dress was both low-cut and short, a combination she wasn’t sure worked for anyone. It clung to her body in a way that made her feel self-conscious.
“You don’t need to feel beautiful. Calix knows you can be beautiful. You need to look sexy.”
Evan shook her head. “I don’t want the prince to look at me like that.”
“Yes, you do,” Adra said, the corners of her mouth turned up in a smile.
“Ugh, Adra,” she said, smacking her cousin’s arm. “Exactly how well do you know this guy?”
Adra smiled. She pulled out her makeup and touched up the work she’d done on Evan earlier. Finally she said, “Trust me. I know him well.”
Evan raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t give me that look. I come with father to diplomatic meetings between our kingdoms. He’s training me to be an advisor to the future queen, just as father helps guide your mother’s decisions. Better to have someone at your side that you can trust. And you shall have me.”
Evan dismissed the sudden shift in conversation and instead asked, “The delegation meets, what, four times a year?”
“Correct.”
“That’s hardly enough time spent with Calix to say you know him.”
Adra’s cheeks took on a rosy tint as she said, “Sometimes I visit him as a friend. We have quite a bit in common. So believe me when I say he’ll like the dress.”
Adra headed for the door. Declan and two other guards met them in the hallway. They escorted the girls down two floors to a large, ornate room filled with swirling gold designs on the ceiling. There was a round table in the middle of the room covered in towers of cookies and candy, crackers and biscuits, bite-sized slivers of fish and thick chunks of cheese. Waiters greeted them and offered flutes of champagne and glasses of vibrant red wine.
“I thought this was afternoon tea,” Evan said.
“Tea is boring.”
Evan turned towards the voice to see Calix’s blond friend walking towards them, his mouth curled in a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
“We weren’t formally introduced,” Evan said, putting on her most courteous tone. “I am Princess Evannia Zeidae, daughter of King Nicodemus and Queen Astraea, heir to the Triton throne.”
“Yes, Princess, I know who you are,” he said, pursing his lips. “And you know who I am.”
Evan blinked, surprised by his curt behavior. He stared with obvious distaste, though she couldn’t understand how she had offended him. In fact, it seemed as if it bothered him to be forced to converse with her, although he initiated the conversation.
She reached for his emotions, but he was guarded like Calix, and she felt nothing. “Lostone,” she heard herself saying. “That is not a surname I recognize.”
“I’m shocked,” he said, feigning surprise.
“Excuse us,” Adra said. She grabbed Evan by the elbow and pulled her away.
“What are you doing?” Evan asked.
“Trying to get you away from that foul cretin,” she replied.
“Yeah, I don’t understand what happened,” Evan said.
“Me either. I mean, I know you aren’t big on formality, but there is a certain way one should behave when meeting royalty.”
Evan waved her words away. “I don’t care about that. I don’t understand why he seemed so hostile. It was as if I’d affronted him somehow.”
“Maybe he’s had a bad experience with another royal.”
“But he’s friends with Calix.”
Adra chuckled. “Maybe that’s the problem. Calix has a tendency to rub people the wrong way until you get to know him.”
Adra guided Evan to the corner of the room opposite Jove and grabbed two glasses of champagne as a waiter passed. Evan shook her head; she was determined to keep her wits while in the Protean Palace.
She looked around the room while they waited for the prince to arrive, and it quickly became clear that Adra’s clothing advice had been correct. There were dozens of scantily clad women there, rocking amazing dresses and showing off their bodies with confidence. She felt more comfortable knowing she was dressed as they were, despite not knowing most of the women. One, however, she immediately recognized.
“Phemie?”
The girl spun around, her gold dress shimmering as she did. Her dark skin looked flawless against the dress, which accented the tiny gold flecks in her brown eyes. A smile quickly spread across her face when she saw Evan.
“Evannia, I wondered when I’d see you,” she said. “When did you arrive?”
“Only a couple hours ago. Long enough to receive the grand tour from Prince Calix, but not long enough to find trouble on my own.”
Phemie laughed, a soft tinkling sound that made Evan smile. “Lucky girl. The tour from the prince himself? When I arrived last night, they stuck me with the little brother. Truthfully, though, I think it was by design.”
“Why is that?” Evan asked.
“My little sister,” Phemie said, pointing across the room. “She and Hadrian are practically inseparable.”
Phemie’s sister, Seraphinza, laughed at something the young prince whispered into her ear.
“Goodness, I didn’t realize how long it has been since I’ve seen you. Seraphinza is taller than you now.”
“And twice as mean,” Phemie said.
“I find that difficult to believe,” Evan said with a smile. “I remember exactly how mean young Phemie was.”
“Now magnify that and take away the filter I keep on my tongue. Sera says whatever she pleases, to anyone she dares, and still somehow has mother and father wrapped around her fingers.”
“Your attention please,” a voice called. As everyone turned towards him, the servant said, “Please welcome our beloved future king, Prince Calix.”
Evan watched Calix enter the room to a barrage of applause. As she surveyed the room, it was clear that while she might not be interested, there were plenty of girls who were. Even Phemie and Adra seemed to swoon as he made his rounds.
Evan had to concede, the prince was handsome, and there was something to say for someone who could command a room so easily. But after their conversation in the library, there was nothing that could cause her to see him the way the other women did.
Although normal conversation had returned, there were now several girls clinging to every word the prince spoke as they trailed him around the room. When he reached Evan, he lifted her hand and kissed it lightly, maintaining eye contact the entire time.
“Lovely to see you again, Princess.”
She nodded. “And you.”
“I greatly admire your dress,” Calix said, a small smile turning up the corner of his mouth. “It does make me wonder if perhaps you’ve changed your mind about some quality time?”
Evan sneered. “Adra chose it.”
“Well done, Addy,” Calix said.
He turned and greeted Phemie, whose smile seemed to grow larger with every word. Evan turned to Adra and mouthed, “Addy?”
Adra shrugged and whispered, “Just a nickname.”
“You hate nicknames.”
“Not when he says it.”
Evan raised her brows but didn’t reply. The only person more formal than Adra was her father. Yet from the time they’d arrived, Adra’s interaction with Calix was at odds with her normal behavior. Finding out that Prince Calix knew her well enough to use a nickname was jarring.
After an hour of chitchat, the Crown Prince excused himself from the gathering. The remaining crowd soon dispersed in small groups of two and three. Evan excused herself to her room, but not before being warned by Adra to be dressed and ready for dinner in two hours.
Several of the other women had stated they expected tonight’s dinner to be the first opportunity for Prince Calix to highlight the women he wanted to pursue. If Calix’s words were true, he had no choice in the matter and would simply decide from a list his parents gave him. For her own sake, she hoped it wasn’t true, that he could decide on his own, and that her name was far from his thoughts.




Seven

True to her word, Evan was dressed and had just finished styling her hair when there was a knock on her door. She answered, expecting Adra, but finding Jove Lostone outside her door instead.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, her frustration from their previous conversation filling her tone.
His face was a mask of stone, impassive and hard. “Only what I’m asked to do.”
He held out his arm, but his expression soured. When she didn’t immediately take his arm, he narrowed his eyes and said, “Come, Princess. I can’t just stand here and wait until your whim decides to move you.”
“My whim?” she asked indignantly. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”
Jove waved his hand. “You’re all the same. Frilly girls in costumes, pretending to be better than the rest of us, while in reality your words and deeds are frivolous in the grand scheme of things. Your ‘royal’ status means little to nothing, as far as I’m concerned.”
“You pompous ass,” she breathed, her anger mounting with each passing second. “You don’t know the first thing about me.”
“Don’t get yourself worked up, Princess; you’re ugly when you’re angry.”
Evan felt her jaw drop and willed herself to close her mouth. She refused to let this man get the better of her.
The sudden realization hit her in the gut: she hadn’t felt any emotions from Jove, but her own ran high when he was around. She’d heard of Mer having gifts—she and her sister were proof of that—but what good was it to have the gift of angering people at your very presence?
And why couldn’t she read him, or Calix for that matter. Was it something about them or this place? There was only one way to find out.
Evan smoothed down her dress and put on an exaggerated smile. She took Jove’s arm and allowed him to lead her to dinner.
When they entered the dining room, she was surprised to find an intimate setting. Instead of hundreds of guests, there was one table made of black stone. There were three girls seated at the table, half-hidden by towers of glowing corals intermingled with candles.
Evan smiled at the girls as Jove showed her to a seat. Their accusing eyes didn’t leave her until the door opened again and they transferred to Phemie, entering the room on Hadrian’s arm.
“Thank you, Prince Hadrian,” Phemie said as he pulled out her chair.
Hadrian’s cheeks colored, and his voice cracked as he said, “My pleasure, Princess.”
Once Evan and Phemie were seated, Jove and Hadrian left the room, closing the doors behind them. After a moment of uncomfortable silence, Phemie finally asked, “Where is everyone?”
“This is everyone,” the blonde at the end of the table said with a smirk. “At least, it’s everyone who matters. Congrats for making the list.”
The silence that followed was worse than before, and this time, it was clear that each girl was sizing up her competition. Evan looked around the room at the girls who were there. She’d spent time with Phemie every year when her family made diplomatic visits to the Glaucan kingdom and she recognized the red-haired Benkes across from her as one of the last remaining sea-dwellers of her line. There was another girl with thick, curly hair and dusky skin akin to Phemie’s, though Evan didn’t know her.
It was the girl who had spoken who was the biggest mystery to Evan. Her blonde hair was a rarity to the Tritons and her pale skin unheard of with the Glaucans. She didn’t think any of the smaller noble families had sent a representative, so Evan decided she must be Protean. She mentally cycled through the nobles she’d memorized, but still couldn’t place her.
When Calix entered the room, the girl smiled, revealing deep dimples in her cheeks. All at once her resemblance to Jove became clear, though Evan still wasn’t sure who the Lostones were or why they were embedded with Calix.
As dinner progressed and the girls had their fill of food and wine, the conversation turned to the upcoming masquerade ball.
“I would love to have the first dance, if you would oblige,” the Glaucan girl said.
Evan glanced to Phemie as she rolled her eyes. She leaned to Evan and whispered, “My cousin, Heloisa. She’s as desperate as the night is long. She can’t be the Queen of Glauca so she wants to be the Queen of Protea.”
Evan smiled, noting the way Heloisa hung on Calix’s every word, batting her eyelashes each time he glanced her way. The red-haired girl sat to his left. She rested her hand on his arm while she spoke to him, giggling at his responses.
“I recognize her,” Evan said. “She’s Protean. But I can’t recall her name.”
“Vasileigh Vitrius,” Phemie said, her lips curling in a sneer.
“You don’t like her?” Evan asked.
“Not particularly. We had an unpleasant encounter when she last visited Glauca.” Evan raised her brows, prompting her to continue. Phemie said, “Her brother had a fondness for me and she didn’t like it. Bitch tried to cut my hair while I slept.”
Evan stifled her laughter when she saw the look on Phemie’s face. She muttered, “Sorry.”
Phemie shrugged. “I didn’t like her brother anyway. Why settle for a noble when I could have a prince?”
Evan sat in shocked silence, surprised by Phemie’s words. For some reason, she’d never thought Phemie would fall for someone like Calix. But why not? He was handsome, wealthy, powerful, and the future King of Protea. He was also insufferable.
When she looked at him, really looked at him, she felt nothing. She wasn’t impressed with his wealth or power and she had her own kingdom to worry about. His looks were pleasant, but no more than others she’d seen, no more than Rafe. Evan immediately pushed the thought away as bitterness inside her. It wasn’t right that Calix was an acceptable choice when someone she cared for was not.
Her mind wandered away from the room, away from the girls vying for Calix’s attention and the hateful glares towards whoever had it. Instead she thought of secret kisses, warm hands trailing down her flesh, forbidden things she would never experience.
When the prince finally excused himself, bidding the women good night, Evan sighed in relief that she could return to the solitude of her room. She bid Phemie and the others good night and slipped out of the room. Before she could take a single step, she heard a voice behind her, cold as steel.
“You shouldn’t be walking alone, Princess.”
She turned towards the voice, her heart racing. Rafe stood against the wall, arms folded across his chest. Evan felt her heart leap as she stared at him, drinking in the way his confidence filled the space. He might only be a guard, but damn; he could outshine the prince any day.
They stood there staring at each other far too long before Evan finally realized he was waiting for her to speak. When she managed to get her voice to cooperate, it was barely a squeak. “I can walk down a hallway by myself. I’ll be fine.”
“I’m sure you will,” he said, “but I’d like to make sure of that myself.”
“Why?” she asked, unable to stop herself.
“It’s my job, Princess,” he said.
He moved towards her as she stood rooted to the spot. When he was so near she could feel his breath on her cheek, he picked up her arm and wrapped it around his. He looked into her eyes for several seconds, and Evan felt his desire wash over her in waves of heat and yearning. The mask he always wore to disguise his feelings was gone, revealing every part of himself to her.
She pushed his feelings away, fighting her own desire to pull him close. He is betrothed, she thought. But the words were barely in her mind before they fell away again, replaced by her longing for his touch.
Evan tore her eyes away from his and looked straight ahead. Rafe guided her towards her room. They spent the next few minutes in silence, nothing but the sound of their feet scraping the floor as they walked.
When they reached her door, Evan hastily pulled her arm away from Rafe and said, “Thank you for the escort.”
Rafe glanced at her, unusually shy as he said, “There could be someone in your room. Would you like me to come inside?”
Rafe reached for the handle behind her and opened the door. He stepped towards her, his nearness pressing her back into the room. He stepped around her, and as she turned to face him, he closed the door. Without a word, his body was against hers, pushing her against the door as his soft lips pressed against her neck. Evan could feel his warm hands through her dress as he ran his fingers over her body. She felt herself responding to his touch, hungering for him as his hands fumbled to slip the straps off her shoulders.
He pulled the dress down enough to allow hot kisses to trail over her shoulders. As his caresses became more intense, he picked her up and wrapped her legs around him. She draped her arms over his shoulders, her fingers running over the black stubble on his head, feeling the pulse in his neck, stroking his muscled shoulders—touching him wherever she could. As his lips climbed along her neck, he tipped his mouth to her ear and asked, “Do you want to go to the bed?”
As she opened her mouth to answer, to beg him to take her to the bed, he whispered, “I love you.”
Evan’s breath caught in her throat. Her eyes came open at once, pulling her back to reality. She pushed against him, moving his lips off her body. Dropping her legs to the ground, she tugged at her dress to cover herself.
“What are you doing?” she asked accusingly.
Rafe looked at her in surprise. “We have an opportunity where we won’t get caught. Your guards weren’t outside to see me come in, you can lead them away in the morning so I can leave, and no one will be the wiser. I thought this was what we both wanted.”
Evan shook her head. “No, not anymore.”
“It sure seemed like you wanted it,” he said softly, stepping towards her.
“Not for a night,” she said. “Not like this.”
Rafe bit his lip, frustration starting to show on his face. “This is the only chance we’ll have, Evan. Can you look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want to be with me?”
She looked away from him, unable to say the words.
“I know you want me, Evan. Don’t ruin this.”
Her voice barely audible, she said, “You need to leave.”
Rafe put his hands on his hips and turned away from her. She could feel his irritation just below the surface and she knew he was trying to keep her from feeling it. Without looking at her he asked, “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
She felt his mask move firmly into place, pushing her away from his emotions. There was a brief pause before he said, “Of course, Princess.”
She opened the door for him and he left without looking back. As she moved to close the door, she met eyes with Jove. He stood across the hall, a satisfied smile curling his lips. She rolled her eyes and moved to close the door, but a glint of silver caught her attention. She gasped, unable to contain her surprise. When she turned back to him, his eyes were normal.
He laughed outright at her expression, but his tone turned menacing when he said, “Don’t worry about your guard leaving, or that there are none here to protect you.”
“They’ll be back soon.”
“Will they? Strange they left in the first place, isn’t it? Especially considering you were attacked by a Siren just last night.”
Evan bit her lip. He shouldn’t know that. No one should, aside from Triton’s security team. And those involved.
Her silence seemed to fuel the glare he gave her, as he said, “No need to worry about their absence. I’m here. And I’ve got my eyes on you.”




Eight

She barely slept. How could she? There was a Siren in the castle, watching her every move. Is that really what I saw? Maybe my eyes were playing tricks. It was an argument she had with herself for hours, alternately convincing herself that Jove was and wasn’t a Siren.
When she finally slept, it was restless fits with tiresome dreams of being chased by Sirens. She rolled over at midmorning, deciding to end her wearisome attempts at sleep.
She opened her eyes to see the blonde girl from dinner seated at the vanity. Shit. If Jove was a Siren, so was she.
“I wondered when you would wake up,” the girl said. “Are all Tritons this lazy?”
“How did you get in here?”
The girl shrugged. “I do what I want.”
“And what is it you want?” Evan asked.
“I didn’t get a chance to warn you last night.”
“Warn me?”
“To stay away from the prince,” she said matter-of-factly.
Evan chuckled. “That’s fine with me. I don’t want the prince.”
“Yeah, right,” the girl said. “I’ve seen the way you act around him. All prim and proper, standoffish so you can make sure you seem different than the gaggle that hangs all over him. You hope he will be drawn to you. I’m not stupid.”
“Could’ve fooled me,” Evan muttered.
The girl jumped up, pointing an angry finger at Evan. “Just stay out of my way and I won’t have to hurt you.”
“You know what?” Evan asked as she got to her feet. “I’ve just about had it with this whole trip. I was forced to come to this stupid celebration, forced to spend time with people I have no desire to be friends with, and forced to compete for the attention of a man I detest. I can’t control what the prince does, but I can assure you, I am doing my damnedest to make sure he knows I’m not interested.”
“You expect me to believe you want nothing to do with a handsome, powerful prince?” the girl scoffed.
“Yes, I do expect you to believe that. The only thing I want is to leave here with a healthy, non-betrothed relationship with him that can benefit my people in the future.”
The girl laughed. “How are you planning that? Offering a trade agreement?”
“Actually, yes, that’s what I’m hoping for. I doubt we can agree on much else. But so far, our conversation has been limited to the ball.”
The girl smirked. “I was pretty bored with that at dinner. I like dresses as much as the next girl, but how many ways can you describe one gown?”
All at once, the tension seemed to lessen. Evan smiled and said, “See? We already agree on something.”
“And how many dresses will I have to wear this week? It’s only the second day and I’ve already had to change five times.”
Evan laughed. “I don’t mind the dresses that much, but I hate the makeup.”
“Right?” the girl said, her eyes widening as she smiled.
“But you want this life? You’re fighting for Calix’s affection.”
The girl shook her head slowly, a crease forming between her eyebrows. “Not exactly.”
“I told you why I’m here,” Evan said. “Why are you?”
The girl looked into her eyes, her expression turning hard. “We’re more alike than I would’ve guessed, you and I. Duty before desire, aye Princess?”
Evan nodded. “Seems to be the way of things.”
After a moment of silence, Evan asked, “Who are you, anyway? Why haven’t we met before?”
As soon as Evan asked, the girl tensed. She stood and backed away from the vanity, her eyes avoiding Evan as she approached the door.
Just before she let herself out, she said, “My name is Juno Lostone. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure I end up betrothed to the Prince, even if that means eliminating the competition. Don’t get in my way and we won’t have a problem.”
“I don’t want Calix, Juno. But there are things I do want from this trip. So what if I do get in your way?”
Juno glanced over her shoulder and said, “You have been warned.”
 

Evan spent the majority of the afternoon hiding in her room. She had Eggs bring her lunch; at least she knew she could trust one of her own men. She sent a messenger for Adra, but she didn’t come. As dinner neared, Evan began to worry.
She sent Lin to check on her, and soon he returned with word that Adra would be stopping by Evan’s room an hour before the ball. He also brought Evan a black and crimson mask, with specific instructions from Adra about the gown she was to wear.
Evan bathed and combed her hair, then pulled on the dress Adra had chosen. It dazzled with tiny rubies sparkling when they caught the light. It had a tall collar and cutout back, revealing Evan’s gills and making her feel exposed.
When Adra finally arrived, it was clear that something was wrong. Without saying anything, Evan could read her emotions and see that she wasn’t herself. As long as Evan could remember, Adra had always given off the same vibe, no matter what happened around her. Cool, collected, aloof. Today she didn’t bother with her mask. She was sad.
“Cousin, what’s wrong?” Evan asked.
Adra shook her head. “Nothing.”
“You can’t hide it from me,” Evan said. “I know you too well.”
“I promise,” Adra lied.
Evan squeezed her hand and said, “If you change your mind and want to talk to me, I’m here.”
“You look amazing,” Adra said, changing the subject.
“So do you. Teal is a good color for you.”
Adra went to work on Evan’s hair and makeup, styling her until it was time to attend the ball. The Triton guards surrounded them and escorted them down the hall. Evan hadn’t been to this part of the palace yet, and the richly carved marble walls depicting Poseidon’s many conquests amazed her. When they reached the massive ballroom doors, the Protean guards pulled them open and a herald announced their entrance to the crowd already in attendance.
King Basim and Queen Gastine were seated on a dais on the far end of the room. Evan and Adra bowed, rising when they heard the spattering of polite applause. King Basim’s eyes had moved on, searching the crowd for someone else, but Queen Gastine’s eyes were trained on Evan.
Evan smiled, meeting the Queen’s eyes. She was a small woman, dainty, with delicate features surrounded by a halo of fine red hair. Next to King Basim she looked fragile; his broad shoulders and large frame seemed to spill over the throne on which he sat. But while she was physically much smaller, Evan felt her presence, more than anyone in the room. She was the kind of person who could stop fire in its tracks, end a monsoon with a whisper. Her very bones were forged from power.
Adra’s voice was quiet as she interrupted Evan’s thoughts. “I heard some gossip earlier from one of the lower nobles. It seems the court desires a Protean to marry their Prince and they’re unhappy with our presence. I don’t think we’ll find many friends here.”
Behind them a man said, “I’ve always found that a few good friends are far better than many false ones.”
Evan turned, surprised to see Lord Judas Corinth standing behind them. His handsome features were marred by a black eye and a cut on his cheek, though years of training told her not to mention the damage. Aside from that, he was impeccably dressed in a crimson suit, his black shirt matching his half-mask. Although she didn’t comment, Evan immediately noticed that their outfits matched.
“Which type of friend are you, Lord Corinth?” she asked.
He chuckled. “This is a masquerade ball. Am I so easy to recognize?”
“Your eyes,” she said.
He fingers grazed the bruise under his eye, but he dropped them quickly and smiled, motioning towards her gown. “And your beauty is undeniable, no matter what you hide behind.”
“You didn’t answer her question,” Adra cut in, her arms crossed. “Are you a friend to the future queen? Or another greedy noble looking for a piece of power?”
“Adra!” Evan scolded.
“A fair question, Lady Zeidae, especially in such volatile times.”
“Volatile, Lord Corinth?” Evan asked.
He nodded. “With Sirens running about kidnapping princesses, there needs to be someone you can trust.”
“And that’s you?” Adra asked. She didn’t look convinced.
“I do hope to be a good friend, yes,” he said with a smile. “But if we are to be so, Princess, you’ll need to start calling me by my first name.”
“If that’s the case, Judas, you’ll need to start using mine as well.”
Adra said. “One night as a dinner guest at the castle does not make you a friend of the throne. And I’m certain that using your given name isn’t appropriate, cousin,”
“And I’m certain that I don’t care,” Evan said with a smile.
“Of course you don’t,” Adra hissed. “None of this means anything to you. You throw away all propriety and allow yourself to be seen conversing with this land-dweller.”
Evan inhaled sharply. “Adra! Where are your manners? You need to apologize.”
Adra sneered. “I will not.”
Evan stiffened. “Then you are excused.”
“Very well, Your Royal Highness,” Adra said, using Evan’s title as if it were a curse. She stormed away, weaving through the hundreds of masked guests. Evan watched her until she was lost in the crowd, then turned back to Judas.
“Lord Corinth, I am deeply sorry for my cousin’s behavior. I’ve never seen her act in such a way.”
“She doesn’t like me very much,” Judas said with a shrug.
“It isn’t you. She’s very particular about stations and propriety. She doesn’t like anyone unless they meet her criteria,” Evan said.
Judas pointed across the room and said, “Looks like she likes him.”
“Who?” Evan asked, straining to see.
She watched as Adra moved towards the door on the other side of the room, accompanied by a tall man in an extravagant peacock mask that matched his emerald tux. The smile on Adra’s face was clear even from Evan’s vantage point, and seemed to wash away the anger she’d had only moments before. Evan moved to cross the room, but Judas grabbed her by the elbow.
“Where are you going?” he asked, his eyes full of playful accusations.
Evan averted her gaze from his. “Nowhere.”
With a laugh, Judas said, “You’re going to spy on her, aren’t you?”
Evan nodded as a giggle came out unbidden. “I’ve never seen Adra’s face light up like that before. I have to know who that was.”
“Maybe she doesn’t want you to know,” Judas said. “Maybe its some poor seaweed farmer who doesn’t meet her criteria.”
Evan smacked his arm playfully. “Stop. We both know it can’t be. Adra is very much like my mother in that respect. She believes in the caste system and thinks everyone should know their place.”
“I see,” Judas said, frowning.
“I don’t agree with it,” Evan added quickly. “I just can’t do anything about it until I’m queen.”
“What will you do about it once you’re queen?” Judas asked.
Evan pursed her lips for a moment before saying, “I don’t think I’ll be able to end the castes right away, but I do think I can make changes. I don’t want to restrict people to only be able to perform certain jobs based on their station. And I think people should be free to marry who they love.”
“Those are big changes, princess.”
“You’re supposed to be calling me Evan, since we’re friends.”
“Right, sorry,” Judas said with a smile. “Please continue, Evannia.”
She shook her head. “Please, just Evan. And yes, those are big changes, but don’t you think it’s time we made them? We’ve been living with this system our entire recorded history. It seems so outdated.”
“Oh, I agree wholeheartedly. But there will be opposition.”
“I know,” she sighed. “But hopefully by that point I’ll also have plenty of friends supporting me.”
“I’m sure you will, Evan.”
“For now though, I’m going to spy on Adra. You coming?”
“I think I’m going to stay out of this one,” he said. “Even seaweed farmers deserve some privacy when they’re with their lady.”
Evan laughed. “I can’t help my curiosity.”
“When you finish, come find me. I have some important things to talk to you about.”
Evan felt urgency suddenly wash over his emotions. “Is everything okay?”
Judas shot her a boyish grin and said, “Of course, Princess. I just want to tell you about your sister, and maybe discuss some other things happening around Triton.”
Evan nodded, but inside she soured. Whenever people wanted to talk about “things happening around Triton” it meant they wanted to use Evan to get to the Queen. She had hoped Judas was different.
She turned away, pushing through the crowd to the other side of the room. Halfway across she was stopped when a hand found her shoulder.
“My lady.”
Evan spun to find Prince Hadrian. He wore a white tux with yellow and gray accents. A few feet away, Phemie’s little sister eyed them. She wore yellow, the perfect match to the young prince.
Evan curtsied. “Good evening, my Prince.”
Hadrian smiled, his cheeks flushing slightly. “I just wanted to say hello and welcome you to the family.”
“Excuse me?”
“My brother said we’d soon have a Triton in the family.”
Evan’s brow lifted, confusion clear on her face. Hadrian covered his mouth and spoke through his fingers. “You didn’t know? I thought you’d spoken about it. I thought everything was arranged—”
“It’s fine,” Evan said, pressing her lips into a smile. “I knew it had been discussed, but I didn’t realize a decision was made.”
Hadrian bit his lip. “Please don’t tell Calix I told you. He’ll be so mad.”
“I won’t. Promise.”
Hadrian rubbed a head through his hair and gave her a shy smile. Evan found herself smiling in return, wishing Hadrian were the older of the two brothers. He was charming without trying, sweet, and could teach Calix a thing or two about talking to women.
Evan waved at Seraphinza. “Go back to your lady, Prince Hadrian. She can barely tolerate your absence.”
A grin bloomed across his face as he turned to the Glaucan princess. He hastily bowed to Evan and returned to his date.
Evan took a deep breath, releasing it slowly to calm her nerves. She moved to the side of the room and slipped through the same side door she’d seen Adra use. The hallway was empty, but she could hear whispers coming from around the corner. She tiptoed towards the corner and peered around, shocked to see Adra in the midst of a passionate kiss.
Calix.
Evan gasped. She ducked back around the corner, her hand covering her mouth though she knew it was too late. She slipped into a nearby doorway and counted the seconds as she waited to see if anyone came for her. When no one did, she sighed with relief. She crept back to the edge of the hallway, straining to hear their muffled conversation.
“I understand,” Adra said. “It doesn’t mean that I like it.”
“I know, my dear. But I don’t have a choice in the matter. You know I would marry you if I were able to decide on my own.”
Adra nodded. “It isn’t fair. You’re allowed to marry my cousin, but not me.”
“But that doesn’t change my feelings for you,” he said.
Evan had heard enough. She returned to the ballroom, her mind racing. Her cousin was in love with Calix! No wonder he behaved as he did—he wanted to make sure Evan had no interest in him. But why couldn’t he marry Adra? She was fourth in line for the Triton throne. Surely that was a suitable match, and could still benefit both kingdoms.
When she saw them re-enter the ballroom, she immediately bounded towards them, giddy with the excitement of what she had discovered. They both looked shocked that she’d caught them coming back in together, but she ignored their expressions and asked Calix to join her for a walk. He agreed, offering his arm and escorting Evan to where he’d just been with Adra.
He asked, “Has your stay been pleasant?”
“It has,” Evan replied with a smile. “A bit rocky at first, but things are looking up.”
“Good. My family and I are delighted you are here and are hoping to have a stronger relationship with your kingdom before you leave.”
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Evan said.
“Oh?” he asked, a smile creeping onto his face. He reached towards her and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Honestly, Evannia, I expected some of the girls to work for it, but I didn’t think you were interested. I’m glad I was mistaken.”
“What?” she asked, confused.
“We’ll need to finish the ball, but we can make arrangements for after. Do you know where my room is?”
Evan grimaced. “Calix, gross. I overheard you with Adra. I’m trying to tell you I support your relationship with her and will honor a trade deal if you pledge to my cousin.”
“Don’t confuse things, Princess,” Calix said, stepping in front of her and forcing her back against the wall. He traced his finger down the side of her face, down her neck, and stopped just above her breasts. He pulled at the fabric of her dress and peered inside.
Evan smacked his hand away. “But you told her—”
“I told her what she wanted to hear,” he said with a shrug. “Your cousin is a good lay, and I’d hate to lose that. But I’m sure you’ll be fine too after I teach you what I like.”
“You’re disgusting.”
“Don’t play high and mighty with me, Evannia. I know all about that guard of yours. The difference is I’m honest about my pleasures while you’re still hiding yours.”
All he had been hiding was now washing over her and she could barely contain her revulsion. She turned her face away, unable to look at him. “She has no idea what kind of person you are.”
Calix laughed. “Adra knows exactly who I am. She doesn’t like it, but she accepts the arrangement we’ve worked out.”
“Which is?”
“I’ll marry who I have to, I’ll sleep with who I want to. Right now, she’s the one I’m enjoying.”
“Right now?”
“I remember her mother, Princess. Its likely Addy won’t age well. Luckily for me, there are plenty of women willing to do just about anything for their king. And I’m betting you’ll do anything for your kingdom.” He whispered, “I’ve got a few things in mind.”
He pushed against her, pinning her to the wall. He was stronger than her, but she kicked her knee forward, connecting with his groin. Calix doubled over, a low groan emanating from his throat.
Evan stepped away from him, asking, “Why are you like this?”
Calix pushed himself up and said, “Come on Princess, we both know what’s going to happen. We have a duty to our kingdoms. You want what’s best for the Tritons. I want what’s best for the Proteans. A marriage pact would unite our kingdoms and restore the old houses to their former glory.”
“That sounds so rehearsed.”
Calix smiled. “I’m glad you noticed. I spent a lot of time preparing that speech. Your friend Phemie was eating from the palm of my hand when I said it to her. But since there are so few Glaucans left, I guess her house does have more to lose.”
“And you’ll use that against them?”
He shrugged. “I gave her a go last night, a courtesy for her kingdom, but I wasn’t impressed.”
Evan closed her eyes, unable to bear his words. No one deserved to be spoken of in such a way.
“Besides, why would I settle for a Glaucan when the Triton heir is here to woo me.” He leaned his face to hers, but she pushed it away, scratching his cheek in the process.
Calix ran his finger along the scratch, staring down at the tiny drop of blood he pulled away. He looked at her, his eyes hard. “You’re a feisty bitch.” With a smile he added, “It will be so much fun to break you in.”
He turned and left without another word. Evan collapsed against the wall, her body shaking. She heard footsteps coming down the hall and feared he was returning, but her panic held her in place.
When the man who rounded the corner was not Prince Calix, Evan let out a sigh of relief. He stepped towards her and said, “Forgive my intrusion, Princess. I saw you leave with the prince, and when you did not return with him, I wished to make sure you were okay.”
She sneered at him. “Are you part of his cleanup crew, taking care of the girls he molests?”
He moved nearer and Evan could feel anger boiling under his skin. His teeth were clenched as he asked, “Has he harmed you?”
She looked at him, her mind focusing on him rather than lingering on the feelings Calix left behind. He was tall, with broad shoulders and thick arms tight against the fabric of his navy suit. He stared down from his black mask, danger dancing in strange, gray eyes.
“No,” she croaked, finding the words. “He didn’t hurt me.”
She saw the muscles in his arm relax as he took a deep breath. “Thank Poseidon for that. I’d hate to ruin his Thrice Day by knocking out his teeth.”
Evan laughed, surprised by the open threat. “You could be jailed for those words.”
“Are you going to report me?” he asked, one brow raised.
She shook her head. “Not to protect that monster.”
He nodded, his lips curling into a half-smile. “It seems we are in agreement.” Turning back towards the ballroom he held out his arm and asked, “May I have the privilege of escorting you back?”
Evan took a steadying breath and said, “Yes, thank you.”
They entered as Prince Calix was leading Princess Phemie around the room in a standard waltz. Everyone had paused their dancing to give the prince room, a customary action among all Mer kingdoms.
At the sight of Calix, she clutched the stranger’s arm tighter. He leaned in and whispered, “Come, let us dance.”
“The prince has the floor,” Evan said.
The man smiled slyly. “So?”
“It’s forbidden.”
“Do you mindlessly follow tradition for tradition’s sake?” he asked. “You are a daughter of Poseidon. Where is your spirit?”
Evan set her teeth, inflamed by the stranger’s words and her encounter with the prince. She straightened her back and took hands with the man, pulling him to the floor. He quickly took the lead, twirling her through intricate steps she had never seen before. These new steps had none of the rigidity of the formal dances she knew, but still felt sophisticated in a way dancing had never felt before.
Evan was caught up in the movement, and when the stranger finally stopped spinning her and at last she took her eyes off him, the whole room was watching.
She looked up into the stranger’s eyes and felt herself smiling, as if all her troubles had melted away in one dance. He returned her smile, then out of nowhere, he kissed her.
It was just a quick brush of his lips onto hers, but she felt more passion, more intensity behind that kiss than any she had shared with Rafe.
As the stranger pulled away, he said, “They’re going to chase me now. But Princess, I must say, you were worth it.”




Nine

With a quick wink, the stranger was off. He pushed through the crowd as fast as he could, but the guards were closing in. Evan watched him, her breath caught in her chest as she whispered prayers to Poseidon for his escape.
The guards were nearly upon him. His head swiveled back and forth between them before he seemed to make a decision. He vaulted on top of a table, made two wide steps, and then leapt to another. From there he bounded to a third that led him to the edge of the dining room. As he reached the door, he turned back and flashed a quick smile at Evan before disappearing from view.
Sound seemed to engulf her all at once as her thoughts returned to the room and the frantic nobles throughout. They were pointing at her, whispering, but she didn’t care. She lifted her head high as she turned to face the boots she heard approaching from behind.
Calix’s face was violently red, almost purple, erasing the sophisticated mask he worked so hard to display. Though his features were distorted with rage, Evan found that she was smiling at him. The fear she’d had was gone.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he growled.
“Dancing,” she said.
“I will not tolerate such disrespect—”
Evan shrugged, and the gesture cut him off, enraging him further.
King Basim now stood at Calix’s side. He was handsome and imposing in stature, but Evan wasn’t impressed. She’d seen the true power residing in the queen, she’d felt true freedom in the arms of the stranger, and now she simply smiled at the two men playing a game neither understood.
“Who was that man?” the king asked.
“I don’t know,” Evan said, raising her fingers to her lips. “But I do hope to find out.”
Calix grabbed her arm. “This is serious.”
“Let her go, son,” Basim said, his tone cool despite the redness creeping up his neck. He waved a guard to him and whispered instructions, pointing at Evan. The king turned to the assembly and said, “My dear friends, the beloved Triton Princess was accosted by that intruder. For her safety we are escorting her to her chamber. I’d prefer everyone else to remain in the ballroom while my guards search the palace.”
The Protean guard pulled Evan out into the hallway. He marched her to the nearest Triton guard and said, “Take her to her room and lock the door. She is to remain under guard until the king sends for her.”
The guard nodded, grabbed her arm, and began walking down the hall. She was dazed, she knew, but this was hardly the time to be caught up in a kiss. She took a breath to regain her composure, then turned to face her guard. As their eyes met, he released her arm.
Where once she would’ve melted under his smoldering gaze, now his eyes held icy daggers that pierced her with each glance. All the warmth that was once between them was gone.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“Working,” Rafe said. He turned and started down the hallway, forcing Evan to quicken her step to keep up.
“Of course,” Evan replied, “you’re always working.”
“Some of us have to, Princess. I don’t get a throne on my birthday, like some people.”
She huffed. “Where is Declan? He was scheduled to meet me after the ball.”
“He would’ve, had you not been sent away early. Too much bubbly?”
His words bit into her. He hadn’t witnessed what she’d been through, the tortuous encounter with Calix. When she’d needed him most, he wasn’t there; it was a stranger who had rescued her with a dance riddled with magic.
“Is there someone else who can escort me? Anyone else will do.”
“Don’t worry, you won’t have to deal with me much longer. As soon as we get home, I’m going to request a transfer.”
“Don’t do me any favors,” Evan said, rolling her eyes.
Rafe stopped in his tracks and turned to face her. “I’m not doing it for you.”
She stared at him for a moment, her eyes bouncing back and forth between the colored flecks in his eyes that seemed to mesmerize her.
She whispered, “I have to move on.”
“Me, too,” he said.
“Besides, before last night you said I don’t mean anything to you,” her words were barely audible. “But then you said you loved me, because you wanted to take me to bed.”
“Is that what you think?” he asked, hurt clear on his face. “I said I love you because you deserve the truth. I’m not a fool, Ev; I know we can’t be together. But just because you’ll be okay without me doesn’t mean I’ll be fine without you.”
He took a step closer to her. Evan could feel the warmth of his body through the thin fabric of her dress. He reached up to move a piece of hair that had come loose and fallen against her face. Evan winced, her mind suddenly thrown back to the hallway with Calix.
“Now you wince at my touch?” he asked, the pain in his voice unmistakable.
“Rafe!” They both jumped, turning to see Declan marching towards them. He barked, “Go find Lady Adra and take her back to her room.”
Rafe turned without a word. Declan’s accusing gaze made Evan want to shrink away.
“I’m sorry, Declan,” she whispered.
He took a deep breath, then extended his arm for her to take. “I don’t want your apologies, Princess. I want your safety. And I want Rafe to have a good life. This path doesn’t provide that for either of you.”
“We’ve agreed not to see each other. He’s going to ask for a transfer.”
“Yet here I find you in the middle of the hallway where anyone could see you, with barely air between you.”
Evan nodded. “It wasn’t like that, Declan.”
“What was it like? Wait, let me guess: you were saying goodbye for the final time?”
“Yes,” she agreed.
“How many final goodbyes does this make for you?”
Evan’s cheeked reddened. “A few.”
Declan nodded. “I’m not trying to be hard on you, Princess. I’m trying to help.”
“I know. I didn’t mean for this to happen again.”
Declan patted her hand and said, “I know, Princess. No one ever does.”
“What do you mean?”
“You think you’re the first royal to fall in love with someone they shouldn’t?” he asked with a smile.
They took a few steps before Evan said, “Mother makes it sound as if marrying below my station is shameful.”
Declan nodded. “Your mother is trying to protect you.”
“I don’t see how deciding who I can love is protecting me.”
“She’s been through that pain. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but your parents each loved someone else before they married.”
“Really?” Evan asked.
“I don’t know your father’s story firsthand and I won’t repeat rumors, but your mother,” Declan chuckled, “well, she was in love with a guard.”
“My mother?” Evan asked, stopping in the middle of the hall. “Are you sure?”
Declan nodded. “It was before she met your father. She wasn’t always royalty, you know.”
“She was from a family of minor nobles.”
“They were poor, Evannia. The only thing noble about them was their name and their clean bloodline. Astraea was the third child, free to marry for love while her older brothers’ marriages were arranged for profit. Or so she thought.”
“What changed?”
“Her oldest brother, Caspian, ran from his wedding and went to land. Her other brother went in search of him. Neither returned.”
“That’s awful,” Evan said. She thought of the pain she felt at not knowing what became of her sister. Perhaps this was the reason her mother refused to speak of her landed child.
“After that, the family’s only hope was Rae’s successful marriage to a nobleman. A guard wasn’t good enough.”
“Rae?” Evan asked, raising her brows.
Declan blushed. His voice was so soft Evan almost didn’t hear him say, “It’s been a long time since I called her that.”
“Wait,” Evan said. “You and my mother?”
He nodded. “She was my entire world.”
“But she married my father.”
Declan nodded. “I was heartbroken. She never kept it a secret to me as to why she did it. I knew she loved me, but she would do anything to help her family.”
“You loved her, but you let her marry someone else?”
“I couldn’t stop her. And though I couldn’t be her husband, I could still serve her. I could still love her, in my own way.”
“She doesn’t want me to get involved with anyone because she knows how much it hurts if it doesn’t work out,” Evan said.
“She doesn’t want you to have to choose between duty to your family or duty to your heart.”
They walked in silence for a moment before Evan asked, “Declan, is she why you never married? Are you still in love with her?”
“Yes,” he said without hesitation.
“Does she feel the same?”
He winced. “I don’t know, Princess. But I choose to believe she does.”
“Declan, that’s so sad.”
“Don’t feel bad for me. I could’ve walked away at any time. But I chose to stand by her side, keep her safe, and protect her children as if they were my own.”
Evan looked over and she could see the love in his eyes—the love of a father. After a moment she said, “There’s one thing I don’t understand.”
“What’s that, Princess?”
“If mother understands what it means to love someone not meant for her, why did she banish the boy who was in love with Celia?”
“She didn’t. Your uncle, Arturo, sent the boy away.”
“But she told Celia—”
“I know,” Declan said, nodding his head. “Your mother was furious with Arturo for that. She sent me in secret to find the boy. I brought him here to work in the Protean kitchen. I visited him earlier. He’s done well here.”
“Celia went to land because of what happened to that boy. If mom had told the truth—”
Declan cut her off, saying, “Your mother regrets that decision every day of her life. But telling the truth would’ve exposed what she’d done to protect Mariet.”
“Better to send her daughter away?”
Before he could answer, they heard footsteps running up behind them. Declan pushed Evan behind him, blocking her from view. She leaned over his shoulder and got a glimpse of Rafe as he slowed and tried to catch his breath to speak.
“What is it, boy?” Declan asked, his tone suddenly gruff.
“Sirens,” Rafe gasped. He bent down and put his hands on his knees, just as a trident sailed over his head.
“Get her to the carriage,” Declan commanded. “Don’t stop for anything.”
Rafe grabbed Evan’s hand and pulled her down the hall. Evan looked back as Declan drew his spear and stood his ground. Just as Rafe turned the corner, a trident hit Declan in the chest. He fell to the ground as a dozen figures swarmed him, and Evan lost sight of him amidst the mob.
“No!” Evan said, her voice hitching in her throat. She pulled from Rafe’s grasp, stepping towards Declan.
Rafe’s arms encircled her waist and he hoisted her over his shoulder. She pounded her fists against his back, but he kept running, turning corner after corner, winding his way through the hallways of the palace.
“Put me down,” she yelled, railing against him.
“Can’t,” he panted, but she could feel him slowing down as he tired.
“But Declan,” she sobbed. “We have to go back for him.”
Rafe pushed through the swinging door ahead. He stopped just inside the room, turning back to see if anyone followed.
“Princess Evannia?”
She raised her head, meeting eyes with a man wearing an apron covered in stains. He was in his late twenties, chubby, with a short brown ponytail pulled away from his full cheeks.
“Chef Mariet?” she asked. She could feel waves of fondness and loyalty pouring from the man. He was a Triton and she was his princess.
Rafe said, “Sorry to break up your reunion, but the Princess is being pursued by Sirens. Can you get us out of here?”
Mariet’s face drained of color. He took a deep breath as if to steel his resolve. “Yes. Come with me.”
They followed him through the kitchen to a door hidden behind crates. Mariet slid the crates out of the way and pushed against the old door.
“Take this passage all the way down to the delivery dock.”
“How close is that to the royal dock?” Rafe asked.
“Your carriage should be two flights up and down the corridor.”
Rafe grabbed Evan’s hand and pulled her down the passage.
“Thank you,” she called to Mariet.
He closed the kitchen door, leaving them in darkness. She stumbled and Rafe said, “Take off those stupid shoes, Ev. We need to move faster.”
Evan kicked off the shoes; the well-worn stones were cold beneath her feet. The passage stopped at another door, ragged as the last. It creaked open and Rafe peeked out. The dock appeared empty. They tiptoed from their hiding spot and moved to the stairwell. As they reached it, a door on the opposite side of the dock burst open and a dozen Protean guards filed out.
“They can help us,” Evan said, a smile spreading over her face.
One of the guards pointed towards her and they all started for the stairs. Rafe said, “I don’t think they’re coming to help.”
He pulled her through the door and up the stairs. As they emerged from the stairwell, Rafe plowed into someone, knocking them over and tumbling down with them.
Evan felt relief wash over her at the sight of Judas. A friend.
“Are you alright, Princess?” he asked as he got to his feet. Rafe moved between them and Judas asked, “What do you think you’re doing, guard?”
Evan interrupted. “There are Sirens in the palace.”
Judas looked between Evan and Rafe, saying, “How can I help?”
“Declan needs us,” Evan said, replaying his fall in her head and trying to figure out a way to return to help him.
“He wants you to be safe,” Rafe said. Turning to Judas he said, “I need to sound an alarm before it’s too late. Can you get her to your carriage? Hers may be compromised.”
“Consider it done,” Judas said.
He grabbed Evan’s hand and took off, pulling her behind him. She turned to glance back at Rafe, but he was already gone.
The royal dock was at the end of the hall, but Judas pulled her into a room instead. Evan’s skin prickled, her nerves on edge. Judas, though, seemed strangely calm.
“Take off your clothes.”
Evan’s hands instinctively covered her chest. “What? Why?”
“Evan, time is limited. We need to leave the palace and you can’t swim in that dress.”
“Can’t we just hide until the guards take care of them?”
“What if the guards can’t take care of them?”
His words hit her, knocking her breath away. “You can’t mean that.”
He said, “I don’t know how many Sirens are here or why they’re after you. But our best chance is to get out of the castle. Now take off that damn dress.”
He turned his back to her and began removing his suit. She watched, shocked as much by the sight of his body as she was by the trouble they were in. Trying to ease her anxiety she asked, “Do you have friends in Protea who can hide us?”
“We aren’t staying in the city,” he said. “We’re leaving the water.”
As Judas took her hand and guided her into the pool, Evannia’s mind raced with all the reasons she shouldn’t go with him. When her sister disappeared, she had promised herself she would never break her mother’s heart like that. She owed too much to her family and her people to abandon them, no matter what was happening.
But the Sirens wanted her for something, and though she didn’t know what, she was certain she had to escape. There was no way around it: Evan was going to land.
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When Evan’s head rose above the choppy waves, her eyes met with a sight she’d never seen before. She squinted at the rising sun; the sky above was cast in vibrant pinks and oranges, their reflections echoed in the water below.
“Let’s go,” Judas said, his voice weary but firm. “We need to get out of sight before we’re seen.”
Evan flicked her eyes to him for a moment before pointing at the sun and saying, “But look. It’s so...” she trailed off, unable to find a word big enough to describe it.
Judas raised his brows. “You’ve never seen a sunrise?”
Evan shook her head. She’d spent nineteen years with her head below water. But now, watching the sunrise on her first day out of the ocean, she knew there was magic in this human world.
After a few minutes, Judas touched her shoulder to draw her attention, before heading towards shore. Evan’s legs felt strange walking on the sand, heavy after their swim. The tiny flecks of seashells and grit clung to her feet. Judas led her under a long stretch of wood planks going out into the sea.
Evan watched an old man walking overhead. He was carrying a bucket and a thin metal rod. She whispered, “What’s he doing?”
Judas looked up. “Fishing. This thing is called a pier. Humans use them to walk out into the ocean without getting wet.”
“But why wouldn’t they—”
“Evan,” Judas said, cutting her off.  “I know this is a new place, and you’re going to have questions, but right now I need to figure out a plan.”
“Sorry,” she said. She took a deep breath, her chest aching as she sucked in air that felt too thin. “So what do we do?”
A voice above them said, “Start by thanking Poseidon that I’m the one who found you.”
Evan shivered at the stranger’s words, but Judas smiled and said, “Caspian, good to see you.”
“Sidewalk,” Caspian said.
Judas took Evan’s hand and pulled her behind him. They met Caspian on a gray slab that looked similar to the material in the castle’s hallways. Lining the walkway were trees; Evan had read about them, but never would’ve guessed they’d be so tall. They were massive compared to what grew in the water gardens.
Judas and Caspian kept a quick pace while Evan scurried behind them, her eyes searching the strange landscape for anything familiar. When she could, Evan stole glances of Caspian’s face. Something about his green eyes were familiar. She felt herself shrink every time he looked at her.
Within fifteen minutes of leaving the sea, Evan’s legs felt like they were made of jelly. She dared not complain. She was being rescued from Sirens, after all. Sore legs were the least of her worries.
They walked beside streets still resting in shadow, untouched by the new day. There were metal beasts lining the streets, smaller versions of the royal carriage made for only a few passengers. Evan couldn’t fathom how they moved without water.
They passed a building with a cage covering the doors. There were moving pictures on boxes in the window. Evan wanted to know more about them, but when she turned to ask, she realized Judas and Caspian were too far ahead. She rushed to catch up, reaching them as they stopped in front of a tall building with dirty windows, sandwiched between more of the same.
Caspian led them into a tiny metal box with a dozen buttons on a panel by the door. Caspian pressed a button and Evan pushed herself against the wall as the ground moved beneath them.
“What’s happening?” she gasped.
“It’s lifting us to the floor where we want to go,” Judas said. “It’s called an elevator.”
“Why not use stairs?” she asked.
When the elevator stopped, Evan jumped out. Caspian’s cheeks dimpled when he laughed at her, and she got a vague sense of familiarity from him. He ushered them down the hall and into a small apartment.
“You know where everything is,” Caspian said, waving his hand in the air.
“Thank you,” Judas said. He led Evan down the hall, opened a door, and showed her the bathroom.
“Towels are in the closet there,” Judas said. “Go ahead and take a shower while I rummage for some clothes for you.”
Evan looked at him, her brows knitted together in confusion. “What’s a shower?”
Judas smiled. “Sorry, I forget that you don’t know how this stuff works.”
Judas stepped past her and pushed open a glass door. He pointed to a knob and instructed her on its use, explaining that it was like a bath but without the servants heating water for you. Once Judas left, Evan undressed and showered, letting the hot water soothe her aches and anxiety.
When she was dry, she wrapped the towel around her hair and put on the robe hanging on the back of the door. She could hear Judas and Caspian talking in the other room, their voices strained. As she walked down the hallway towards them, she heard Caspian say, “She still doesn’t know I’m alive?”
“No, and I’m sorry. I didn’t get a moment alone with her.”
Caspian looked up as Evan entered the room. He pointed back down the hall and said, “Clothes are in the bedroom.”
“I’ll show you,” Judas said. He led her into a bedroom at the end of the corridor where a plain green shirt, underclothes, and heavy blue pants waited on the bed.
“Those are called jeans,” he said. “Humans pretty much live in them.”
She rubbed the material between her fingers. “They don’t feel comfortable.” Judas turned to leave, but Evan said, “Wait, please.”
“Yes?”
“What happens now? Are we safe? Who is that man?”
Judas forced a thin smile. “We’re safe, for now. Caspian is a friend, but it’s not my place to explain who he is.”
“What does that mean?”
Judas sighed. “You’ll find out soon enough, just not from me.”
Evan pursed her lips, but let the subject drop. Instead she asked, “You trust him?”
Judas nodded. “With my life. Caspian has rescued hundreds of Mer, myself included.”
After dressing in the strange human clothes, Evan joined Judas on the couch in main room. She asked, “Where’s Caspian?”
“He went back to the beach,” Judas said.
“To look for Mer?”
“And Sirens.”
Evan sucked air between her teeth. “Do you think they followed us?”
“I don’t know,” he said, turning to face her. “But Caspian said they’ve been coming to shore more often over the last few months.”
“For what?”
He shrugged. “There are a lot of things I don’t understand yet, which is why I need to ask you something.”
Evan felt a shiver run down her spine. “Of course. Ask away.”
“Do you have any clue as to why the Sirens are after you?”
“No,” she said. “None.”
“I need you to really think about this, Evan. The smallest detail could help.”
She took a breath, thinking over the last few days. “I don’t know. I mean, my Thrice Day is coming soon. And there was the whole thing about me marrying Calix.”
Judas raised his brows. “You’re going to marry that beast?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “My mother wants me to, but there’s no way I will. Especially not after what I saw...” She trailed off, her mind replaying the last two days. “There was a Siren in the Protean castle.”
Judas looked at her like she was crazy. “Uh, yeah, I know. That’s why we’re here.”
“Before that,” she said, sitting up. “I dismissed it. I thought my mind was playing tricks on me because of stress. But no, he was there.”
“Do you know anything else? Catch his name?”
She nodded. “Jove Lostone. He’s Calix’s friend.”
“Wait,” Judas said. “He was with
the Prince?”
“He was outside my room, watching me. And his sister was on the shortlist to marry Calix.”
“Shit,” Judas muttered.
“The first night when I was attacked in Triton, I thought it was just some crazy Siren acting alone. There’s no way that’s still a possibility, is there?”
Judas shook his head. “No, I’d say that’s not the case.”
Evan leaned her head back against the sofa, curling her legs into the seat under her. The weight of everything, the knowledge that the Sirens had been watching her all along, was too much for her. Her head felt heavy and her eyelids began to droop.
She felt Judas pick her up. He took her down the hall and put her in bed, covering her with a thin blanket. Before he closed the door, she was already asleep.
 

When Evan opened her eyes, the light coming through the window had faded to gray. She sat up and stretched, then headed towards the delicious aroma coming from the main room. Her growling stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten for awhile
“Good evening,” Caspian said, his back to her.
“Hello,” she replied.
Evan walked to the counter and traced her hand along one of the barstools. She gazed throughout the room, marveling at the luxurious wood used so freely throughout Caspian’s home. It was strange to her, as it was such a rarity under the sea, but he seemed to use it for everything.
Caspian turned from the kitchen and placed an orange plate in front of her, motioning for her to sit. “Eat up.”
“What is it?” Evan asked.
Caspian smiled. “This is a hamburger, and those thin strips are called fries.”
“It smells great,” she said.
“You bet it does,” he said with a chuckle. “This is the first meal I had when I came to land. One bite was enough to let me know I’d made the right choice in coming here. Now it’s the first meal I make for the Mer I help. I want everyone to find a little bit of the same comfort I found.”
Evan picked up the hamburger with both hands and took a bite. She closed her eyes while she chewed, savoring her first bite of real human food. After she swallowed, she smiled. “It’s really good.”
“Told ya,” Caspian said. He opened the large silver box by the sink and pulled out a glass bottle. “Try this with it.”
Evan took a drink of the liquid. It was fizzy and tickled the roof of her mouth. Evan’s giggle was interrupted by a hiccup.
“That’s a soda,” he said as he joined her with his own plate.
Once her stomach was satisfied Evan realized Judas had not joined them. “Is Judas still asleep?”
Caspian shook his head. “No, he’s already gone.”
“Gone?” she asked.
She could feel the panic rising in her chest, but Caspian said, “It’s okay. Judas is looking for information to help you. He can’t do that if he’s worried about your safety.”
“He could get hurt,” she said.
Caspian nodded. “He could.”
Evan looked at the man, thankful he didn’t try to patronize her. “What are we going to do to help him?”
“We aren’t going to do anything. I’m going to take you somewhere safe before I go out to do my part.”
“Somewhere safe? Isn’t it safe here?”
“Safe enough,” Caspian said, “but I think you’ll like the other place better.”
“Why?” Evan asked.
“Because we’re going to see your sister.”




Eleven

Evan’s heart thumped wildly as they made their way through the evening streets. Caspian took them through dozens of twists and turns, leaving false trails to confuse anyone who might be following.
When they stopped in front of a nondescript brick building, Evan assumed they were just planting another false trail. But instead of crossing the street or turning down an alley, Caspian climbed the stairs and rang a bell.
“Yeah?” a tinny voice said through a small speaker.
“It’s Cas.”
The door buzzed and Caspian ushered Evan inside. They walked to an elevator, but there was a sign that said it wasn’t working. With a groan, Caspian went to the stairwell instead. After four flights of stairs, Evan’s newfound land-legs had turned to mush.
Caspian opened a door and walked into a brightly lit room with large windows on one wall. On another wall was a fireplace surrounded by shelves of books. She turned to the third wall where a stocky man stood in a doorframe. He watched Evan with mild curiosity, a smile peeking through a massive red beard.
“You’re a Mer, huh?” he asked. “First timer, too.”
Evan nodded. “Are you a Mer?”
“No, but I’m married to one. I help her and Cas take care of your people when they’re landed.”
Caspian motioned towards her. “Will, this is Evannia.”
The man straightened, his mouth losing his smile and taking on a surprised expression. “Celia’s sister?”
“Yes,” Evan replied. “You know her?”
The man bounded across the room and wrapped his arms around Evan. “I’m so happy to meet you! Celia talks about you all the time. Remember the time you guys snuck into the maids’ stash of candy?”
Evan laughed. It had been years since she’d thought of that day, but the trouble she got in with Declan meant she wouldn’t soon forget.
Declan.
Her laugh choked away at the thought of him. Caspian jumped in and asked, “Where is Celia?”
“She went to the beach with Malcolm and Kedra to check for Mer. She’ll be back soon.”
Caspian nodded. “I need to get going. Would it be a problem for Evan to stay here?”
“Are you kidding? Celia would kill me if I said no.”
“Thanks, Will,” Caspian said. Turning to Evan he said, “Celia will be home shortly. Until then, you’re in good hands.”
“But Caspian, he’s a stranger,” Evan whispered, glancing nervously towards Will. She’d spent her life protected, surrounded by guards, and though at times she’d resented their constant attention, now she felt bare without them.
Caspian smiled and said, “So was I until a few hours ago. But I promise, you’ll be fine. I wouldn’t leave you if I thought you weren’t safe.”
Evan watched Caspian shake hands with Will before leaving. He turned back towards her at the door and smiled, then the door closed and she was left alone with a new person, in a new place.
Will turned back to Evan and said, “Bathroom is down the hall, food is in the fridge, and the remote for the TV is on the couch. Make yourself at home.”
“Thank you,” she said, though half of his words were foreign.
“I’ve gotta get back to my kid. It’s story time,” he said as he headed towards the hall. “Let me know if you need anything.”
Evan sat on the couch, fumbling with the small black rectangle beside her. She pushed a few buttons, but nothing happened. Tossing it to the side, she curled up on the cushion instead, her head on one of the small striped pillows decorating the furniture.
She wondered what was next. Go to land. Check. Get stranded with strangers. Check. Surrender to guilt and shame for abandoning those you love…
Evan closed her eyes, fighting against herself. She was bombarded with what-if’s as she struggled to make sense of the last few days.
A sharp ache throbbed through her head and her eyes burned with tears. After sleeping most of the day at Caspian’s house, she wasn’t tired; still, she wrestled with her body to stay awake. It wasn’t long before she lost the battle and sleep overtook her.
 

She opened her eyes to find Celia sitting on the arm of the couch, watching her in silence. Evan wanted to grab her, hold onto her, cry against her about how much she missed her. Instead she squeaked, “Hi.”
“Hey,” Celia said. “How are you?”
“Cold,” Evannia said.
Celia tugged a blanket off the back of the couch and tossed it to her. “Temperatures change here, whereas it’s always the same in the castle. I didn’t like it at first, but you get used to it.”
Celia scooted closer and handed Evan a mug of steaming liquid. Evan eyed the brown liquid, encouraged when Celia tipped up her own cup. Evan held it up to her lips and took a long drink. She felt the warmth travel down her body, thawing her from the inside out.
“It’s good, right?” Celia asked.
Evan nodded. “What is it?”
“Hot chocolate. It’s one of the humans’ best creations.”
“I’ve had chocolate before, but never like this.”
“It’s mixed with milk,” Celia said.
Evan’s lip curled in disgust. “Milk? That’s so gross! Whose milk did I just drink?”
Celia looked at her in confusion for only a second before bursting into laughter. Once her amusement faded she said, “It isn’t someone’s breast milk. It’s from an animal.”
“Still doesn’t sound good.”
“You didn’t like the way it tasted?” Celia asked, a knowing grin on her face.
Evan conceded, “Yes, it was good. Even if it was mixed with milk.”
“Do you like cheese?” Celia asked.
“Of course,” Evan said. “I wish we could get it more often in Triton. The Proteans seemed to have it in abundance.”
“Cheese is made with milk.”
“You’ve made your point,” Evan said. “Maybe milk isn’t so bad.”
Celia smiled, but Evan’s mind moved from the frivolity of the conversation to the questions she needed to ask her sister. She pressed her lips together, donning the mask she wore when speaking with nobles. Evan pressed her gift against her sister to read her emotions.
It didn’t work.
She tried again with no success. Evan felt panic run through her as she searched for the ever-present gift that seemed to no longer be there. Evan took a deep breath to calm herself, trying not to give anything away to her sister, the person who had once known her best, who was now barely more than a stranger.
Celia’s eyes were full of sadness as she said, “It’s okay to say whatever you’re thinking. If you’re mad, be mad. If you have questions, ask. I’ve been where you are right now. It isn’t easy.”
“You haven’t been where am I right now,” Evannia said, surprised by the venom in her own voice, “because your sister didn’t abandon you.”
Celia put her hand on Evan’s cheek and said, “Yours didn’t either.”
Evan turned her face away. She was furious with Celia but hadn’t realized it until this very moment. “I worshipped you. All I ever wanted was to be just like you.”
“You’re doing a good job of it,” Celia said. “Let me guess: you waited until everyone was asleep, snuck out of the castle, and swam to shore. You plan to go back soon, because you don’t want your little sister to be stuck with all the responsibilities of the throne, but you want to see a little bit of the world before you go back.”
Evannia glared at her. “I will go back. I won’t let mother push Orielle into that role.”
“That was my plan, too. And for exactly the same reason,” Celia said. “I wanted to protect you, but life got in the way.”
“I wouldn’t know. My life is spent trapped in the castle. My closest friends are the guards who paid to spend time with me.”
“I’m sorry,” Celia whispered.
Evan gritted her teeth. “What’s done is done. But you’re wrong about why I’m here. I didn’t have a choice.”
“There’s always a choice.”
“Not when you’re being chased by Sirens.”
Celia gasped. “Tell me everything.”
Evan shrugged. “I don’t know much. They’ve attacked twice this week: first in Triton, then last night in Protea. Judas brought me to land.”
Celia asked, “Corinth? He’s the one who brought me to land, too. Where is he?”
“Caspian said Judas was out looking for others who might’ve ran.”
“So they’re only after you? Mother and Orielle are okay?”
Evan felt heat creeping up her neck. She hadn’t considered what would happen to her family when the Sirens couldn’t get her. Would they go after Orielle instead?
Celia put her hand on Evan’s. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”
Evan looked down at Celia’s hand. The gesture was familiar, a comfort from childhood, but it also felt like it was coming from a stranger. Eyes brimmed with tears, she asked, “Why didn’t you come back? I needed you.”
“They needed me here, too.”
“But they’re not your family.”
A door behind them creaked open and a small girl shuffled towards them. She rounded the couch and climbed up onto Celia’s lap. Evannia didn’t need to ask who the little girl was; her wispy black curls and violet eyes were a perfect copy of Celia.
“Mommy,” the little girl said, “who is this lady?”
“This is mommy’s sister, Evan. Can you say hello?”
She hid her face against Celia’s neck, peeking at Evan. She reached a hand forward, waving.
Celia smirked. “That’s probably the best you’ll get.”
“What’s your name?” Evan asked.
The girl mumbled, “Lucy.”
Celia ran her hands through Lucy’s hair. “Honey, go play in your room while we talk. When daddy wakes up we’ll have pancakes.”
Lucy ran and Evan said, “She looks just like you.”
Celia nodded. “But she acts more like her father.”
“How old is she?”
“Three and a half,” Celia replied.
“You couldn’t have brought her back with you?” Evan asked.
Celia shook her head. “She was born without gills. She couldn’t survive the trip to Triton. Besides, even if I could’ve brought her back with me, I didn’t want to leave Will.”
Evan nodded, but said nothing. She wasn’t sure why she was so surprised that Celia had moved on with her life, but the shock was there, nonetheless.
“I know you’re upset with me, and I’m sure part of you still doesn’t understand how I could choose to stay here with the humans instead of returning to the ocean. It wasn’t a choice I made lightly, Evannia. But someday you’re going to fall in love. When you do, you’ll understand how everything else in the world becomes less important.”
“I don’t understand,” Evan said. She looked up at Celia, trying to smile. “But I want to.”
Celia returned her smile. “That’s a start.”
After a moment Evan asked, “Do you think you’ll ever return?”
Celia shook her head. “I miss it, though. I go down to the water to stare at the waves. I’ve been watching for you.”
“I didn’t plan to come to land. Mother says this world is dangerous.”
“It can be,” Celia replied. “But it can also be beautiful, and magical, and exciting.”
“I don’t plan on seeing much of it. As soon as we figure out what’s going on with the Sirens, I need to get back to Triton.”
Celia said, “At least let me show you around the city and introduce you to some of my friends. You might change your mind.”
“I’m not staying, Celia. It’s almost time for me to take the throne.”
“You don’t have to take the throne,” Celia whispered.
“Yes, I do. It’s my responsibility.”
Celia sighed. “At least think about staying.”
Evan shook her head. “I’m sorry, Cel, but the ocean is my home.”
Celia turned away for a moment, and when she looked back towards Evan her face was an emotionless mask. The queen had taught her daughters well.
“I understand,” Celia sighed. “For now, we need to find out what’s going on with the Sirens. We’ll know more when Judas and Cas return. If anyone can help, Uncle Caspian can.”
“Uncle?”




Twelve

Caspian’s story was sad, and all-too familiar. He ran from the ocean, disobeying well-meaning parents who wanted to marry him to someone he didn’t love to improve their social standing. Twenty-seven years had passed, but the tale was as likely today as back then
He had taken to the streets and survived through a combination of begging, stealing, and odd jobs. His brother wasn’t so lucky: he came to find Caspian but found death instead. Caspian blamed himself for Boon’s death and the loss sent him into a deep depression. Although it took many years, he found his way out of the pain by helping Mer who came ashore.
“That’s how you met him?” Evan asked.
Celia nodded. “Judas and I had been on land two days. We were hungry and had the unfortunate timing of landing during winter. We wouldn’t have survived without Cas.”
“So he found you, took you in, and told you he was your long lost uncle?”
“Not quite like that,” Celia smirked. “We’d been here about three months when I figured out who he was. We were talking about traditions and arranged marriages. Cas told us about his family. With a few questions, we realized his sister and our mother was the same person.”
“Did he never try to reach out to her?”
“He was full of guilt for leaving and for Boon. He wasn’t sure she would want to see him.”
Evan paused, weighing the question repeating through her mind. She took a deep breath and asked, “Do you feel guilty for leaving us?”
Celia stared out the window, downing the last dregs of her hot chocolate. She put her mug on the table, leaned back, and sighed. Turning to Evan she said, “No.”
Evan pressed her lips together, unsure what to say. It had not been the answer she expected.
Celia continued, “I did for a long time, but not anymore. I grieved for you and Orielle, for the sea, for all I’d left behind. I thought you’d hate me and never understand why I left.”
“I didn’t understand. In some ways, I still don’t. But I never hated you.”
Celia reached over and put her arm around Evan, pulling her against her shoulder. “I missed you, Ev. And I’m sorry I left without a proper goodbye. The only reason I stopped feeling guilty and started living my life is because of Will and Lucy. They give me purpose.”
As if on cue, Lucy came from the bedroom pulling a bleary-eyed Will. Blinking at the sun shining through the windows, he asked, “What time is it?”
“Nearly eight,” Celia said.
He nodded through another yawn. “Malcolm will be here soon. I’ll start breakfast.”
“Who?” Evan asked.
“My best bro. You’ll like him,” Will said, his head inside the fridge. “Everyone always does.”
 

As Evan sat down for her first human breakfast, there was a knock at the door. A tall man with flawless tawny skin stepped inside the apartment. His dark hair was shaved short, barely longer than the shadow of stubble across his face.
Lucy ran to him, wrapping her arms around his legs as she stared up at him. A smile sprang to his face, and Evan found it difficult not to smile in turn.
He scooped Lucy into his lap as he sat down, nuzzling his cheek against her curls before finally looking up and spotting Evan. “Oh, snap,” he said. “I didn’t realize you had company.”
“Would it have mattered?” Will asked.
Malcolm shook his head. “Nah.”
Celia put a glass of orange juice in front of Malcolm and handed Lucy a sippy cup. “Malcolm, this is Evannia.”
“Pleasure to meet you,” Evan said.
Will took Evan’s hand and said, “The pleasure is mine.”
“Don’t flirt with my sister, Malcolm. She doesn’t know you like we do,” Celia said, though her expression remained playful.
He looked between them for a moment. “Sisters. That explains why she’s so pretty.”
Evan felt her cheeks flush as she pulled her hand away. She turned her eyes to the plate Will had placed in front of her. She didn’t recognize a single thing. She looked up, meeting Malcolm’s chestnut eyes. He asked, “Is this your first time?”
“Excuse me?” she asked.
He pointed to her plate.
“Oh, no,” she said, feeling the heat return to her cheeks. “Caspian fed me last night.”
“Hamburger and fries?” Celia asked. “That’s his favorite.”
“This won’t be quite as good,” Will said. “Cas has been perfecting his burgers longer than I’ve been alive.”
Evan raked her fork across a pale yellow mass. It certainly didn’t look as appealing as Caspian’s food.
“Those are eggs,” Malcolm said.
“I’ve seen eggs before, but never made like that. Evan held up a reddish strip of something and asked, “What’s this?”
“That, my dear, is bacon. It’s the food of the gods,” Malcolm said, snatching her piece and popping it in his mouth.
“And those are potatoes,” Celia said, pointing at the crispy brown shreds.
“Yummy ketchup,” Lucy chimed in, her mouth already full.
Evan looked around as all eyes waited for her to try her first bite. She gave a hesitant smile, then pushed her fork into the eggs and took a bite. The taste was fine, good even, but not quite the explosion of flavor that the hamburger had been. She gave a thumb’s up as she chewed, which seemed to satisfy them. Malcolm was right about the bacon; she wished he hadn’t stolen that other piece.
As soon as breakfast was over, Malcolm stood and headed to the door. Lucy made whimpering sounds as she followed him out. “Don’t worry, little princess. I’m going to work, but I’ll see you tonight.”
He hugged Celia, bumped his fist against Will’s, then called back to Evan and said, “Nice to meet you, sis. See you tonight.”
After he was gone, Evan asked, “What’s tonight?”
“Malcolm is having a little party,” Will said.
Celia must’ve read the look of terror on Evan’s face, because she quickly added, “It’s nothing like the parties at the palace. It will be casual, and we’ll eat simple human food that we cook ourselves.”
“No fancy dresses?” Evan asked.
Celia shook her head. “You’ll have fun, I promise.”
Evan shrugged. “It’s not like I have anywhere else to be.”
Celia turned to her husband and asked, “What are you doing today?”
“I’ve got to finish my article or Donna will be all over my—”
“Language!” Celia exclaimed.
Will cringed. “Sorry. I forget she’s repeating everything now.”
He eyed Lucy as she sat on the floor brushing her doll’s hair. He mumbled, “She’s too smart for her own good.” Will’s eyes moved from his daughter to his wife. “What are you gals doing?”
Celia hooked her thumb towards Evan. “We’ll be getting rid of some of the Mer.”
Will nodded, but Evan looked between them, confused. “What does that mean?”
“Mer have a certain look when they come to land,” Celia said, wrinkling her nose.
Evan asked, “What’s wrong with how I look?”
“Nothing’s wrong
with it,” Will said, holding up his hands. “You just look, well, Mer. A little girl-time will help you fit in better with humans.”
“And it will help disguise you from the Sirens,” Celia added.
“Sirens?” Will asked, his eyes darting between them. “What Sirens?”
Celia bit her lip. “It’s probably nothing to worry about, but Judas brought Evan here as a precaution.”
“Judas is back?” Will asked.
“I don’t know if he’s back,” Celia said. “He disappeared again.”
Will gritted his teeth for a moment before saying, “Let’s not mention this to Malcolm yet.”
“Why?” Evan asked.
Evan couldn’t read the look that passed between Celia and Will before Will said, “They had a falling out. I’m not sure Malcolm is ready to see him.”
“I’m certain he’s not,” Celia said under her breath.
A knock the door drew their attention. Will let a short, curvy girl in and Lucy ran to meet her. The girl hoisted Lucy onto her hip as she sauntered into the room. Evan stared, taking in the way she moved with such grace it appeared she was floating. Her corkscrew curls were pulled into a high ponytail, and Lucy patted the girl’s cheeks as she stared at her.
Celia said, “Kedra, this is my sister, Evannia.”
Kedra’s smile was full of surprise when she turned to Evan and said, “Girl, you might as well hug me. We’re family ‘round here.”
“Nice to meet you,” Evan said. “Are you Glaucan?”
“No honey, I’m a New Yorker.”
“It’s a city in the north,” Celia clarified. “Kedra is a normal human.”
Kedra scoffed. “Ain’t nothin’ normal ‘bout me. I’m extra.” With an infectious laugh she added, “Miss Lucy, we’re going to be late if we don’t leave. You ready?”
Lucy pulled on a backpack and took Kedra’s hand as she waved goodbye to her parents. Will closed the door behind them with a shake of his head. “Sometimes I think she loves Kedra more than us.”
“She loves Kedra, for sure,” Celia said with a smile, “but I think it’s the books that have her heart. She gets in such a hurry to leave on library day.”
“I can’t be upset that she likes books.”
“She gets it from her daddy.”
Will sighed and stepped over to kiss his wife’s cheek. “Speaking of books, I’m going to work. You ladies have fun today.”
As he walked to their bedroom and closed the door, Celia turned to Evan and smiled devilishly. She reached forward and picked up a strand of Evan’s long hair. “I’ll have fun today. I don’t know about you.”




Thirteen

While Celia dressed, Evan poked around the apartment looking at the things she didn’t understand. Celia had turned on a moving painting and told Evan to watch what she wanted, but the contraption was strange and loud. Evan wasn’t sure she liked it. Instead she found herself staring dreamily out the window, watching the people passing on the street below.
A young girl with bouncy black waves was walking across the street. From this height, she could pass for Orielle. The girl spun around in a circle, as if she was lost or looking for something.
What if it is Orielle? she thought, fear running through her. The Sirens could’ve attacked Triton or kidnapped her and she’d escaped. Or they could be using her as bait.
It didn’t matter. She had to check. She ran downstairs and out the front door. The girl had her back to her.
“Orielle?” Evan asked.
Her voice was too quiet amongst the noise of the city. The girl stepped off the curb and started across the street. Evan went after her, taking the front steps two at a time. She ran into the street and caught the girl by the shoulder, spinning her around.
“What are you doing?” the girl asked, jerking away from her.
“Sorry,” Evan said, her face falling. “I thought you were someone else.”
Evan stood, watching, as the girl stormed away. There was a strange noise blaring behind her and she turned to see a bright yellow land-carriage flashing its lights.
Before she realized what was happening, someone knocked her to the ground as the metal monster passed, a slur of curses coming from the open window.
“You okay?” A figure in black leather and a curved helmet helped her up. He lifted the visor of his helmet and asked, “Miss?”
She looked up into his eyes. They were gray, kind…familiar. “I’m fine,” she breathed.
The man nodded. “You’re sure?”
“Yeah, yes,” she said. He led her back to the sidewalk before letting go of her hand.
“Be careful. It’s a dangerous world,” he said. He walked over to a sleek black vessel with one seat and two wheels. It rumbled to life beneath him. He gave one last look over his shoulder towards her before shooting off into the street.
“Evan?” Celia asked from the steps behind her. “What are you doing out here? You scared the shit out of me.”
“Sorry,” Evan said.
Celia’s brows furrowed. “What are you smiling about?”
Evan straightened her face and said, “Nothing. Ready to go?”
 

As they stepped out of the hair salon, the wind caught Evan’s tresses and tussled it around her face. Her hair had cascaded down her back as long as she could remember, but now it didn’t even brush her shoulders.
“It feels so light,” she said, surprised by the difference.
“Do you like it?” Celia asked.
Evan nodded, smiling when she saw the look of relief on Celia’s face. It had been her sister’s idea to cut it so drastically, and Evan could tell she had been nervous about it.
“I didn’t like that thing they did to my eyebrows though.”
Celia smiled. “But they look great.”
“What now?” Evan asked. “Food? Can we get hamburgers?”
“I’ve got something even better,” Celia replied.
They walked a few blocks and stopped in front of a brightly colored land-carriage. Celia said, “Two Tandoori Kabobs and two mango bubble teas.”
The man pushed some buttons on a gray box and Celia handed him a thin plastic rectangle. He gave it back, along with a little piece of paper, and a different man handed her red-checkered bowls and two orange cups. Celia led them to a bench and sat down.
“I have a lot of questions about what just happened,” Evan said.
Celia smiled. “That’s a food truck. It’s like a traveling kitchen for people who don’t know how or don’t have time to cook.”
“And they just give you food?”
“No, I paid for it.”
“With your plastic rectangle?”
“That’s a credit card. It’s a human way of keeping track of my gold.”
Evan nodded, taking in the information. “Okay, I think I get it. Last question: what is this?” She held up a stick with chunks of reddish meat on it.
Celia laughed and said, “It’s pretty much the greatest thing about living on land.”
“Uh, I don’t know about that. I’ve tried bacon, after all.”
Evan only made it through two bites before passing her to Celia to finish. Despite her sister’s love for the strange food, Evan found the flavors too heavy for her tastes. Celia blamed it on only eating fish for so many years.
After lunch, Celia took Evan to a building so large the Triton castle could fit inside it. Evan stared wide-eyed at the stores they passed: clothes, jewelry, books, shoes, makeup and perfume—there was a store for everything.
Celia led her into a massive place where they were surrounded by racks of clothing. She said, “We need to figure out your size.” She pulled dozens of things from the racks and stacked them in Evan’s arms. “Let’s go try these on.”
Evan was surprised by how much she enjoyed trying on the different things Celia picked out. In the castle she was only allowed to wear dresses. Most were formal and uncomfortable, though she had a few simple ones that she could get away with wearing if she didn’t have to stray far from her room.
These clothes, however, seemed made for comfort. Celia picked out more jeans like the ones Judas had given her and introduced her to a soft, warm material called “sweats.” She picked a couple dresses as well, but they were much better than the monstrosities with which she was accustomed.
As Evan rounded the corner to try on another dress, she stopped in her tracks. Across the room was a fair-haired man, his pale eyes scanning the room.
Evan dropped to the ground with a curse. She didn’t know how Andrus had found her, but she was sure it was him. She crawled beside a rack of clothes and peered around, careful to keep herself low to the ground.
“What are you doing?” Celia asked from behind her.
Evan jerked around, motioning her sister to the ground. Hooking her thumb in the direction of Andrus, she mouthed, “Siren.”
Celia’s eyes widened, but to her credit she didn’t panic. Evan watched her clench her jaw for a moment, then slowly stand and pick up a shirt as casually as she could. She held it at arm’s length as if she was considering it. “Blond? Black jacket?”
Evan nodded.
“Get into the dressing room,” Celia said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
“No,” Evan said, her voice cracking. “It’s too dangerous.”
Celia said, “I have an idea, but I need you to do what I say.” Evan furrowed her brows but nodded. “When I walk away, I want you to pick up my bags, count to five, then sprint for the dressing room.”
Celia picked a few things off the rack, then headed off in the direction opposite the dressing rooms. Evan clutched Celia’s bags, counted to five, then bolted for the dressing rooms. She locked the door, her fingers shaking as she rattled the fragile metal into place. If he came for her, the lock would be no match for him.
Minutes passed.
The pit in her stomach tightened with each passing second. Evan pressed her ear against the door. She heard footsteps.
She balled her fists at her side, preparing to make a fight of it. The creak of the door next to her set her frayed nerves on end. As she tried to calm down, a hurried knock sent her back into panic.
“Open the door,” Celia hissed.
Evan fumbled it open. Celia was in the cramped room before Evan had a chance to take a step back. She tossed clothes on the floor, grabbing the bags she had already purchased instead. She pulled out a sweater and said, “Put this on.”
Evan wasted no time in throwing it over her head. Celia took out a jacket and tied it around Evan’s waist. She picked up one of the things she had thrown on the floor and began wrapping it around Evan’s head.
“He thinks you’re in the other dressing room,” she said through staggered breaths. “I pretended to be getting more clothes for you to try.”
She finished covering Evan’s hair and moved to her own, tying it back with a thin veil of fabric. She grabbed a shirt out of Evan’s bag and pulled it over her own.
“We don’t have much time before he figures out I’m not coming back.”
“Do you think this will fool him?” Evan asked.
Celia sighed. “I’m hoping it will give us enough time to get out of here.”
Celia nodded towards the bags of clothes and Evan picked them up. Undoing the latch, Celia inched the door open and stuck her head out. After a few seconds she grabbed Evan’s hand, pushed open the door, and pulled her towards the exit.
“Look straight ahead. Try not to look suspicious,” Celia said, though her own gait was stilted.
Almost there, Evan chanted with each step. She heard a shrill scream behind her, followed by a man yelling, “Stop!”
They ran.
On the street, Evan bumped into a muscled man covered in tattoos. His deep baritone asked, “You alright, miss?”
“Her ex is chasing us,” Celia said, the lie setting the man’s eyes on fire. She added, “He’ll be coming from the mall in a leather jacket.”
Evan heard him crack his knuckles, but they pushed through the busy sidewalk, leaving him behind. There was a commotion behind them, not as far back as Evan liked. Celia forced her way through gaps in the crowd, but Andrus was close.
A voice, crisp and sweet, danced through the air. It coated Evan’s ears in sugar, plucked at her heart, turned the wispy clouds pink and purple and full of love. She turned towards the song.
The words were like no language she’d ever heard, lilting above every other sound. Evan felt herself struggling against Celia’s grip. She knew she had to escape her sister and follow the song, or nothing in life would ever bring her happiness.
Celia reached up and slapped her. Evan placed her hand on her stinging cheek as her sister’s face came into focus. Celia’s mouth was moving; Evan focused on her lips, letting Celia’s words rinse away the honeyed song.
“…be so stupid! You’re a Mer. Siren’s songs aren’t supposed to affect you like this.”
“Celia,” Evan said with a hiccup. She stumbled and leaned against the wall.
“Ev?” she asked.
“Yeah,” Evan giggled. “Don’t hit me again.”
Celia’s hand fell to her side. “You’re drunk. How? Mer shouldn’t have a reaction.”
“But I do,” Evan sang, booping Celia’s nose.
Celia pushed her hand away. “Come one. The further away we get, the easier it should be on you.” She put Evan’s arm across her shoulder and grabbed her waist, pulling her down a side street. “Caspian’s place is nearby. We’ll be safe there.”
They stumbled down the street, running against the tide of humans seeking out the Siren’s song. The people jerked and twisted towards the voice, bodies pulled against their wills, caught in a desperate desire to find he who controlled them. Evan caught glimpse of their faces as the ran; most were feverish, unthinking as they struggled towards the song, though a few bore a pained expression as if the song were ripping through their souls.
When they arrived at Caspian’s apartment, they found the place in disarray. His door was smashed and partially open, and they could see his belongings scattered throughout the room.
Celia pushed the door open and called for him. She searched room to room, finding nothing. Evan was sobered by Celia’s despair. She said, “Maybe he wasn’t here when they came.”
Celia pursed her lips, pointing to the stove where a pot of water still boiled. Evan put her hand on Celia’s shoulder. “We need to go. We’ll figure this out from your place.”
Celia met her gaze, tears forming on the ends of her dark lashes. She wiped them away with the back of her hand as she pulled a purple rectangle from her pocket. When she pushed the screen, Evan heard a faint ringing sound, then a voice said, “Hello?”
Celia said, “Babe, listen up. I need you to take Lucy to Malcolm’s. Yes, right now. I’ll explain when I get there.” After a few seconds she said, “I know. I’m sorry. Love you, too.”
She put the device back in her pocket and took a deep breath.  She walked over and turned off the stove before turning back to Evan to say, “Eyes open, ears closed. We don’t need you falling under the Siren’s song again.”
“Celia—” Evan began.
Celia shook her head, cutting Evan off. “We’ve gotta get you outta here before whatever came for Cas comes back for you.”




Fourteen

Outside Caspian’s apartment, Celia hailed a land-carriage. Evan slid into the backseat while Celia leaned forward and said, “Sable Pointe. There’s an extra twenty in it if you make it quick.”
The driver nodded, pulled back into traffic, and hit the gas. They cut through streets quicker than Evan could’ve imagined. Soon they were on a long passage of cobblestone with tall trees on either side.
They exited the carriage in front of a massive white house. Soft yellow hues poured through large windows, gauzy curtains barely dimming the alight. Manicured hedges and flowerbeds lined the mansion, meticulous, but sporadic in sizes and shades.
“This is Malcolm’s house?” Evan asked. Celia nodded and Evan said, “It’s a lot different than your place.”
“Apartments are crammed together to fit more people in the city. Malcolm lives away from the city so he can have more room. He uses his big house for Mer to stay when they need to.”
“Why?” Evan asked. “What’s in it for him?”
Celia smiled. “He does it because he loves us.”
As they walked towards the front door, a sound boomed from around the corner. It repeated until a creature on four legs bounded into view.
“Poseidon’s beard!” Evan screeched, ducking behind her sister.
Celia laughed and bent down to touch the thing. It licked her hand. “Don’t freak out. It’s just Avalanche.”
“What is an Avalanche?” Evan asked, her lips curled down in disgust.
“He’s a dog,” Celia said. “A pet.”
Evan shrugged her shoulders, not understanding.
Celia said, “Remember when you wanted to keep that baby seal in the bathtub and mom freaked out about it?” Evan nodded, a smile playing on her lips at the memory. Celia continued, “Well, if she’d let you keep it that would’ve been your pet.”
Evan nodded, slowly. “So a dog is like a seal?”
“It’s a land-seal, yeah. It lives with Malcolm and he takes care of it.”
Evan stared at the land-seal. He was odd-looking, with pointed ears and thick spotted fur covering his whole body. His tail stuck straight out and swished back and forth with a surprising amount of speed.
“Do you want to pet him?” Celia asked.
Evan shook her head, but it was too late. Celia patted the ground by Evan and Avalanche moved beside her. Celia cooed, “He’s a good boy.”
Evan reached forward and touched the dog between the ears. His fur was softer than she had expected. She patted him with more fervor, unable to resist him once she saw he wasn’t a threat. His tongue lolled from his head as he panted, seeming to enjoy the attention.
A moment later, a middle-aged man rushed towards them. With an eye-roll he said, “Oh, it’s you. I heard Avalanche barking and thought perhaps it was someone important. I didn’t realize you’d called ahead to announce your impending arrival.”
“That’s because I didn’t,” Celia said as she shouldered past.
“Such impropriety,” he mumbled. “Master Malcolm handles it with such grace.”
“Get over it, Stewart.” Celia motioned Evan to stay in the front room while she went walking through the house, calling out for Malcolm.
Evan surveyed the foyer, taking in the curving staircase on each side of the oval-shaped entryway. The marble tiled floor held a trace of yellow veins, matching the twinkling lights of the chandelier above.
She smiled when her gaze met Stewart’s. He sneered and said, “I suppose you’re another lost child seeking help from my benevolent employer?”
Before Evan could answer, Celia and Malcolm rushed back into the room. Malcolm stepped close to Evan and lightly placed a hand on her arm. “You okay?”
Evan nodded. She was surprised by the amount of care resonating in his voice, despite only meeting him that morning. She pressed her mind against his, trying to search his emotions, but again found herself unable to access her gift.
Malcolm led them to where Will and Kedra waited, Lucy playing nearby. The room was informal, with cozy furniture lining the walls and a dining table with chairs in the middle of the room. Evan stared at the fireplace in the corner while Celia filled them in; she’d never seen a fire larger than what lit the candelabras at home, and she was mesmerized by the flames licking along the blocks of wood.
Her mind wandered. Until then, she had avoided thinking about what was happening, what needed to happen. But when Andrus flashed through her mind, his face seared into her memory, she shuddered from the sheer terror of what could’ve happened without Celia to help her.
Celia reached over and put her hand on Evan’s knee. “You need to tell us everything about the Sirens.”
Evan started with the night Andrus had tried to kidnap her. The memories buzzed through her head, new details emerging that she hadn’t thought on before. When she told them about visiting the Protean Palace, she lingered on the strange relationship between her cousin and the prince. It seemed important now, more so than before.
When she spoke of the hostile siblings, Jove and Juno, there was no longer any question that they were Sirens. Now the only thing they needed to know was why Calix had them as guests in his kingdom.
She paused when she thought of the masked man, the stranger who had helped her after the conversation with Calix.  They had danced like they were the only people in the world. Though only two days had passed, it felt like years since she’d stared into his strange gray eyes. Her interaction with him felt intimate, despite being witnessed by hundreds of Mer; she didn’t feel comfortable telling her friends, or even her sister, about it.
She looked at the group, realizing she had stopped speaking while thinking of the stranger. With a shake of her head she continued, moving on to her escape from the palace. She told them of Declan’s sacrifice and Rafe carrying her through the palace. When she explained how Judas had shown up just in time to lead her to safety, she noticed Malcolm’s expression change, though she didn’t know him well enough to read it.
“Then Caspian brought me to you,” Evan finished, gesturing her hand towards Celia and Will.
Malcolm opened his mouth to speak, then closed it as if changing his mind. With a sigh he asked, “What happened to Judas?”
“I don’t know,” Evan said. “Caspian said he was looking for information.”
“And Cas?” Kedra asked.
Will said, “He told me he was going hunting. I thought it was just to find new Mer. I didn’t know about the Sirens or I would’ve stopped him.”
Celia rubbed her hand along his arm. “You couldn’t have stopped him. You know how he is.”
“I could’ve done something,” he said.
“Babe, this isn’t your fault. Cas would’ve walked out that door no matter who tried to stop him. He’s a stubborn old man.”
After a quiet moment, Celia jumped to her feet. She spun around, her eyes scanning the room. The fear on her face made it apparent what was wrong even before she called out.
“Lucy! Where are you?”
Will jumped up and started looking behind furniture. Malcolm and Kedra sprinted out to search the house. Evan placed her hands on Celia’s shoulders. “She can’t have gone far. She’s probably just playing in an empty room. We’ll find her.”
Celia nodded, but her eyes were flicking back and forth, scanning places Will had just checked. She moved from Evan without a word, stepping into the kitchen to open cabinets and drawers too small for Lucy to fit in, too high for her to reach.
Evan joined Celia in the kitchen. The patio door was ajar. She flung the door wide and ran onto the patio. The pool was empty, and Evan sent a thankful prayer to Poseidon for that.
A nearby guard approached, and Evan told him what was happening. He radioed for the other guards to search the perimeter, while Evan ran down a well-worn path leading through the trees.
The salty air smelled of the sea. Evan hadn’t realized how close they were to the water, but as the scent filled her nose, she had no doubt as to where Lucy was. She may be part human, but the Mer side of her would have a hard time denying the call of the ocean.
Evan’s gaze swiveled back and forth between the grass along the edge of the dunes and the tide breaking along the shore. Surely, she wouldn’t have gone out into the water. Although the temperature was fine for a Mer, it was far too cold for a human child. Then again, Lucy was half-Mer.
Evan felt cool water splash against her feet. She had moved to the water’s edge without realizing it. The foamy water lingered against her skin. In the surf, a soggy lump of fabric nudged against Evan’s foot.
It was Lucy’s doll.
Her eyes searched the near-darkness, thankful the moon gave what help it did. Still, the night made it difficult to see.
A splash caught her attention and sent her heart into her throat. Lucy was farther out than Evan thought a small child could have gone on her own. She watched in horror as Lucy’s head ducked below the water once, twice, and on the third time she didn’t come back up.
Evan ran into the ocean, throwing herself under the crashing waves. She let her sea-trained eyes search the dark water, but she couldn’t see any movement. She was still too far away.
Evan surfaced, scanning the water for any sign of her. Nothing. She prepared to dive again, but a wave smacked against her, knocking her back into the briny murk. She jumped up, cursing herself for the wasted seconds.
There was a huge splash. Lucy was there, safe; she was being borne to land in the arms of Poseidon.
Evan’s addled brain took a moment to realize it couldn’t be Poseidon himself, but he was certainly the picture of a god. His body was tall and lithe, with glistening muscles reflecting the silver moonlight. His thick hair was pushed back away from his angular face but one loose strand sent drops down his perfect lips.
Evan felt heat creeping up her neck when she realized she was staring. As the water lapped against her, she was jolted with an intense surge of fear. She stepped out of the water to meet Lucy on land and the feeling passed.
He placed Lucy on the ground and began compressions on her, using his fingers to push air into her tiny body. Evan hovered nearby, her own breath caught in her chest for an endless moment as she waited for Lucy to make any movement. Finally Lucy sputtered, water dribbling from her mouth as the man turned her onto her side.
She heard Celia and Will calling her name. She yelled back and an instant later they were running towards their daughter. Will scooped her up into his arms, cradling her close to his chest, and Celia wrapped her arms around them both.
Malcolm appeared out of nowhere and went straight for the stranger. He poked his finger into the man’s chest and asked, “Who are you? What are you doing out here in the middle of the night? And what the hell do you think you’re doing with that little girl?”
Evan stepped between the two men, pushing Malcolm back. “Stop! He saved her.”
“What do you mean?” Celia asked, turning back to them.
“She went under,” Evan said, a sob catching in her throat. “I couldn’t get to her in time. But this man carried her to shore and got her breathing again.”
“Why was she in the water?” Malcolm asked, still eyeing the man suspiciously. “And why were you?”
“I swim in the evenings,” the man said with a shrug. His voice was low, nearly a growl, incongruent with his casual demeanor.
“And Lucy came out on her own,” Evan said, coming to his defense. “I found the kitchen door open.”
Celia stepped in front of the man, staring up into his eyes. He stared back, the seconds ticking by as Evan watched her sister. But Celia wrapped her arms around him and said, “Thank you. You saved my baby.”
The man gave a half smile and nodded, saying, “I’m just happy I got to her in time.”
After a moment, Celia pulled away and wiped her eyes. “How can I ever thank you enough?”
The man shook his head. “There’s no need. Anyone else would’ve done the same.”
“There must be something,” Celia persisted.
“The breath in her lungs is thanks enough,” he said, looking to Lucy resting in her father’s arms.
“Please, come back to the house with us,” Celia said. “At the very least we can give you a towel and some food.”
Malcolm crossed his arms, clearly unhappy with the suggestion. Evan watched the man’s eyes dart to Malcolm for a second before returning to Celia. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
Celia looked at Malcolm, saw the disdain on his face, then turned back to the stranger and rolled her eyes. “Ignore him. Malcolm is a suspicious man in the best of circumstances.”
“It’s my house,” Malcolm muttered.
“And you’d turn away the man who saved Lucy’s life?”
“Of course not,” Malcolm grimaced. He sighed and stepped towards the man with an outstretched hand. “Forgive me and join us for dinner.”
The man eyed each of them in turn. When his gaze met Evan’s, he held her stare for a long moment and said, “If you’re sure it isn’t an imposition.”
Evan felt her lips twitch in a shy smile. Malcolm spoke, drawing the man’s attention back to him. “We’d love to have you.” After a pause he added, “I’m Malcolm.”
“Gideon,” the man said. His eyes flicked back towards Evan when he said, “It’s a great pleasure to meet you.”




Fifteen

As they walked the path to Malcolm’s house, Evan found herself in the back of the group walking alongside Gideon. Moonlight danced across his skin as it passed through the trees lining the grounds.
“Evannia,” Gideon said, his deep voice rumbling her name. “That’s a unique name.”
Evan nodded, her mouth dry as sand. “It’s a family name.”
He nodded. “Mine as well. It can be burdensome.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s a certain connotation already associated with my name. My great-grandfather was a strong, proud man and a leader in his community. People admired and looked up to him.”
“And you’re afraid you can’t live up to that?”
Gideon nodded. “How about you? Who was the former Evannia?”
Evan shrugged. “I’ve heard a few stories, but nothing to let me know what kind of woman she was.”
“If she was a shadow of you, she was lovely.”
Evan blushed and turned away. She was saved from responding by their arrival at Malcolm’s home. Gideon stopped to take in the massive house, but didn’t seem surprised by its grandeur.
Of course he isn’t surprised, Evan thought. He probably lives nearby in a palace of his own.
As if reading her thoughts, Malcolm asked, “So, do you live around here?”
Gideon nodded. “Practically in your backyard.”
Kedra was waiting inside. Relief flooded her face when she saw Lucy in Will’s arms. She exhaled and said, “Oh thank ya, Jesus.”
Celia and Will curled onto a sofa with Lucy between them, leaving Evan to sit across from them. Kedra sat beside her, sliding close to whisper, “Who the hell is that hunk o’ man?”
Evan fought a smile. “He rescued Lucy.”
“He can rescue me,” she said, her head whipping back as she eyed him head to heel. “I mean, have you ever seen a man that good looking before?”
Evan bit her lip, stifling a giggle. Kedra was right, though. Evan had seen many handsome men throughout her life, but none were his equal. She whispered, “The problem with handsome men is that they often have the personality of a seashell.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” Kedra said. “But damn, they sure are pretty to look at.”
Malcolm sidled up beside them, asking, “What are you two talking about?”
“How all the best men are gay,” Kedra replied.
He muttered, “I wish.”
The evening passed in a haze of conversation, though the heavy talk of Sirens and danger had ceased in Gideon’s presence. Evan was thankful for the respite.
One by one their companions retired to their bedrooms, until at last it was only Evan and Gideon. Wordlessly, he moved to sit beside her. His eyes never left hers. When his lips lifted in a small smile, Evan’s breath caught in her throat.
They sat this way for a long moment before footsteps behind them drew their attention. Gideon was on his feet in an instant, positioning himself between Evan and whoever approached. It was only a maid, but Gideon’s action struck Evan with a pang of sadness, a longing for Triton. Many guards had reacted the same way through the years.
Her eyes filled with tears, but Gideon was beside her again, wiping them away as he held her cheeks in his hands. She put her hands on top of his, holding them in place. She leaned forward, drawn towards him, unable and unwilling to stop herself.
“Will you be needing anything else from me tonight?” the maid called.
Evan looked up, meeting the woman’s eyes. She could see from the girl’s expression that she hadn’t been paying attention to what was happening in the other part of the room and was only now realizing that she was interrupting something.
Gideon dropped his hands and scooted to put some distance between them, Evan forced a smile and answered, “No, I think we’re good.”
The woman nodded and turned to leave, but Gideon said, “Actually, it’s probably time for Evannia to get some rest.”
Evan turned back to him, confused. “I’m fine.”
He smiled again, but didn’t meet her gaze. “You’ve been through a lot tonight.”
Evan sighed, but nodded in agreement. Now that she thought about it, she was tired. She stifled a yawn as she asked, “Will I see you tomorrow?”
“Do you want to?”
“Yes.”
“Then I’ll do my best.”
Evan smiled as she followed the maid out of the room. When they were out of earshot the maid said, “I am so sorry for interrupting you.”
“It’s fine,” Evan said. In truth, she wasn’t exactly sure what the maid had interrupted. Was she really going to kiss this man she just met? She’d already done that once this week.
Evan didn’t register anything more than the bed in the room where the maid took her. She sat on the edge of the bed to take off her shoes and within seconds was slumped over, fast asleep.
 

When Evan opened her eyes, bright bands of sunlight were streaming through the blinds. She stretched, arching her back, trying to force the stiffness from her muscles.
Evan walked to the balcony door and stepped into a warm breeze. She heard a stream of laughter below and looked down to see Celia and Will in the pool with Lucy, teaching her to swim. Evan turned back to the bedroom, planning to go down and join them. The maid stood by the door.
“Oh, hello,” Evan said, startled.
“Hello,” the girl said.
“Do you need something?”
“No, miss, but I thought you might. I started your bath. Is there anything else you need?” Evan shook her head, but the maid eyed her salt-stained pants and said, “Your sister sent some clothes for you. They’re in the closet. Anything specific for breakfast?”
“Bacon,” Evan said.
The girl lingered, seeming to try to decide whether or not to say something. Staring at the floor she said, “I just wanted to tell you again how sorry I am about last night.”
Evan smiled. “What’s your name?”
“Poppy.”
“Well, Poppy, I must admit I was a little upset I didn’t get to kiss that handsome fellow. Wouldn’t you have been?”
She laughed. “I would’ve killed the person who interrupted me.”
“It was an accident. Let’s just hope it won’t be my only opportunity.”
“Didn’t you see the way he was looking at you?”
Evan shrugged, but she couldn’t fight the smile spreading across her face.
After cleaning up, Evan went downstairs to the kitchen. Kedra was there with a dripping wet Lucy, sharing a plate of fries and a bowl of fruit.
“Hey girl,” Kedra said.
“Hi,” Evan replied. “Where is everyone else?”
“Malcolm is working, Celia and Will are cleaning up, and Miss Lucy and I are right here.”
“No sign of Gideon?”
Kedra huffed. “Not yet, but if he’s coming by, my butt is staying right here.”
Evan followed the smell of bacon to a silver-lidded tray. She lifted the lid and stared down, her mind too full of Gideon to register the food on the plate.
What is wrong with me? she thought. He’s a stranger.
But reasoning with herself didn’t stop her attraction to him. It was only physical, she knew—there hadn’t been enough time to get to know the man. But he was temptation itself, and she couldn’t fight his magnetism.
She thought of Rafe and the secret relationship she’d had with him. Last week she thought she loved him, now she knew it had been the dreams of a foolish girl.
Then there was handsome, well-mannered Judas. She wanted to be interested in him, but he was her friend, and that’s all she saw when she looked at him.
Prince Calix. Gross.
Jove Lostone. Worse than gross.
Then there was the gray-eyed stranger who spun her around the dance floor and made her feel like the only person in the room. He could give Gideon a run for his money. But she didn’t know who he was and he’d run from the guards, so that couldn’t be good.
All these men popping in and out of her life, but none lingered to build anything worthwhile. Distractions, the lot of them, she thought. So why did Gideon feel so different?




Sixteen

Evan was seated in the library when Celia and Will burst into the room. Evan tossed her book aside, eager to hear what news they might have of Caspian.
They were not alone.
Judas stood behind them casting nervous glances around the room. He was haggard, far from the dashing nobleman Evan knew. His blue eyes were ringed with dark circles, his hair dirty and disheveled, and his beard unkempt.
His eyes darted to hers and he bowed his head. Clearing his throat and said, “Lovely to see you, Princess.”
Evan frowned and said, “We’re friends. You’re not supposed to call me that.”
“Sorry, Evan,” Judas said, running a hand through his dark hair. “I wasn’t sure you’d be happy with me.”
She chided, “For abandoning me?”
He pressed his lips together in a frown. “I knew you were safe and I needed to try to shed some light on the situation.”
“But I wasn’t safe.”
He nodded. “Celia told me about the Siren. I should’ve been there for you.”
Evan sighed. “You couldn’t have stopped it.”
“Maybe not,” Judas said, wiping his hand over his face. “Or maybe it wouldn’t have happened in the first place if I’d been there.”
Celia said, “Don’t do that. You can’t go through the list of maybes and wonder what could’ve happened. It doesn’t help.”
Judas shrugged. “I still feel guilty.”
“You should, you sonuvabitch.” Malcolm stood in the doorframe, his lips curled in a look of disgust, his lightless eyes full of fury.
Will stepped between them, putting his hands on Malcolm’s shoulders to draw his attention. “Hey man, calm down.”
But Malcolm’s fists were shaking at his side.
Celia joined her husband, her words coming quick: “We didn’t have anywhere else to take him. Look at him. He’s exhausted.”
“I. Don’t. Care.” Malcolm forced through gritted teeth.
Evan stared from Malcolm to Judas. Despite Malcolm’s anger, Judas’ eyes remained sad. His voice was little more than a whisper as he said, “Let him pass, Celia. This is his home.”
Malcolm winced at the words. He opened his mouth to speak, then shook his head and swallowed his words. After a moment he tried again, voice breaking as he said, “It was our home. Until I woke up one morning and you were gone.”
Judas didn’t speak, at least, not with words. His eyes carried the guilt and shame, the sheer agony his words could not. Malcolm continued, in a voice that carried such pain it sent shivers down Evan’s back. She was thankful her powers weren’t with her in this moment. She had no desire to feel these emotions.
Malcolm said, “Do you know how worried I was? I didn’t know if you were alive or dead.”
“I know,” Judas whispered.
“You don’t know! You will never know. And now that I’ve started to feel numb to the sound of your name, when I’m finally sleeping through the night instead of waking up to wander around the house looking for any sign of you, Evan shows up,” he yelled, throwing his hand in her direction, “and she tells us about you saving her from Sirens. You were on land, but didn’t have the decency to contact anyone.”
“I’m sorry.”
Malcolm looked at him, his eyes brimming with tears. “Do you even know what it means to be sorry?”
“If I’d told you where I was going, you would have stopped me. I would’ve seen how afraid it made you, and I would’ve lost my nerve.”
“Better to hurt me?” Malcolm asked.
“Not better, just easier. I didn’t have to see it.”
Malcolm scoffed. “At least you’re being honest.”
“I don’t want you to hurt, Malcolm. I love you.”
Malcolm searched Judas’ face. “But love isn’t enough. You aren’t staying.”
“I can’t.”
“You can, you just don’t want to.”
Judas frowned when he said, “I have a duty to my people.”
“What about your duty to me?” Malcolm asked. “Or have you forgotten the promises we made to one another?”
“I will come back to you,” Judas said. It was a promise.
“Why are you here now?” Celia asked.
Judas jumped at the sound of her voice, as if he’d forgotten she was there. He said, “To help Evan. To make amends.”
“Amends?” Evan asked.
He nodded. “I went home when I got word the Sirens had captured my mother. They’d been holding her captive, hoping to use her nobility to infiltrate the castle.”
Evan said, “They knew the queen would call the nobles, for one reason or another.”
“Why didn’t you tell us?” Will asked. “We could’ve helped you.”
Judas smiled grimly and said, “You would’ve tried. But in the end, I would’ve chickened out for fear you’d all get hurt. Instead, Caspian and I made a plan.”
“Cas was in on this?” Celia asked, bitterness coloring her tone. “The bastard helped us look for you when you disappeared.”
“That was his part. To keep you on land, distracted.”
“I guess you didn’t think about my family and how we were in danger?” Evan asked.
Judas shook his head. “There are so many guards. It never crossed my mind that they’d actually be able to get to you.”
“And it obviously didn’t go too badly for you,” Evan said, eyes narrowing.
Judas said, “Yes. I was coming to that.”
“Coming to what?” Will asked, looking back and forth between Judas and Evan.
“He started working with the Sirens,” Evan said.
He sighed. “I didn’t have a choice.”
“What did you do?” Celia asked.
“The noble’s dinner,” Evan said. “The night we met.”
Judas nodded. “They charged me with entertaining you. They wanted me to get you away from everyone else.”
“You escorted me to the door where the kidnapper waited for me. The same one who tailed us yesterday.”
“I’m sorry for putting you in danger, Princess. I truly am.”
She stared at him, eyes hard. “Your words don’t make it right.”
“I know,” he whispered. After a moment, he cleared his throat and continued. “While they went after you, I got my mother out through a servants’ passage. She’s safe in Glauca with her sister.”
“How do you know she wasn’t followed?” Celia asked.
“Because he went back to the Sirens,” Evan said.
Judas smirked at her and said, “You’re astute, aren’t you?”
“Why would you go back to them?” Malcolm asked.
“If they had me, they didn’t need my mother. She’d stay safe.”
“I can’t believe they didn’t kill you,” Celia said.
“They still needed me. I was their way to the Princess.”
Evan said, “But Mother insisted I go to the Protean Ball. She wouldn’t risk looking weak, even to protect me.”
“When they found out you were going to the ball, everything changed. I was expendable. They already had someone inside the Protean Palace.”
“But you were there anyway,” Evan said.
“Most of them headed to Protea, leaving only a couple behind to kill me and the servants. But we banded together and fought them off.”
“You had a black eye,” Evan said, remembering.
He nodded. “I wasn’t on the guest list, but I paid a smuggler to get me in. I was trying to slip some guards when I ran into you and they assumed I was part of your entourage. Fortunately for me, they had other things to deal with that night.”
Evan jolted at his words. He witnessed her dance with the stranger. Her cheeks went red. She pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth for a second, then said, “Yes, the stranger who found me after my talk with Prince Calix. We danced.”
“And then he ran,” Judas added.
Evan looked at Judas, silently thanking him for leaving out the fact that the man had kissed her. “Yes, he did.”
“Why? Who was he?” Celia asked.
“I never found out,” Evan said.
“Why didn’t you tell us about him before?” Malcolm asked.
“I didn’t think it was important,” Evan said with a shrug.
“The Sirens are hunting you. Everything that happens is important. For all you know, that man could be one too,” Celia said.
“After he ran,” Judas said, interrupting the sisters, “the guards took you out of the ballroom. I snuck away as well, planning to intercept you and tell you everything, to beg your forgiveness. But when I found you, it was too late.”
Evan shook her head. “No, it was just in time. Rafe couldn’t have gone much farther. If you hadn’t been there, I have no doubt I would be in the Siren’s custody right now.”
“I should’ve gone to your guards as soon as I got to the palace. I just wasn’t sure if they were trustworthy or if some of them could be helping the Sirens. That’s why I wanted to speak with you privately. I thought if I could get you alone for a few minutes, I could explain everything and atone for what I’d done.”
Evan walked to the window, chewing on his words. Although Judas had been conspiring with the Sirens, he was only doing it to protect his mother. What would she do for those she loved? She turned back to him and said, “Where did you go after you left me with Caspian?”
Judas said, “Back to Protea.”
“Why?” Celia asked, her eyes narrowing.
“To get information about what was happening, what they want with you.”
“Did you find what you were looking for?” Will asked.
Judas shook his head. “Not really. The only thing I learned is your guards are imprisoned.”
“Why?” Evan asked.
“The Protean Royals claim it was your guards who were in the process of handing you off to the Sirens.”
“Lies,” Evan said with a snarl.
They claim you were rescued by one of their people and they have you secreted away for your own protection. They’ve contacted your mother to come for you.”
“We have to warn her,” Celia said.
Evan shook her head. “She won’t go. Queen Astraea is no fool. Not even where her daughter is concerned.”
“I’m sure she’s worried sick about you,” Celia said.
Evan pursed her lips and said, “I’m sure.”
“Evan is right, though. She may be worried, but she’s smart enough to stay away,” Judas said.
“So what happens now?” Will asked.
Judas shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Malcolm stood and paced the room. Every step seemed to carry the weight of the world. Finally, he stopped and looked at Judas. “I don’t like the way things happened. It was sloppy and hurtful.”
“You’re right,” Judas said.
Malcolm waved his words away, saying, “You put yourself in danger, and everyone in this room has suffered because of it. But we can’t go back and change it, and even if we could, we don’t know that we could do anything differently. The only thing to do now, in this moment, is move forward. We need a plan.”
“A plan for what?” Evan asked.
When Malcolm met her eyes, Evan shuddered at what she saw. All the warmth had drained from his face. With his voice unnaturally flat, Malcolm said, “A plan to kill the Sirens.”




Seventeen

One fruitless idea after another was presented over the next several hours. They knew the Sirens were after Evan, but they didn’t know why. Celia wanted to know more, Malcolm and Judas thought the why didn’t matter, and Will rode the fence between the two arguments.
When Kedra and Lucy arrived in early evening, the discussion was tabled for later. Lucy had conned Kedra into taking her to the toy store, and her new doll occupied the conversation.
Evan was grateful for the distraction. The constant exchange revolving around her had been exhausting and left her feeling frayed around her edges. While the others were preoccupied, she excused herself and tiptoed through the house. She ran into Poppy in the hallway and instructed her to tell the other she was napping if they asked. But instead of going to her room, she headed for the back door.
Outside she breathed in the tangy salt air, letting the smell of the sea fill her. Evan had no intention of leaving the grounds or the safety of Malcolm’s home, but at the least she could see the water. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to look.
She headed down the path towards the beach, careful to avoid Malcolm’s guards. Her desire to see the ocean felt intimate, and she didn’t want to explain it.
The waves churned golden foam in the last of the sun’s rays. She had to feel the water; she felt the call deep in her bones and with each passing second she grew more certain that nothing and no one could keep her from the sea’s call.
She dashed towards the surf, delighted when it rushed to meet her. A joyous giggle erupted from her as the warm spray soaked her feet. Her worries were eased away by the ocean.
She walked down the shore, relishing the feel of the water on her skin. The sun settled down behind the spattering of trees that marked the edge of the beach, and Evan noticed the darkness settling around her. She turned back the way she’d come, suddenly eager to return to the safety of Malcolm’s house.
After a few steps, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She turned, certain someone’s eyes were on her. She turned towards the tree line, searching for the source, but she couldn’t make anything out in the fading light. She couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.
Her heartbeat quickened. She strained her eyes, searching out shadows in the gathering darkness. She couldn’t see anything, couldn’t hear anything above the crash of waves and her own blood pulsing in her ears.
I’m being foolish, she chided. But why did every nerve in her body pulsate like a live wire? Why had her chest tightened, squeezing out every bit of air in her body.
Because someone is there.
She broke into a run. Her feet pounded against the wet sand as she tried to close the distance between herself and the house. She was so concerned with escaping whoever was watching her, turning to watch the tree line as she ran over the wet sand, that she almost ran into a jogger.
The echo of her blood pounding in her ears was so loud, it took her a minute to realize he was speaking to her. She looked at his face, watching his smile falter and change to a look of worry.
“Gideon,” she breathed.
“Evannia,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder, “are you okay?”
Evan sucked in air, trying to calm down. She already felt safer standing next to him. The warmth flowing from his hand was like a blanket on a cold day. As the waves splashed against her feet she felt his worry, sharp and clear as it rolled off him. It was an exhilarating feeling, regaining the sense that she’d been without these last few days.
Though Gideon’s brow was still furrowed, there was a smile turning up the corners of his lips. He asked, “Why are you smiling?”
She hadn’t realized she was. A laugh crept from her throat, but died as soon as it hit the air. She struggled to find the words to tell him all the things flowing through her mind, but instead focused on the one thing that seemed to matter now that he was in front of her.
“You didn’t come back today.”
He scrubbed his hand over his hair as a splotch of red crept up his neck. “I thought it might be easier if you had some time before seeing me again.”
“Why?”
“Maybe you would change your mind.”
She pursed her lips. “About what?”
“Emotions were high last night. I was afraid you’d think I’d taken advantage of you.”
“How did you take advantage of me?” she asked, unable to keep the smile from her voice.
“The kiss.”
“But we didn’t,” Evan said.
“But we almost did.”
Evan pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh. “That hardly constitutes you taking advantage of me. Maybe I wanted to take advantage of you.”
Gideon laughed and shook his head. “Do you always just say whatever comes into your head?”
“Not usually,” Evan said. “I’m normally the picture of decorum.”
“So this isn’t the real you?” he asked, his voice teasing.
“Or perhaps it’s the real me for the first time.”
She looked up at him, watching the expression on his face change from amusement to curiosity. Before either of them could speak, Evan was again awash in the feeling that someone watched them.
“What’s wrong?” Gideon asked, his body stiffening as he took a step closer to her.
“I don’t know exactly,” Evan said. “It’s just a feeling.”
“Like someone is watching us?”
She met his eyes. “How did you know?”
“I feel it, too.”
Evan shuddered. The confirmation that it wasn’t just her paranoia made her stomach churn.
“Is that why you were running up the beach?”
Evan nodded.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you back to Malcolm’s house.”
He took her by the elbow, placing himself between her and the trees. Like the night before, the gesture was as familiar as the actions of her guards. They kept a quick pace as they walked back to the house. Gideon seemed to force himself to walk instead of run, and the thought gave her no comfort.
When they reached the path leading to Malcolm’s house, Gideon stopped at the tree line. She reached out her senses to him, pained to realize her gift was gone again. It returned with the sea. The realization shocked her, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it.
Gideon asked, “Are you okay to go the rest of the way on your own?”
Even without her sixth sense, she knew what he was planning: Gideon was going after whoever had been following them. Hoping to persuade him from such a foolish idea she said, “Come with me. The others will be happy to see you again.”
Gideon raised his fingers to Evan’s cheek and pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “Are you happy to see me?”
She nodded, a smile spreading across her face.
“That’s good enough for me.”
A bright light was abruptly cast on them, and Evan gasped as several armed guards surrounded them. One barked, “State your business.”
Another shifted his flashlight to Evan’s face before shutting it off. He said, “False alarm. She’s a guest.”
“What about him?” the first man asked.
“He’s with me,” Evan said, her voice shaky.
The second man shrugged and said, “Good enough for me.”
They started to walk away, but Gideon called out to them. “Could you please escort the lady into the house?”
One of the guards turned back and offered his arm to Evan. She took it while her eyes searched Gideon’s face. She said, “I’d feel better if you escorted me.”
The corners of his lips turned up slightly, but he didn’t smile. “I’m going to finish jogging, my lady.”
The guard took a step forward as if to lead her into the house, but Evan planted her feet and said to the guards, “Someone was following us on the beach.”
The guards looked from her to Gideon. A smile blossomed on his face. Evan watched the way his posture dipped as he made himself appear smaller, weaker. “I think we were being paranoid. What would anyone want with us?”
Evan was shocked at how easily his manipulation worked. Most of the guards chuckled in agreement, though one was unconvinced. She stepped forward and said, “The estate is on alert, sir. Perhaps we’d better head back out with you and check things out.”
“If it would make you feel better. But if I were you, I’d escort the lady inside, inform your employer of the issue, and inspect the grounds. In pairs, just to be safe.” Gideon took a few steps back towards the beach, his eyes still resting on Evan. “If I see anything out of the ordinary, I’ll contact Malcolm.”
Evan realized there was no changing his mind, but she was afraid to let him out of her sight again. If she hadn’t stumbled into him tonight, would he have spared her another thought?
As if reading her mind he said, “I’m hosting a party this weekend. I would be honored if you would accompany me.”
“I’d like that.”
“I’ll send a messenger tomorrow with the information.” He turned, jogging back down the path and into the night.
The guards led Evan inside Malcolm’s house. Everyone was gathered in the kitchen preparing dinner. When they caught sight of her with Malcolm’s security, Evan felt nervous energy crackle through the room.
Celia said, “I thought you were napping.”
“I went for a walk.”
“You did what? Alone? Do you know how dangerous that is?” Celia asked, her knuckles going white as she squeezed the edge of the counter.
“There was a man with her,” one of the guards said.
Evan shot him an annoyed look. “I can handle it from here, guys.”
“It’s probably best if we brief you, sir,” one of the guards said to Malcolm. “In case the lady is forgetful.”
Evan huffed and turned back to the others. “I’m not forgetful. I went out onto the beach and I ran into Gideon when I was coming back.”
Celia’s grip seemed to relax, but Gideon’s name sent Malcolm pacing around the counter. “You don’t know anything about the man, who he is, or what he wants from you.”
“I don’t think she cares what he wants, as long as he wants it,” Kedra mumbled. “Can’t say I blame her.”
Judas looked between Malcolm and Kedra. “What am I missing?”
“A whole lot of man,” Kedra said with a smirk.
Malcolm said, “I told you about him, from last night.”
“The one who saved Lucy?”
Celia nodded. “I don’t know what you have against him, Malcolm. He seems nice.”
“Anyone can be nice for an evening,” Malcolm said.
“You were fine letting him stay here last night,” Evan reminded him.
“Yes, when I had my entire security team to watch him while I did some digging to find out who he really is.”
“You investigated him?” Celia asked in shock.
“I tried,” Malcolm admitted. “But I couldn’t find anything.”
Will raised his brows and asked, “Nothing?”
Malcolm shook his head.
“How could that be?” Celia asked.
“If I were to guess, I’d say Gideon isn’t who he says. There’s no record of him on this island.”
“Maybe he’s staying with someone,” Evan said.
Malcolm shrugged. “Either way, I don’t think you should see him until we know more.”
A guard cleared his throat and said, “He spoke like he’s trained in security. He advised us to brief you and secure the grounds, working in pairs. It wasn’t something most civilians would think to say.”
“Secure the grounds?” Malcolm asked.
“We thought someone was following us,” Evan said.
Malcolm’s eyes bulged and he said, “And you’re just now telling us?”
He rushed the guards out of the kitchen, shouting commands to them as he went. Ten minutes passed in tense silence while everyone pointedly dodged one another’s gaze. They finished preparing dinner, every attempt at conversation dying quickly in the awkward silence.
After dinner, Judas pushed his plate away and said, “I’m going to find Malcolm and see if he needs help with anything.”
Will stood as if he might offer to help, but Celia grabbed his arm and shook her head. Will looked at her, confused, then blinked fast and sat back down. Once Judas was out of the room, he smiled sheepishly at Celia.
“I didn’t realize—”
“Of course you didn’t,” Celia said with a smirk.
“I’ve been dying to ask all night,” Kedra said.
Celia smiled. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but it’s clear they still love each other. There’s a lot for them to work through.”
Evan chuckled. “Judas seemed so flirtatious when we met, I thought he would be the talk of the noblewomen for the next few months. I didn’t realize he was interested in noblemen.”
“Could go either way, really,” Kedra said.
“Oh. Ooooohhhhh,” Evan said, realization hitting her.
Celia and Kedra both laughed, and the room immediately felt brighter. They gossiped a little while longer about the love affair between Malcolm and Judas, but it wasn’t long before they began to lose interest in the subject and they again fell into silence. Kedra excused herself shortly after, saying that she needed to get back into the city before it got too late. Will tugged at Celia to drag her to bed as well, but before they went, Celia wrapped her arms around Evan.
Putting her forehead against her sister’s, Celia said, “I know you didn’t mean any harm tonight, but you need to be more careful. After everything Judas said today, I thought you would’ve known better.”
“I know,” Evan whispered. She felt tears rising to her eyes, but she was unable to stop them. “I just feel so trapped here. I want to go home.”
Celia hugged her tighter and said, “I know how that feels. I know what it’s like when the water calls to you. But we need to focus on your safety. And we can’t do that if you’re always wandering off.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful.”
Celia nodded and released her hold. She smiled briefly and said, “I love you, Ev.”
“Love you, Cel.”
Will wrapped his arms around both of them. “I love both of you. Now can we wrap this up? I’m sleepy.”
Celia laughed and pushed him away, following behind him. Evan lingered in the kitchen for a few minutes more, picking at the pieces of fruit on her plate. Eventually she pushed it away and made her way upstairs. She threw herself into bed, and fell into a fitful, dreamless sleep.




Eighteen

Poppy was standing by the bed when Evan woke. She bolted up in the bed, heart racing as her mind tried to make sense of the maid’s presence. Poppy had been whispering Evan’s name to wake her gently, but instead she startled her.
Poppy jumped back from the bed, grimacing. “I’m sorry. It’s just, well, there’s a man downstairs to see you. Security has him.”
Evan was out of bed and walking towards the door before Poppy had finished speaking. The maid led her to a room Evan hadn’t yet seen. Dark wood lined the walls, echoed throughout the room in the sparse furniture. Gauzy white curtains billowed from the open windows, offsetting the darkness of it all.
“What are you doing here?” Malcolm asked.
Evan jumped at the harshness of his voice. He stood with arms folded, surrounded by six guards all dressed in black fatigues. Behind them was a portly, well-dressed man seated in a chair. His cheeks were flushed and his hair disheveled, but he still managed a smile when Evan entered the room.
She pulled herself up to her full height and said, “That man is here to see me.”
“And how would you know that?” Malcolm asked, his eyes shifting to Poppy.
“Because Gideon told me he would be visiting today.”
Malcolm cursed. “And you couldn’t be bothered to tell us? We’ve been questioning this poor man for the last half hour.”
“You would’ve discovered the truth immediately if you’d come to get me. I demand you release him at once.”
Malcolm closed in on her, putting his finger in her face. His voice was a dangerous whisper as he said, “Don’t pull the haughty princess card on me. The only reason I’m working so hard to protect you is that your sister is like family to me. I’m not here to facilitate your little romance.”
Evan drew in a breath, readying a harsh response, but the words withered in her mouth before she could say them. She was not a princess here, and this was not her home. Instead she said, “You’re right. You’ve been nothing but kind to me since I arrived. I should’ve been more mindful of that.”
Malcolm stepped back. A curious expression crossed his face, quickly replaced by an irritated scowl. He called over his shoulder, “Dave, you’re babysitting our guest today. Everyone else can get back to their posts.”
The security guards filed from the room, except for one boulder of a man with a buzz-cut. Malcolm turned to the seated man and said, “Sir, I apologize for the manner in which you’ve been treated. We’ve had several safety issues as of late and, as you heard, we weren’t expecting you.”
The man smiled, though sweat beaded his forehead. “I understand. Think nothing of it.”
Malcolm nodded and turned to leave. He motioned to Poppy as he left, saying, “Come with me. We have something to discuss.”
Evan grimaced, worried about what kind of trouble Poppy might be in. As they left the room, she turned back to Gideon’s man. “I’m sorry for what they put you through.”
He shook his head. “It isn’t the first time, and it won’t be the last. Sometimes working for a man such as Master Gideon can lead to precarious situations.”
Evan raised her eyebrows at this, but said nothing. The man continued and said, “I am here to give you this.”
He smiled and reached into his pocket. In a flash, Dave was on top of the man, pinning him to the ground. Dave wrestled the man’s hand from his jacket and pushed it above his head, smacking his wrists against the hardwood. A metallic gold envelope fell from the man’s hand, making a faint tinkling sound as it hit the floor.
“What are you doing?” Evan asked.
Dave looked at the envelope. “Sorry. I thought he had a weapon.”
“You checked me for weapons already. You knew the only thing I had was the envelope,” the man said, annoyance bleeding through his tone.
With a shrug Dave said, “Better safe though, am I right?”
The man shook his head nonplussed as he bent to pick up the envelope. He turned back to Evan and placed it in her hands. As she opened it, he straightened his jacket and combed fingers through his disheveled hair.
“Normally I would wait for your reply, but I’m afraid staying here any longer could be hazardous to my health. I assume you will be in attendance tomorrow night and will tell Master Gideon as much.” After a pause, he gritted his teeth and said, “Please forgive my intrusion on your hospitality.”
Evan couldn’t help but smile at the man’s words as she watched him walk towards the door. She bit her lip, hoping he wouldn’t relay to Gideon the way he was treated by Malcolm’s team. Even as she thought it, she knew he wouldn’t; everything about the man’s bearing made it clear he was a professional, through and through.
She turned back to the envelope. Though she thought it was simple metallic wrapping, she could now see it was actually gilded and heavier than paper should be. She pulled out a piece of paper so thin she thought it would fall apart right there in her hands.
As Evan read the invitation, a laugh escaped her lips. Gideon had made it out to “The Lady Evannia,” and she realized he didn’t know her full name. She didn’t know his either, now that she thought about it. It had seemed so trivial; indeed, when she was with him, everything else in the world seemed to fade into the background.
“What did you do to Malcolm?” Celia asked as she entered the room behind her.
Evan spun to face her, a huge smile still on her face.
“Forget Malcolm,” Celia amended, “what’s gotten into you?”
Evan handed Celia the invitation. Her eyes glanced down the page before handing it back to Evan.
“That’s nice,” Celia said.
Evan nodded.
“You can’t go.”
Evan’s eyes shot up. “Why not?”
“Too many people, too much possibility for danger,” Celia said with a shrug.
“But he invited all of us,” Evan said, fumbling for a way around Celia’s argument. “And I’m sure he’ll have security.”
Celia sighed. “I have to admit, you’ve got good taste. This guy is charming, nice, and incredibly handsome. But you barely know him. You can’t trust the man just because you’re attracted to him.”
“That’s not fair,” Evan said.
Before she could continue, Celia held her hands in front of her and said, “If he really is as interested as he seems, and he has good intentions, he’ll be available after this whole thing has blown over.”
“Blown over?” Evan asked. “We’re being pursued by Sirens. Do you really think this is something that is just going to go away?”
Celia smirked and folded her arms across her chest. Evan pressed her lips into a grim line, realizing she had just made Celia’s point for her. The Sirens were a far more pressing concern than what to wear to a party. Besides, did Evan really want to drag Gideon into whatever was happening? And if she did, what would happen to them when she returned to the water? It was best for Gideon if she stayed away.
Evan sighed and gave Celia a curt nod.
“So you’re going to let this one go?” Celia asked.
Evan looked up, annoyed but resolved. She reached up and crossed her heart with her finger. It was something they had done when they were younger.
Celia said, “Good. We’ve got plenty of things to deal with. We don’t need to add a budding romance on top of it.”
She walked to the door, leaving Evan staring at the fragile invitation in her hand. When she looked up and saw Celia staring at her, she dropped the invitation in the wastepaper basket, letting her hopes to see Gideon fall away with it.




Nineteen

Evan stared out the window, trying to keep her mind off both Sirens and Gideon. She just wanted to see him and explain everything to him, but she knew she couldn’t do that. How was she supposed to tell an almost complete stranger that she was Mer? Even if he accepted her and they tried to start a relationship, her return to the sea would end any chance between them. Better to let him go now before she was too attached.
Celia interrupted her brooding. “Okay, let’s get out of here.”
Evan said, “I thought we couldn’t leave.”
“We shouldn’t, but we’re going to. Will is meeting with his editor, Malcolm and Judas are out looking for Cas, and Kedra has Lucy at a play date. There is nothing else for us to do, so why not go have some fun?”
“But the last time we went out—”
Celia dismissed her words, saying, “We weren’t prepared. This time, we will be.”
Evan stood and put her plate in the sink. “I’m all for it. If I have to spend another minute stuck here, I’m going to start breaking Malcolm’s things.”
Celia laughed. “Maybe don’t do that. Go get ready and meet me down here in twenty minutes.”
When they opened the garage door to borrow one of Malcolm’s cars, Dave was waiting for them. Evan wasn’t sure how he knew to expect them. She groaned in displeasure.
“I’ve been assigned to you for the day. Might as well get used to it,” he said.
She noticed the irritation in his own voice and realized this might not be exactly what he was hoping for either. When they reached the car, Dave moved for the driver’s seat but Celia said, “No way. I’m driving.”
“Fine by me,” Dave replied. “Your sister and I can sit in the back. It will be easier to protect her if something happens.”
“What do you think will happen? We’ll be in the car,” Evan said.
Dave shrugged. “It’s my job to be prepared for anything.”
Evan rolled her eyes and climbed inside. Celia started up the car and pulled out towards the road. Just as she was about to make the turn onto the main drive that connected the island to the mainland, a motorcycle blew past them, narrowly missing their car.
“Geez, that was close,” Celia said. “He came out of nowhere.”
Evan held her breath, letting the rush of excitement fill her. She was reminded of the man who’d plucked her from the street in front of Celia’s house.  Though she couldn’t say why, the sight of the rider made her feel exhilarated.
“Where do you think he’s going?” she asked, leaning forward in her seat.
“Who cares?” Celia replied.
“Just curious.”
Dave said, “It’s better not to involve yourself with those dangerous types. They only lead to trouble.”
Celia drove them past the city and into a smaller town about fifteen minutes away from the tall, shiny buildings. Once they’d found a parking spot and left the car, Celia couldn’t seem to keep the smile off her face.
“Where are we going?” Evan asked.
“Somewhere fun,” Celia said.
She led them around a dirt path and through a small forest until they reached a clearing with an unspeakable sight. Evan murmured, “What is this place?”
“It’s a carnival.”
“This is the fun you were planning?” Dave asked with a grimace.
Just then an incredibly tall man passed them. His face was painted and he wore a red nose, but it was his height and strange gait that struck Evan.
“He’s a giant,” she whispered.
“He’s on stilts. Under his pants wooden planks are strapped to his feet to make him that tall.”
Evan frowned. “It was better when I thought he was a giant.”
Celia laughed and said, “Forget my explanation. He is clearly a giant.”
They walked through rows of stalls where people called to them at every side. Celia stopped at almost every one. She and Evan threw darts at balloons, tossed rings around bottles, and with Dave’s help, she’d won a stuffed animal at the shooting game. In addition to the games, there were a lot of weird foods for Evan to try. Her favorite was a pink candy made from cotton, though she had to admit that corndogs were pretty good, too.
Once they’d had their fill and reached the end of the stalls, Celia led them behind the stalls where a new thrill awaited.
“What is that?” Evan asked, pointing to a rickety structure with seats on it.
“That’s a Ferris wheel. Do you want to ride it?”
“Ride it?” Evan asked. “No. That sounds terrible.”
Celia took her by the hand and pulled her towards it, despite Evan’s protests. The line was short and they were on the Ferris wheel within minutes of Celia suggesting it.
As they started their ascent, Evan squeezed Celia’s hand. She was barely out of water and onto land, but now she was going into the sky! The feeling was terrifying, but thrilling. At the top, Evan looked out over the rest of the carnival and let out a squeal of delight. She rocked back and forth as the wheel made its turn, excitedly awaiting her next view from the top. She loved looking out over the trees and seeing the water beyond. She was in awe that a thing such as this existed. Humans were marvelous.
Evan rode the Ferris wheel two more times before she was ready to move to something else. She was certain nothing else would be as fun, but Celia was getting bored. The carousel was next. Evan didn’t enjoy it as much, but once Celia said it was Lucy’s favorite, it was a bit better.
Next were bumper cars, where Celia excelled. She careened into Evan repeatedly, laughing harder each time. Even Dave, who had been a silent observer most of the day, couldn’t help but chuckle when he saw the joy on Celia’s face.
When they exited the cars, Dave said, “I can’t believe we let her drive us here.”
Laughing, Celia said, “I’ll have you know I’m an excellent driver.”
They walked down the strip of rides towards the forest tree line. The last thing for them to do was the house of mirrors. Dave asked, “Can we skip this one? Please?”
Celia smirked. “Do they make you nervous, big guy?”
He nodded. “They’re confusing and too hard to figure out for a guy like me.”
“A guy like you?” Evan asked.
“You know, a guy who always has his eyes on the exit. They make me feel exposed.”
“You can stay out here and keep guard while Evan and I go inside. That way you’ll know exactly who is entering in case someone is following us.”
“What about the people who are already in there?” Dave asked.
Celia rolled her eyes. “Do you really think someone is waiting in the house of mirrors to ambush us? How would they have even known we were coming here?”
Dave nodded. “Good point. I’ll stay on guard, but don’t be too long.”
Celia and Evan promised they would hurry, then headed inside, giggling and clinging to one another. Evan immediately liked the attraction, laughing with Celia at their reflections in the mirrors. When she realized it was also a maze and the mirrors were part of the puzzle, she was delighted. She often worked puzzles with Orielle in the evenings.
Orielle. The thought of her little sister came with a rush of sadness. She was on land, having fun, while Ori was stuck in Triton. She was probably worried sick.
They reached a fork in the path. Instead of trying just one direction, they decided to split up to find their way out. Evan was nearing the end of her path when she heard a rustling behind her. She turned towards the sound, assuming it was Celia.
No one was there.
She had the eerie feeling of being watched, just like on the beach. She turned back towards her path, walking faster. Evan heard the rustling behind her again and spun around. This time she stood face to face with Andrus. His hand jerked to her neck, pressing a knife against it.
“Hello, Princess. Nice to see you again.”
“What do you want with me?” she asked as he pushed her towards the exit.
“It’s not what I want from you, it’s what my mistress wants. I dare not assume what her plans are.”
Andrus forced her through the exit and towards the tree line. Dave pounced on Andrus as soon as he saw him. Andrus sang a sweet note into the air. Dave froze in place, his face going slack.
Evan heard the note and felt her body relax. It was different than the other times she’d heard the Siren’s song. It didn’t capture her fully, as if she was building immunity to it. Although her mind was free, her body was still under his control.
The Siren pulled her through the trees towards the beach. Andrus led her around the crescent of land and down a small pier that reached out into the water.
“Where are you taking me?” Evan asked.
Andrus scoffed. “Isn’t it obvious? This inlet leads right to the ocean.”
As they reached the end of the pier, Evan heard a rumbling in the distance. Andrus jerked his head towards the sound just as a motorcycle flew out onto the beach. It flew across the land, covering the distance in seconds. When the rider reached the pier, he jumped off the bike and threw it to the ground in one smooth motion, heading straight for Andrus.
“Let her go!” he bellowed.
“You can’t stop this,” Andrus said, though he took a step back.
Gideon whipped off his helmet. “Like hell I can’t. If I see you near her again, I’ll rip you limb from limb. Do you understand?”
Andrus’s face drained of color. Evan expected his song. Instead he rushed to the edge of the pier and turned back saying, “This isn’t over, Your Highness.”
He jumped in the water and was gone.
Gideon rushed to her, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her against his chest. He whispered into her hair that she was safe, and despite what had just happened, she believed him.
When Celia and Dave found them standing on the pier, it took all of Evan’s persuasion to keep Dave from tackling Gideon. He couldn’t remember what had happened or who had kidnapped Evan, but he knew someone needed throttled.
Evan explained to Celia and Dave that she had been captured in the house of mirrors. She told them he had brought her here by knifepoint and Gideon had shown up before he could do any harm. She did not mention in front of the humans that it had been a Siren taking her to the sea. Even saying it in her head made her feel crazy.
Celia knew there was more to the story, but let it go. Instead she turned her questions to him and why he always happened to be in the right place at the right time.
“Why is a grown man wandering through the fairgrounds alone?”
“I own it.”
“Own what?” Celia asked. “The carnival?”
He nodded. Raising his brows, he said, “The real question should be why you followed me in the first place.”
“We followed you?” she asked.
Gideon nodded. “I saw you pulling out of Malcolm’s driveway when I passed you on my bike. Then you happen to show up where I am. Stalk much?”
“That was you on the bike?” she asked, shaking her finger at him. “You’re a reckless driver.”
“Me? You’re the one who didn’t look both ways.”
Their bickering continued as they made their way back to the fairgrounds. The carnival had lost all appeal after the attack, and Evan was eager to return to Malcolm’s house. Gideon walked them to the car and Evan climbed into the backseat with Dave.
“Need a ride back?” Celia asked.
He hooked his thumb behind him and said, “I’ve got my bike.”
Celia pulled away from the fairgrounds. Evan saw Gideon through the back window, watching them drive away. She replayed everything that happened on the pier. She was thankful Andrus had been afraid of Gideon, but she couldn’t figure out why. What could a human really do to him?
She was thankful Gideon hadn’t asked more questions. Or any questions. Now that she considered it, why hadn’t he asked why she was abducted or why Andrus had called her ‘Your Highness?’ It was a lot to ignore. Then again, the adrenaline pumping through him could’ve made him forget all of that. In the end, she was thankful he was there despite her unanswered questions and in spite of the gnawing feeling she was missing something.
Evan skipped dinner that night and spent the evening upstairs away from the others. The guys were upset with her and Celia for leaving the house, and though their lectures were hard to hear, it was their criticism of Gideon that she couldn’t handle.
She knew the situation was strange. She had been seconds away from being pulled into the water when he rode in to save the day. The fact that she was fine was almost enough for Evan to start believing in the blessing of Poseidon. As her mother regularly reminded her, she was a daughter of the purest line to Poseidon. Of course some of his powers should’ve transferred down, and she was fortunate enough that his luck was manifesting for her now. What else could it be?




Twenty

When Evan got up the next day, she was starving. She looked outside, and seeing the sun was already high overhead, she realized she’d slept through breakfast. She hurried downstairs to find a covered plate on the counter waiting for her, stacked high with bacon next to a hamburger. There was a note attached that read, Try these together.  ~ Cel.
After scarfing down lunch, she walked through the house looking for the others. She finally found them in Malcolm’s study. They looked up when Evan entered, but didn’t stop strategizing. She took a seat near the window, half-listening to their plans. As the day wore on, it became apparent she was allowed to be there because she was the Siren’s target, not for her ideas. After a few discarded suggestions, she took to skulking back and forth along the edge of the room.
It had been a full day since Evan told Celia she would leave Gideon out of their mess, and just less than a day since she pulled him back in by getting herself abducted. Steering her mind away from him was nearly impossible. The harder she tried, the more she found herself daydreaming about him. She knew she couldn’t allow herself to grow attached any further, but every part of her longed to see him, even if only to be in the same room as him.
“Let’s go,” Judas said, walking into the room.
Evan jumped. She had been so engrossed in her thoughts of Gideon that she hadn’t noticed he had left the room in the first place. She rose from her chair with an exaggerated yawn, “Where are we going?”
Judas shook his head. “You are staying here. The rest of us are going to follow that lead on Cas.”
“What lead?”
Celia asked, “Haven’t you been listening?”
Evan shrugged. “Not really. You guys seem to have everything under control.”
“That’s exactly why you aren’t going,” Malcolm said.
As they filed past her, Celia stopped and put her hand on Evan’s shoulder. “Stay here with the guards. Find a book to read and try to relax until we get back.”
Evan followed them to the door and watched them drive away. She turned to go upstairs, but caught sight of Poppy coming out of Malcolm’s den. Evan called to her, and the girl gave a small smile.
“I hope you didn’t get in trouble because of me,” Evan said.
Poppy shook her head. “No more than I should’ve.”
“What do you mean?” Evan asked.
“Master Malcolm reminded me who pays my salary and takes care of me,” Poppy said. “He was very angry, but he was kind about it.”
Evan frowned. Celia and Will seemed to be very close to Malcolm and both spoke well of him, but Evan was seeing a side of him for which she didn’t care. The Malcolm she was getting to know was quick to anger, harsh to those he claimed to care for, and attempted to hide these faults with a façade of compassion. Evan was starting to believe that the way he fiercely cared about people was a lot less to do with caring and a lot more to do with controlling.
Evan nodded and let the girl pass without another word. She liked Poppy and didn’t want to be the cause of more trouble for her. Instead, she went upstairs to her room. On her bed was a long silver box tied with a blue velvet ribbon. Her heart hammered in her chest. Had Andrus been here?
She untied the ribbon, her fingers trembling. Inside was a slip of paper like the invitation to Gideon’s party. She sighed with relief and uncurled the tissue paper to reveal a rich emerald dress. Evan walked to the mirror and held it up. Tiny emeralds glinted across the bodice as it caught the light.
It was a beautiful dress, a wonderful gift, and Evan was saddened she wouldn’t be able to wear it tonight. With a sigh, she placed it on the bed and walked towards the bathroom. She ran herself a hot bath full of the strange suds that Celia had given her. She lay in the bubble bath until her fingers pruned and the water cooled.
When she climbed from the tub and walked back into the bedroom, her eyes immediately fell to the dress. With a sigh, she picked it up again. She swirled around the room as if she were dancing, watching the light dance over the fabric. She should at least try it on.
She let her towel fall to the floor as she pulled the dress over her head. The fabric was the softest thing her skin had ever touched. She brushed it down, letting it press smoothly against her body. As she stood in front of the mirror admiring it, she realized she couldn’t do the dress justice with her hair as it was.
Evan dried and combed her hair. Once finished, she eyed it calculatingly. Though her hair was much shorter now and she couldn’t achieve the intricacies she had before, there was still much that could be done. After two fruitless attempts at an up-do, she finally settled for half her hair in a modest bun while the rest hung loose. The simplicity of it gave more attention to her face, specifically her eyes. Evan smiled as she realized this must’ve been the very reason the dress had been given to her; it matched her eyes perfectly.
Without thinking about it, Evan found herself seated in front of the vanity in the corner of the room. She spent several minutes applying the makeup Celia had given her. Although she had makeup in Triton and used it regularly, the stuff Celia had bought her was different enough from what she had at home to cause her extra time to get it right. After finishing, she was happy with the transformation from girl-next-door to party-going-vixen.
She took a lap around the room, trying to talk herself out of going. But she knew there was no stopping now. Evan stuck her head out her bedroom door and checked both ways. The coast was clear. At the top of the stairs she listened for any sign that someone may be near. She felt like she’d been standing there for hours, but still waited to make sure no one was coming. Once she was certain, she tiptoed to the study she’d been in yesterday.
She peeked around the door to the study, happy to find the room empty. She went in and knelt by the trashcan, emptying the few contents on the floor. She ran her hands over the few papers on the ground, but the invitation was nowhere to be found.
“Looking for this?”
Evan jumped at the sound. She turned to see Poppy leaning against the doorframe, holding the delicate paper.
“Poppy,” she said, letting out a sigh of relief. “You startled me.”
Evan stood and reached for the invitation in Poppy’s hand, but Poppy pulled it back.
“You aren’t supposed to leave the house,” Poppy said, her mouth set in a frown.
“No, I’m not,” Evan agreed.
“But you’re going anyway?”
Evan nodded. “No one has to know you knew anything about it. Just give me the invitation and I’ll be on my way.”
“Master Malcolm will fire me,” Poppy said. “I can’t let you, Miss Evannia.”
“Please. I have to go.”
“Why?”
Evan opened her mouth to answer, but was unsure about the truth of why she wanted to go. Yes, she wanted to see Gideon, and yes, she wanted out of the house without a hulking guard following behind her, but there was more to it than that. Being on land had suddenly shown her the freedom she’d been missing. She’d been locked in a castle, surrounded by guards, and for nineteen years that had been enough. But now that she’d seen what it meant to make your own choices and have opportunities to experience new things, her heart sank at the thought of being trapped by everyone else’s decisions.
“It’s hard to explain,” Evan said.
“I’m sorry, but that isn’t good enough. Master Malcolm said you’re in danger and he’s trying to keep you safe.”
“Poppy—” Evannia began.
Her protests were cut off as Poppy suddenly ripped the paper into quarters. Evannia dove towards her, wrestling the remaining pieces from her hands. By the time she pulled the paper from Poppy’s grasp, there was nothing left but indecipherable shreds.
“I wish it didn’t have to be like this,” Poppy said. She left without another word.
Evan leaned against the wall, her breath coming in short bursts as she tried to let go of her anger. Yet again she was ruled by someone else’s decisions for her. Of course she knew she shouldn’t go, and she’d promised Celia she wouldn’t, but there was still something terribly final knowing that she couldn’t go because someone took away the option.
She stared out the window at a house along the cove. Lights flashed through the night, pulsating with music she couldn’t hear. It had to be his party. She took a deep breath, steeling her nerves. Evan had spent her whole life being ruled by the choices of others. It was time for her to change that.




Twenty-One

Evan opened the window. She didn’t see or hear any of the guards. She set her feet on the rough base of the landscaping. The tiny pieces of mulch bit into her feet, but she didn’t make a sound. She moved from the flowerbed to the patio and crouched down, her eyes searching the dark.
At the edge of the property she saw a flashlight, but it wasn’t close. She headed for the beach. Twice more she saw traces of guards, but still she remained unseen. Although it made her happy they hadn’t caught her, it also made her a little nervous about what kind of protection she had. Then again, she saw how the Siren song affected Dave. They were foolish to think the humans could offer them any real protection if the Sirens found her here.
Finally she was off the property and on the beach. She jogged up the beach, trying to find a balance between getting there quickly without arriving sweaty and out of breath. She reached the house and crept around the side to see people climbing out of flashy cars and long black sedans. They were dressed in sharp suits and shimmering dresses.
Several people walked to the door to present invitations to a man holding a clipboard. He checked their names against a list before conducting them inside. Evan cursed, wondering how she would get in minus her shredded invitation. It was likely that her name was on the list, so perhaps she could get in without it. Or she’d be sent away.
Evan slipped back to the side of the house as she debated whether or not to try the list or look for a different way in. She heard a soft rustling nearby and looked up to see a security guard walking towards her.
“Miss, you can’t be out here,” he called.
“Sorry,” Evan said. “I’m here to see Gideon.”
The man chuckled. “Like I told the other ones, I’m sure he’ll save you a dance if you play your cards right. Now come around where I can see you.”
Other ones?
As she stepped into the glow from his flashlight, the man looked her up and down, his head tilting to the side. After a few seconds, he stepped forward and took her arm. “You’re going to need to come with me.”
Evan pulled against him, but his grip became firmer. She gritted her teeth and said, “Let me go. I’m supposed to be here.”
“I know you’re supposed to be here, Lady Evannia. I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.
“Then let go of my arm and let me walk on my own.”
“Fair enough,” he said, letting go of her arm. “But don’t go running off. I have specific instructions to bring you to Master Gideon upon your arrival.”
Evan sighed. “Why didn’t you just say so?”
The man’s cheeks went red. “Sorry. I’m new to civilian work. Also, we weren’t expecting you to be sneaking around the side of the house.”
He led her around the back of the house and onto a stone path that she had overlooked. The path led through tall hedges and into a wide, open area full of people. They pushed their way through the throng of guests, up the stairs, and into the house. There were more people inside, mingling, drinking, and laughing.
The guard took Evan into the kitchen, where several chefs prepared appetizers and servants refilled the trays balanced on their arms. At the end of the kitchen was a small swinging door. They pushed through and came out in a small room with two chairs facing a window that took up an entire wall. Gideon was standing with his back to the door, staring out into the night.
“Master Gideon,” the guard said, “I’ve brought the Lady Evannia.”
“Thank you,” Gideon said.
The guard nodded at Gideon’s back, then excused himself from the room. Evan stood just inside the door with her hands tangled in front of her, fiddling nervously.
“You came alone?” Gideon asked, his voice sounding stony.
“Yes,” she said.
“Was that wise, all things considered?”
Evan bit her lip. This was a mistake. Gideon had invited her as a courtesy, but hadn’t wanted her here. The guard had said there were other women here to see him. Of course there are. He’s just a nicer version of Calix, she thought. Good looks, power, wealth. Why should I be anything more than another in line, pining for him?
She’d never felt more foolish.
He turned to face her and the moonlight shining through the window bathed his features in pale light. For a second Evan swore his eyes flashed silver. She inhaled sharply, but when he took a step towards her the color was gone, leaving only the strange gray of a stormy sky.
“I’m happy you’re here,” he said. “I was just worried after what happened yesterday. We didn’t get a chance to talk about why that man grabbed you.”
At his words, Evan released the breath she was holding. Her heart fluttered so violently in her chest, she thought it might take flight. Maybe, just maybe, he did want her there.
She shook her tongue loose from her mouth as she worked to think of a way to change the subject. “The others appreciated your invitation and were terribly upset they couldn’t make it. But I couldn’t pass up the opportunity.”
“Opportunity?” he asked, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth.
“To see what sort of party you would throw,” she said. “It really says a lot about a person.”
“Is that so?” he asked, taking another step towards her.
Evan felt her breath catch in her throat. They were mere inches from one another and she could feel warmth radiating from him.
“Perhaps,” he said, pushing a stray hair from her face, “we should make our way to the party. I wouldn’t want you to miss this glimpse into my psyche.”
“We could always have our own private party,” she said.
Gideon’s brows raised, surprised. “As tempting as that is, I have two hundred guests who might start to get annoyed if I keep them waiting. Perhaps we can revisit the private party idea after I mingle a bit?”
Evan nodded, unable to speak as her mind raced through the scenarios that could play out once she had Gideon all to herself. He reached past her and opened the door, but his eyes never left hers. As he steered her from the room, she caught the faint scent of salt on his skin. It filled her with such an overwhelming longing for the ocean that she didn’t realize she was rushing outside towards the sea until Gideon grabbed her arm.
“What are you doing?” he asked, fear marring his features.
Evan blinked, trying to place where she was. She had no idea how she’d gone from the small room to outside the home, but the fact that she had was unnerving. She whispered, “I don’t know.”
Gideon stared down at her, his brows furrowed. “Evannia, you’re scaring me.”
Evan rubbed her hands over her face. “I’m okay. Truly. I’m not sure what happened, but it has passed.”
Gideon frowned and said. “You’re sure?”
She stared at the water behind the house. There was a strange tugging inside her, pulling her towards the water. She pushed the feeling down, trying to focus on Gideon. He waited for an explanation, but she didn’t have one to give. She’d felt the water’s pull before, but never like this. It was taking all she had not to run off towards the surf and dive in.
She pulled her roving eyes to Gideon. His expression showed concern, but he didn’t push for an answer. This seemed to be yet another aspect of his character that made Evan grateful. She forced a smile and said, “Let’s get to the party. You have some mingling to do.”
Gideon took her hand and led her through a side door. They walked through several rooms as Gideon smiled and waved at his guests, shaking hands with others. All the while he held firmly to her hand. She felt the eyes of the other guests scanning her, unsure who she was or what her relationship was with Gideon. Thankfully, no one asked. She didn’t have the answer.
As they said goodbye to an elegantly dressed older woman and her much younger date, they turned down one of the hallways and Evan felt a rumbling sensation in the ground below her. As they moved closer to the end of the hall, the bass got stronger and Evan could feel the pulsing music in her body. There were strobe lights and flashes of color pouring over the bodies writhing together in the room ahead. She felt her smile grow larger as she watched something purely human. The Mer would consider this improper and would never allow such dancing. It was mesmerizing.
Just before they stepped into the room, a servant caught Gideon by the arm and whispered something to him. He grimaced. He leaned and whispered into Evan’s ear, “I need to check on something. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Evan nodded, but Gideon was still worried after what had happened only a few minutes before. He said, “Promise that you’ll be here when I get back.”
“I promise,” Evan said, flashing what she hoped was a reassuring smile.
Gideon nodded and followed the servant down the hall. Evan entered the dance room and was immersed in a tangle of bodies. As she moved towards the center of the room, she felt her body responding to the music of its own free will. She swayed and spun, letting herself get caught up in the strange, primal movements.
She wasn’t sure how long she’d been dancing when the music suddenly stopped. With the rumbling bass gone, all she could hear was a high-pitched ringing until her ears adjusted to the silence. Everyone was looking around, trying to figure out what had happened to the music.
As they stood there in the absence of sound, someone began to sing. It was a sweet sound, the woman’s rich alto voice lending itself to the cadence of the song. Evannia turned to face the stage, searching for the source of the music. There was a girl at the front of the stage, her hands outstretched towards the people who inched their way towards her, completely enraptured by her voice.
She was a pretty girl, beautiful even. Her thick, golden hair framed her face in shiny waves, drawing attention to blue eyes. Her lips were a vibrant red, and it was all Evannia could do not to stare at her.
Evan bucked against the sound. It pulled at her, though not with the fullness that Andrus’ song had captured her. It was a subtle sound drawing her in, soft as a breeze, sweet as a baby.
Evan took a step towards the stage. A hand pressed into her shoulder. Gideon looked down at her and said, “Don’t let her pull you in.”
She shook her head, breaking herself from the girl’s entrancing voice. The song had changed now. The sweetness was too sharp, the honey tones sickening. Evan’s eyes passed over the enchanted crowd and all at once she felt like someone had punched her in the gut.
“I know her,” Evan said, as memories from the Protean palace flooded her mind.
Evan watched the crowd swaying back and forth, Juno Lostone’s voice washing over them like a wave. She was right about Jove and Juno. She whispered, “Siren.”
Gideon nodded. “We have to do something.”
“What can we do against her?” she asked.
She turned to Gideon. His stormy gray eyes were staring down into hers, but there was a sadness there she couldn’t place. He took her hands and said, “You are a daughter of Poseidon. Where is your spirit?”
Evannia jolted. “You? You’re the stranger who danced with me.”
Gideon nodded.
“You should’ve told me.”
“I wanted to,” he said. “But I wanted to get to know you, to see if there was more to this, to us. I didn’t just want to be the guy in the mask who tested your fight. I wanted to be the one you knew you could trust, no matter what.”
Evan placed her hand on his cheek. She knew why he couldn’t tell her, of course. She was royalty. Clearly he wasn’t a nobleman, or he wouldn’t have run from the guards that night. His kiss at the ball was tantamount to treason as far as her mother was concerned. How could he tell her who he really was without fear?
“I understand,” she said.
Gideon shook his head. “No, you don’t. I wish things were different, Evannia. There just wasn’t enough time for me to tell you about the real me. But my feelings for you are real, even though there’s a lot you don’t yet understand.”
“There’s still time. We can figure it out,” Evan said. A sudden thought hit her and she pursed her lips. “Why didn’t you tell me you were Mer?”
“Because I’m not,” he said.
He stepped away from her then, letting her hands drop from his. She saw the silver in his eyes again, and this time she knew it wasn’t a trick of the lights.
“Stay here,” he mouthed as he turned towards the stage. He’d only walked a few steps when he called out, “Stop!”
The Siren turned her eyes to him, but her song continued. A smile spread across her face, but instead of increasing her beauty, it made her unbearable to look at.
“This is your last chance,” Gideon said.
The Siren pursed her lips and ceased her song, though the humans remained entranced by her as she said, “Why would I stop my fun, little brother?”
His voice boomed through the room as he said, “Stop now or face the wrath of your Prince.”
The Siren’s eyes flickered something dark, her smile fading. She jumped off the stage and met him eye to eye. “I do not answer to you, Gideon. You are my brother, not my master.”
“Why must you hurt these people, Juno?”
She laughed, but it was a cruel mirthless sound. “I was only having a little fun. I was thinking of having them battle. Wouldn’t that be entertaining?”
“Release them,” he said, his voice hard with barely contained fury.
“Do not presume to command me, Gideon. You are no longer in a place of honor in our family. You reek of humans.”
Gideon shook his head. “We’ve underestimated them, sister. The humans are full of so much goodness and beauty.”
Juno frowned. “Since when do you care for those things? Are you forgetting who you speak to? I know you brother. I’ve seen the things you’re capable of.”
“I’ve changed, Juno. They’ve helped me become something better.”
Juno waved her hands above her head and asked, “And they gave you all these things? They handed over their riches and homes to you without persuasion? Or you used your song to take what you wanted?”
Gideon gritted his teeth. “I took it.”
“Of course you did,” she said with a smile. “You are Siren.”
“I was trained by the same mother who raised you, Juno. When I came to land, I believed as she taught me. But no longer. I work for the things I have. I earn what I receive. I give back to my community.”
Juno scoffed. “Enough. I’ve heard all the lies I can stomach. You no longer matter in my world. You do not command the respect you once had and I will not bend to you. I bend to no one.”
“You are nothing if not a tool to be used. As has been made clear by the fact that Jove commands you,” Gideon said, his voice barely audible.
Juno’s eyes narrowed. “He will be our king. It is good to serve him now, so that he remembers us when he is crowned. But he doesn’t command me. I serve of my own will.”
“He uses you, Juno, and it’s all for nothing. Mother will not make him king,” Gideon said. “She’s already named me as heir.”
“That was before you left the sea, sweet brother. Things have changed.”
“Release the people, Juno. You’ve stolen enough from them.”
“They won’t even know what I took!” she yelled, her eyes wide. “Why should it matter whether I take them or they forget them on their own?”
Gideon shook his head. “Their memories belong to them.”
“I will drink away their memories, both the bitter and the sweet. They fill me with such power! Don’t you remember their taste, Gideon?”
“Juno, please. It isn’t right. We shouldn’t have such a power.”
“Why should I listen to you?” she spat. “You’re a deserter.”
“Because once you release them, you may command me as your own servant. I will return to the water with you. You can take me to mother in chains, if you so desire.”
She stared daggers at him while she made her decision. After a few seconds, she sang four minor notes and everyone in the room shuddered together. The bass returned to shaking the floor and the humans returned to dancing as if nothing had happened.
Gideon turned back to Evannia. As she took a step towards him, he shook his head the tiniest bit. She stopped in her tracks as fear gripped her heart. She searched his face for any indication of what was happening, but his expression was stony and she could no longer read the look in his eyes.
Juno took Gideon’s arm and he let her drag him out of the party. Evan forced her way through the crowd until she found herself outside in the garden. She saw two figures crossing the sand towards the water. Evan ran towards them. She didn’t know how to help Gideon, but she couldn’t let Juno take him without trying to do something.
They were in the water now, but Evan was closing the gap. She reached the surf just as they were chest deep in the sea. Evan felt a torrent of emotion well up inside her as she stepped into the ocean, and she called out, “Stop!”
Juno and Gideon both stopped and turned to face her. Gideon looked up at the sky and clenched his teeth, looking for all the world like he’d just lost the one thing that mattered most to him.
“Well, well,” Juno said, a smile lighting up her face. “Looks like little brother has been keeping some big secrets.”
“Let him go, Juno,” Evan said.
“And why would I do that? Gideon has been absent for too long, Princess. Our people are starting to worry that he’s knocked up some human whore and plans to stay landed.” Juno’s smile grew wider as she said, “At least if I take him home, he can tell them the whore isn’t human.”
“Leave her alone, Juno. She’s just a kid caught up in something she doesn’t understand.”
Evan felt the sting of his words, and Juno must’ve seen it on her face, because she started laughing.
“Did you really think you could have him?” Juno asked. “Even if he weren’t a Siren Prince, and you weren’t some Mer dog, he’d still be too good for you.”
Evan bit back the response she wanted to give and forced her face to resume a passive expression. As she opened her mouth to speak, Juno cut her off.
“We really must be going now, Princess. But don’t worry, we’ll see each other again soon. In fact, we’re planning one helluva family reunion for you.”
Evan’s thoughts rushed to Celia and Lucy. “What are you talking about?”
“You’ll see, little sister.”
“Sister?”
Juno’s smile faded just a little as she saw the look of confusion on Evan’s face, but it was immediately replaced with hearty laughter. After a few seconds, Juno’s laughter subsided and she said,  “Ask your mother.”
With those words, she turned and dived into the sea, pulling Gideon along behind her.




Twenty-Two

Evan raced down the beach towards Malcolm’s home. As she turned up the path towards the house, Dave and another guard stopped her.
“State your business,” Dave barked.
Evan rolled her eyes. “Out of the way, Dave.”
He put his arm out to stop her. “I’m sorry, miss, but no one is allowed on property at this time.”
“Dave,” she said, looking up to meet his eyes, “you were my guard yesterday. You know me.”
“I know someone who looks like you, but she wouldn’t sneak out after all the trouble it caused. So you can’t be her.”
Evan growled, “Just get out of my way.”
“You’re certainly as rude as the girl I’ve been guarding,” he mumbled.
She pushed past him and rushed to the house, the guards trailing after. Celia was sitting at the counter watching the door. Before it even closed, Celia said, “You told me you wouldn’t go. You promised.”
“I know,” Evan said. “But I’m glad I did.”
Celia raised her eyebrows. “Oh yeah? Did you have a good time with your boyfriend while the rest of us worried?”
After everything that had just happened, Celia’s anger didn’t seem to weigh as much on Evan as it had before. There were other things to deal with. She could worry about apologizing later.
“I know you didn’t want me to go, but something happened while I was there. Something big.”
Celia scoffed. “Let me guess: he finally kissed you and now everything is going to be—”
Rage boiled up in Evan. Her look was enough to silence Celia mid-sentence. “Gideon is a Siren.”
Celia sat in stunned silence for only a moment before rising to her feet. She said, “I think I’d better wake the others.”
A few minutes later, Evan came back down after changing out of the emerald dress. She seated herself with the others around the kitchen counter. Will was wiping sleep from his eyes, but Judas and Malcolm were sharp as ever. Evan met each of their gazes, fearful of the responses that may come.
When Evan didn’t say anything, Celia rolled her eyes and said, “Evan is dating a Siren.”
It took several minutes to regain order. Celia finally took control of the room and asked, “How do you know? Any chance you’re mistaken?”
Evan shook her head. She recounted Juno taking control of the humans. She told them of how Gideon had stepped in to demand their release, and his offer to return to the sea with her.
“So he wasn’t trying to capture you?” Will asked.
“Or he’s playing the long game,” Malcolm countered. “Get her to trust him so she wouldn’t suspect anything.”
Celia pressed her lips together in a grim smile. “He was doing a good job of that. We were all under his spell.”
“All?” Malcolm asked.
“Fine,” Celia conceded. “You didn’t trust him. Does that make you feel better?”
“A little,” he muttered.
Celia shot him a dark look as she continued. “He saved Lucy. And Ev.”
“I didn’t see it either, and I’m pretty good at reading people,” Will said.
“Poseidon’s beard,” Evan said. “That’s why Andrus didn’t use his song on Gideon. It wouldn’t have worked.”
“It doesn’t matter now,” Judas said. “It sounds like this Juno girl saved us a lot of trouble and kept our Princess out of harm, even if it was an accident on her part.”
Evan said, “He wasn’t trying to hurt me, he was protecting me. He even gave me a signal to stay away so she wouldn’t know I was there. She didn’t know I was with him.”
There was a heartbeat’s hesitation before Celia asked, “You didn’t stay out of sight, did you?”
Evan shook her head.
Judas cursed. “You just don’t know when to stop.”
“She was taking him prisoner. I had to try to help.”
“And did you?” Malcolm asked.
“No. But I did learn a few things before she took him away.”
Celia raised her eyes from the table and met Evan’s. “Was it worth it?”
Evan nodded. “Gideon isn’t any Siren. He’s the Crown Prince. And Juno is his sister.”
Judas perked up at this and said, “I didn’t think the Sirens had any heirs left. There were rumors their kingdom would fall to pieces at the death of their queen, because of the power grab that was sure to follow.”
“I guess the rumors were wrong,” Evan replied. “Because there’s at least three. Remember Jove, the one working with Prince Calix?”
Judas said, “This doesn’t bode well for the Tritons. The young Protean prince has made a marriage pact with the Glaucan, so we’ll get no help from them.”
“What?” Evan asked. “But Seraphinza is barely fourteen. Phemie hasn’t had her Thrice Day yet, but they’re going to marry off her little sister?”
“Nevertheless,” Judas said, shrugging as he trailed off.
With a huff Evan said, “Those things aside, there’s more that I need to tell you. Juno said they were planning a ‘family reunion’ for me and she called me ‘sister.’”
“Sister?” Will asked.
Evan nodded. “She told me I should ask mother about it.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Celia said.
Judas cleared his throat. “Actually, it does if you believe some of the stories.”
Both girls looked at him. Celia asked, “What stories?”
Judas bit his lip and managed to look embarrassed. He gave an uneasy smile and said, “I’m sure you’ve both heard about your father’s, um, excursions. You know, before he was the king.”
The girls shook their heads in unison. Judas continued, “I assumed you just didn’t talk about it. I mean, I wouldn’t if it was my father.”
“Out with it,” Celia said.
Judas took a breath and rushed the words out. “They say your father had dealings with the Sirens in an attempt to unite them with our people. He became very fond of the Siren princess, and when she became Queen, he courted her. It was an ideal match if you look at it politically.”
Judas looked up and saw the horror on the faces of the sisters. He pressed on, saying, “He wed the Siren Queen. He lived with her for a few months, but then things went south. I don’t know the details, of course, but I’ve heard he snuck out of their kingdom and made a mad dash for Triton.”
After a moment of stunned silence, Evan laughed. “That’s preposterous.”
“Maybe,” Judas said with a shrug. “But I heard it from a very reputable source, someone who was at court at the time.”
“Who?” Celia demanded.
“My mother.”
Celia said, “Let’s say it could’ve happened. Why am I just now hearing about this? Surely it would’ve been a favorite topic among the nobility.”
Judas said. “But who in their right mind would talk about it to his daughters?”
“What happened with the Sirens after he left?” Will asked.
“Nothing. They went completely quiet and no one heard from them for years.”
“Until now,” Evan said.
“Everyone just thought their queen was embarrassed by your father’s departure. It’s been a joke among the people for years.”
“Nic’ing,” Celia said. “Lower caste slang for running away. I didn’t put it together before. King Nicodemus.”
“But how does that get us to where we are now?” Will asked. “Whatever did or didn’t happen between their father and the Siren queen, why is it just now coming up?”
“Exactly. They’re after Evan, and there’s talk of their future king, but why now after all these years?” Celia asked.
“My Thrice Day,” Evan said. “It’s almost time for me to officially be named the heir. But we have older half siblings who can claim the throne.”
Celia shook her head. “No. There are laws that would keep them from it. But it does mean that our half siblings will feel like they were cheated from taking the throne. Maybe that’s what this whole thing is about.”
“That makes sense. They can’t take the throne for themselves, but they can stop us from taking it,” Evan said.
“Without you or your mom, who is next in line?” Malcolm asked.
“Our little sister, Orielle,” Evan said, her heart jumping in her chest.
“And if Orielle wasn’t there?”
“Uncle Arturo.”
Celia nodded. “Adra’s father.”
“Adra is involved with Calix,” Evan said, her body cold with realization. “And Calix is working for the Sirens. This was masterfully constructed.”
“Not that well. With that list of names, we should be able to work out where the Sirens will strike,” Malcolm said. “Now we just need to figure out what to do about it.”
Will frowned. “Though truthfully, Malcolm and I may not be much help. We’re a bit out of our element unless he buys a submarine.”
Malcolm had a look that suggested buying a sub wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. Celia dismissed him, taking Will’s hand instead. “I know you want to help, but I don’t think this is something you can fix.”
“I know, but I’ll do whatever I can for you and your family. Our family.”
“That’s kind of you, “ Evan said. “And you’ll be able to help us put together a plan.”
“You have the most important job of all,” Celia said.
Will raised his brows in question, but as soon as he saw Lucy toddling into the room he understood what she meant. Celia would need to return to the water, and Will would be left to take care of Lucy while she was away.
He turned and picked up his little girl and spun her around. “Come on, munchkin. Let’s get you back to bed.”
Lucy shook her head. “Water,” she said, pointing towards the door.
“You want something to drink?” Will asked.
He walked to the cabinet and got a glass, filling it at the faucet.
They all watched in silence for a moment as Lucy argued with Will in her tiny talk, pushing away the glass he offered her. Finally Judas said, “We need to figure something out, fast.”
“You said my guards were imprisoned,” Evan said. “Maybe that’s the first place we should start. If we can free them, our forces would be stronger.”
Judas grimaced. “The rumors say they were imprisoned, but we don’t know for sure. If any of them survived the initial attack, they were probably executed fairly soon after we left.”
Evan felt a stab of pain in her chest as she thought about Declan and Rafe. The sight of Declan being hit with a trident replayed in her head. Had it really only been a few days since she was with them? It seemed like so much had changed in such a short time.
Evan cleared her throat. “We need to find out for sure. If there’s anyone left, we must rescue them.”
“Evan,” Malcolm said with a sigh, “I know you want to help them, but that’s a lot harder than you think. You’d have a better shot if you used your political connections than if you tried to go in by force.”
“Especially considering we don’t have a force to take in,” Judas said.
“But we will when we get to Triton and talk to my mother.”
“You’re certain she’ll help us?”
“Of course she will,” Celia said. “Sirens are trying to take over her kingdom.”
Evan’s thoughts turned to Declan and the story he had told her just before the Sirens attacked them. Queen Astraea had once been in love with him, so there was a good chance she would be willing to risk sending a force after him if the opportunity presented itself.
A knock on the patio door drew her attention back to the room. She looked back and forth between Judas and Malcolm, but both seemed confused. “Do your guards knock?”
Before Malcolm could respond, the door opened and Andrus stepped inside, flanked by two others. His smile widened as he said, “Well, well, well, looks like I hit the mother lode. Two princesses and the nobleman I’ve been looking forward to killing. The only thing that would make this better is if we found that troublesome old man.”
Evan couldn’t control her relief. With everything else going on, she’d all but forgotten her uncle Caspian. Now with one slip of Andrus’s tongue she at least knew the Sirens didn’t have him.
Evan kept her eyes on Andrus as the other Sirens entered the room. She took a deep breath, trying to remain calm, and stood.
“Now Princess, you’re not thinking about trying to run again, are you? I’d hate to have to hurt your friends. One song from me and your humans will fight to the death. So don’t tempt me.”
“What do you want with me?” she asked.
“Don’t flatter yourself, kid. You’re nothing but a pawn to use against your mother.”
Evan laughed bitterly. “My mother won’t be persuaded because you have her children. She’s not foolish enough to endanger our people.”
Andrus tilted his head and smiled. “Bothers you, doesn’t it?”
“It’s the right choice,” Evan said, pressing her lips together.
“Sure it is,” Andrus said, taking a step closer to her. “But I’m sure it still hurts to know you mean so little to her. Don’t worry though, we have other ways of dealing with her.”
Evan pressed against the counter as Andrus took another step towards her. He was right in front of her now, his warm breath on her cheek as he said, “Oh, Princess, I’m going to take such good care of you. You’ll forget all about Prince Gideon once we have some quality time.”
“Leave her alone,” Will said.
Andrus turned, his eyes taking in Will and Lucy. He hadn’t seemed to notice them before, but now his silver eyes shimmered as he pieced together who Lucy must be. “Weren’t you listening to what I said? One note from my song and you’ll kill your own daughter at my command.”
Will shook his head in defiance, but Evan knew Andrus was right. She said, “Let them go, Andrus. They’re no use to you.”
His eyes slid back to her. “No use? Oh, I’m sure I could find something to do with them. Trophies for my wall, perhaps.”
“I will leave with you right now of my own free will, but only if you leave them alone,” she said.
He laughed. “You’ll leave with me whether you want to or not. You may not have realized it yet, but there’s no one here who can stop me.”
“Don’t bet on that.”
Andrus spun towards the voice behind him, dodging just as a trident sliced across his cheek. The blow knocked him off balance and he stumbled. The other Sirens moved towards the man in the doorway. He ducked and spun out of their way. Three other men ran through the door, surprising the Sirens and drawing their attention from the first man. He moved towards Andrus, swinging his trident.
Celia ushered Will and Lucy towards the exit, Malcolm and Judas had moved to the far corner by the fireplace, but Evan was stuck in the middle of the fight. She scrambled onto the kitchen island just as Andrus fell where she’d been standing.
“Stay down,” the man said, his trident mere inches from Andrus’ throat. “Or don’t. I’d love a reason to shove my spear through your neck.”
When the other Sirens were marched out, the man’s comrade pulled Andrus up and bound him. The man reached his hand up to Evan and she took it to climb down.
“Thank you,” she said.
“My pleasure, Princess.”
She looked into his eyes, black as night, with a pinprick of color in each. Her breath caught in her throat for a moment as the shock wore off and she realized who it was.
He stood there in his navy scale-suit, staring at her as he fought back tears. His emotions were so clear on his face, she didn’t need her gift to know how he felt.
Rafe traced his finger down her face, his lips quirking up in a smile. “I thought I’d lost you.”
Evan recoiled instinctively. She caught the hurt expression on his face, though he masked it quickly. She felt herself grimace. She hadn’t wanted to hurt Rafe, but from the moment she found out about his betrothal, her feelings for him had changed. It took being away from him to realize it, but her heart was closed off to him.
“How did you find us?” Evan asked.
Rafe looked at her, his brows furrowed. “We heard your cry.”
“What are you talking about?”
Rafe met eyes with the other guards, who shrugged in turn. “Princess, we heard a call for help. It echoed through our heads. Only one of royal blood can call to us in that manner. It’s a gift from Poseidon.”
Evan looked to Celia, who shook her head. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
Rafe’s brow creased. “We’re trained to recognize it. How could it be that your parents never told you how to use it?”
“Perhaps they thought they’d never need it,” Judas said. “The Sirens have been silent for many years.”
Evan shook her head. “There must be more to it than that. But if neither of us used it—”
She looked around the room, her eyes finding Lucy, who was smiling and waving at the guards. Evan thought back over the last few minutes, realizing that even when the Sirens were threatening them, Lucy had remained silent, without even a whimper.
“It was Lucy,” Evan said.
Celia turned to her daughter, her face showing surprise. “Lucy baby, did you ask these men to come help us?”
Lucy nodded and pointed towards the beach. “Water.”
“She didn’t want a drink,” Will said, chuckling, “she was telling us they were coming.”
Rafe walked over to Will and Lucy, bowing in front of the little girl. “Thank you, Princess. You saved your family.”
Lucy smiled and hid her face against Will’s neck. “I think it’s time for her to go back to bed.”
“Not yet,” Celia said. “I’d like to say goodbye.”
“So soon?” Will asked, his voice catching in his throat.
Celia nodded. “We knew I’d have to go. We just didn’t know when.”
“Sis, you don’t have to,” Evan said. “You should be here with your family.”
Celia met her eyes. “You’re my family, too. You’re going to need all the help you can get. Plus, they’ll be safer with me gone.”
“We should get moving, Princess,” Rafe said. “The others are waiting.”
“Others?” Judas asked.
“Yes, my lord. The other guards were left to secure the beach leading to the house.”
“How many are there?”
Rafe clenched his teeth, as if the answer was painful. “Seven, Lord Corinth.”
“Poseidon’s crown,” Evan swore. “So few?”
Rafe nodded. “We were fortunate to escape with as many as we did. We were heavily outnumbered.”
“What happened to the others?” Malcolm asked.
Rafe eyed Malcolm for a moment, as if deciding whether or not he had to answer the human. Finally he said, “I can’t say for sure. We escaped the castle once we were sure the Princess was gone. Some of our number had already been taken away; some fell at the hands of the Sirens. There are a few we have yet to account for.”
“Declan?” Evan asked.
Rafe looked at her, his eyes sorrowful. “I don’t know for sure.”
“You think he’s dead.”
He nodded.
Evan’s mind raced with thoughts of how she could’ve stopped his death, but ultimately she knew there was nothing she could have done. Taking a deep breath she said, “What do we do now?”
“We need to get back to the castle. Once your mother has you safely at home, we can make any preparations she requires.”
“Alright,” Evan said with a sigh. “Let’s go.”
 

They stood on the beach, the waves lapping at their feet. They were dressed in discarded scale-suits that Malcolm had collected through the years. There was a vast array of house colors: Evan in Protean red, Celia in Glaucan green, Judas is Benkes purple, and the guards in their Triton navy.
Evan watched as Malcolm and Judas spoke quietly to one another, their heads bowed close. She wondered if they would ever return to whatever they were before Judas left to save his mother.
Her eyes moved to Celia, Will, and Lucy. Celia was holding Lucy, whispering into her hair as the little girl clung tightly to her neck.
Evan felt someone step close to her. Rafe.
“So, I guess I was wrong about my theory.”
“What theory?”
“That Lord Corinth was trying to get his hands down your dress.”
Evan laughed. “Dead wrong.”
There was an awkward pause as they looked at one another, then Rafe motioned to Celia and Will. It was clear Celia was telling her husband everything in her heart without speaking a word.
“You never looked at me like that,” Rafe said.
“I’ve never looked at anyone like that,” she said. “Not really.”
“Neither have I. I’ve never let anyone close enough to know me that well.”
“What about your betrothed?”
Rafe shook his head. “Lilika is a good woman, but I’ve never felt that strongly about her.”
“You love her?”
“I care about her,” he said. After a moment he said, “I know it must be hard to believe, with everything that happened between us, but I care about you, too.”
“You’re right, it is hard to believe.”
He clenched his teeth for a moment, letting the hurt from the comment pass. Finally he said, “Ev, I know you love me.”
“I did.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Did?”
Evan nodded towards her sister and said, “I didn’t love you like that. And I deserve that. You do, too.”
Rafe nodded. “I could be that for you.”
“In secret, while you marry someone else?” Evan asked. “I’ve had that offer from the other side with Calix—that’s no life for anyone.”
With a sigh Rafe said, “It’s all I have to offer. You can have my love, but it will always be a secret.”
“I need more than that. I want to be someone’s everything,” she said, her mind straying to Gideon.
She turned away from Celia and Will, away from Rafe, and faced the water. She relished the cool water against her feet as she stepped out into the surf. As she breathed in the salty air, she felt a sudden rush of emotion. Grief, devotion, fear, and love seemed to battle for dominance as she struggled to make sense of the feelings that were awash inside her.
She turned back to those still on the shore. She knew these were the feelings of her friends, flowing out. Her gift had returned as she entered the water. She took a deep breath and forced down their emotions to keep them in check.
She would save her friends and family from the Sirens, she would protect her kingdom, and nothing was going to get in her way. With a smile, Evan turned towards the water, took a few steps out, then dived into the sea. It was time to go home.




Twenty-Three

Evan had spent the last day and a half underwater. She was holed up in a small cavern of coral reef under the kingdom of Protea. The cavern held a small pocket of air, barely the size of her closet at home, and it was here she sat with her cohorts.
There were ten of them in total. She sat between Celia and Judas while the seven guards fortified the space. It was a small portion of those who had escorted her from Triton to Protea days before, and her companions assumed the worst of their missing numbers.
“They’re not dead,” Evan said, her voice sounding far surer than she felt.
They’d spent the last hour quarreling over their next move, and Evan was no closer to convincing them of her plan than she had been at the start.
“Evan, we’ve been through this,” Rafe said. “Even if they’re alive, it’s impossible for us to get in the castle. And we somehow managed it, we’d still have to figure out where they were held, avoid all the guards, and find a way to get them out. It isn’t feasible.”
“Our best option is to swim for Triton. We’re wasting time sitting here,” Judas said.
Celia sighed. “I’m sorry sis, but I agree with Judas. We need to see if mother already has a plan in motion.”
“We’re better help to her there. Once she knows you’re safe, she’ll feel more confident taking action,” Rafe added.
Evan bit her lip. Declan was here, in Protea. She didn’t mention his capture, but it was all she could think of. He had been her truest friend since she was a child, and she couldn’t bear to think of leaving again without discovering what had happened to him.
“It’s settled then,” Judas said. “We’ll leave for Triton as soon as the sun sets. The Proteans rely on the light from above more than we do, so hopefully the darkness below the castle will hide us from their eyes.”
Evan sighed as the others began preparing their things. They’d been able to send a couple guards to the market for food and supplies, but it was a risk they’d only been willing to take once.
Rafe walked back towards Evan and nodded towards the ground beside her. “May I?”
“Sure.”
They sat in silence a moment, both dreading the conversation they were about to have. Evan bit her lip while she waited for Rafe to start talking. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, delaying the inevitable exchange.
“Ev,” he said, “I know you don’t like this plan. I know you think we should be able to do more, but we can’t.”
“It feels like we’re running.”
Rafe nodded. “Maybe we are. But we don’t have enough manpower to handle a rescue. We need to get backup if we’re going to get our people back.”
“I know,” she whispered, her voice catching in her throat. “I’m not stupid. I know this is the right choice. I just keep thinking of that trident hitting Declan. He didn’t run. He stood his ground to defend me.”
Rafe sighed. “This is what Declan would want us to do.”
She nodded. “But it isn’t what he would do.”
“His life was devoted to protecting you. The least I can do is complete the last command he gave me.”
“To keep me safe.”
He nodded. “Declan was always good to me. I wish there was more I could’ve done.”
“He isn’t dead.”
“Ev,” he said gently, “you saw it.”
She shook her head. “It happened too fast for me to know for sure. Maybe he was only injured.”
Rafe closed his eyes. It was the same argument they’d been having for the last day. Evan wasn’t sure why she was so insistent he was alive; in fact, she was the one who saw him get struck by the trident, the one who should be most certain of his death. But accepting it felt like she was betraying him and that was something she couldn’t do.
Rafe was standing beside her now. She had been so consumed with her thoughts of Declan, she hadn’t noticed him get up. He was staring towards the mouth of the cavern, his eyes trained on something she couldn’t see.
Evan stood up, her eyes searching the black waters. “What is it?”
He slowly shook his head. “Just a feeling. It’s nothing, probably.”
She put her hand on his shoulder as she followed his dark eyes. Rafe kept his emotions guarded, but she knew him well. He couldn’t hide the nervous tension coursing unbidden through his body.
“Tell me,” she said.
He pursed his lips. His body was so still, Evan felt like she was watching a statue. Finally, he turned to her and said, “I sent Meego to tell the others the plan. It shouldn’t have taken this long.”
“It’s only been a couple minutes,” Evan said. “I’m sure it’s fine.”
Rafe turned his eyes back to the front of the cavern. He raked his tongue along his teeth; Evan recognized the gesture as worry. She saw him do it every time he had been anxious about getting caught alone with her.
A trident shot through the dark.
Rafe pushed her out of the way, the trident grazing his arm as he did. He yelled, “Go!”
The others ran for the back of the cavern. Their first night there, they had found a small tunnel barely wide enough to squeeze through. The passage led into the water under the castle. Celia and Judas were already climbing into the water.
Rafe grabbed Evan’s arm and pulled her to the hole. “Go as deep in the water as you can. The darker it is, the easier for you to get away. The Proteans aren’t used to the water pressure like you are.”
Evan climbed inside but hesitated. “What about you?”
“Griz and I will hold them off as long as we can. Now go!”
He shoved her head under the water. Evan sputtered for a moment but relaxed as her gills took over. She dropped down into the tunnel, her eyes searching the water above for any sign of Rafe.
Seconds ticked by, feeling like an eternity. She knew she should go, but she was too worried for Rafe to think about herself. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing another person she cared for simply so they could protect her.
There was a splash in the water above her and Evan could see an arm floating in the water. The scale-suit was navy. It was only there a moment before being jerked away.
Above her, the water was stained red.
She dove down through the passage. When she reached the end of the tunnel, she paused, gazing into the dark water below. There was still enough light that she could see shapes moving in the darkness. She stared, counting the shapes. One for Celia, two for Judas, but who was three, four, and five?
Maybe the guards got away.
She knew it wasn’t true as soon as she thought it. The Triton guards who had escaped the palace ambush and rescued her on land were dead. The figures below her probably already had Celia and Judas in their custody and were just waiting for her to fall into their trap. All their planning had been for naught.
You are a daughter of Poseidon, are you not? Where is your spirit?
Evan’s mind was unexpectedly racing with the words Gideon had said to her the first night they met. They had danced together in defiance of Prince Calix, and that one simple act had ignited a fire within that she had never known before. She wasn’t ready to give up yet.
She crept from the tunnel, trying to remain undetected. She pressed her back against the coral and moved around until she no longer had a view of the dark shapes in the water below.
Her heart was racing, but she forced herself to slink through the darkness. Peeking her head around and looking up, she saw a huge gap in the coral that was only connected at the uppermost part, like a bridge. This was the point of the kingdom where the castle was separated from the rest of the city.
Thanks to her tour with Prince Calix when she had arrived for the Protean Ball, Evan knew this was the side of the castle where ships arrived, both for noble visits and shipment receipt. As she watched, a small silver craft arrived at the castle dock.
There were a dozen airlock holes on the upper side of the castle wall where the craft was. That was the entrance for guests of the castle, where she had entered only days before. The lower dock boasted more than double the amount of airlocks, easily allowing multiple ships to dock while they dropped their cargo.
Evan’s eyes went wide. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? As she and Rafe had raced through the castle, the castle’s head chef, Mariet, had shown her the secret smuggler’s passage. If she could get to the passage, she might be able to find help, or at least give herself time to come up with a plan.
She stared across the expanse of sea, wondering how she could cross without anyone seeing her. There was no coral to hide her, no shadows to cover her movement. Once she moved from her current hiding place, she would be visible in the streams of light coming through the upper part of the sea. If she waited until after sunset, she’d have a better chance of getting in unseen, but she’d also risk getting caught while she waited for darkness. They were searching for her even now, and could find her at any moment.
She couldn’t afford to hesitate. Evan took another peek from under the coral where she hid. The silver ship above was pulling away. It would cast a shadow into the water underneath it, though only for a moment before it moved out of range. It wasn’t much, but it was all she had.
Evan compressed her body back against the coral and shoved off from it as hard as she could. She passed under the ship, but she was still exposed for several seconds before she reached the castle.
Under the palace, she wedged herself into a crevice in the coral, hoping to hide in case someone saw her. She waited, watching for any indication someone was following. When no one came, Evan pried herself out and made her way towards the bottom loading dock.
She crossed under several ships docked for deliveries. People moved back and forth through the airlocks, carrying boxes of goods for the castle. Evan watched for several minutes, but couldn’t figure out a way to get in. There was no way to access the airlock without a ship, and no way to get into a ship without accessing the airlock.
On the other side of the dock, she saw movement. A door in the floor swung open and a figure climbed onto the dock. She blinked, trying to make sense of it. There was no doubt about it; somehow, someone had gone into the castle without using the airlock.
Evan swam to the other side, careful to stay in the shadows as her eyes searched the water for danger. Finally she saw where the other person had entered. There was a maintenance hatch on the underside of the docks where a ladder led into the castle.
She climbed the ladder and opened the hatch, thanking Poseidon it had been left unlocked. That probably meant someone would be returning to it, so Evan knew she didn’t have much time. She couldn’t see past the hatch opening. She took a deep breath and scurried onto the dock, closing the hatch behind her.
“What the hell?” someone said.
Evan gasped. She was face-to-face with Caspian.




Twenty-Four

Before she said a word, Caspian grabbed her arm and towed her behind a stack of boxes. He motioned for her to keep quiet before leaving to walk around the dock and shuffle some boxes. A few minutes later, he returned.
“What are you doing here, kid? I thought I left you in safe hands.”
Evan shook her head. “The Sirens attacked us. Celia, Judas, and I came back to the water with a few Triton guards. We were going to swim home but they found us before we could.”
Caspian’s eyes grew afraid. “Celia,” he asked, “is she—?”
Evan said, “Alive, as far as I know. They were waiting for us. I didn’t follow her, so I can’t be sure.”
“You didn’t follow?” he asked, his brows creasing.
“I saw shapes moving in the water. They had forced us out.”
He nodded. “Good on you for checking. At least you had some wits about you.”
“I didn’t know where to go from there. We’d been planning to swim to Triton—”
“But you thought breaking into the Protean castle was a better idea?” he interrupted.
Evan cringed. “I haven’t had a chance to come up with anything else. They’re out there looking for me right now.”
Cas cursed under his breath as he ran his hands over his face. Evan stared at him for a moment, taking in the sight of her missing uncle. His beard was gone and his wild hair had been cut and slicked back. His deep green eyes were troubled, and Evan was struck with the realization she wasn’t the only one acting on some half-cocked plan.
“Cas, what are you doing here?”
He turned to her, and she couldn’t help but shrink beneath his gaze. It was as if his eyes could paralyze her with merely a glance. He was a man who exuded power. You could look at him and see Poseidon’s blood coursing through him.
Caspian let out a breath, and his gaze seemed to no longer root her to the floor. With a casual wave of his hand he said, “I’m stealing a ship.”
“Are you crazy?” Evan exclaimed.
Caspian threw a hand over her mouth, but the damage was done. He hissed, “Are you trying to get us caught?”
“Sorry,” Evan whispered.
Caspian peeked above the boxes and cursed. “I need you to do exactly what I tell you. And be quick about it.”
Evan nodded.
“Pick up one of these crates and follow me. Keep your head down and don’t speak until I tell you it’s safe.”
Cas stood and grabbed a box without another glance at Evan. She did the same, though she had a bit of trouble holding the bulky crate. She followed him across the floor to the other side of the dock, using the crate to hide her face as she passed two guards headed towards the maintenance hatch.
Caspian placed his crate with a stack already waiting, then surveyed the room while pretending to wipe his forehead with a handkerchief. Evan placed her box alongside his and turned as if she were returning for another. Cas grabbed her arm and pulled her back to the edge of the room.
“No one is paying attention to us,” he whispered. “But there are too many guards for me to get a ship. We need to find a place to hide until it clears out a bit.”
Cas started making his way towards the main exit, but Evan said, “Wait. The smuggler’s corridor is close. We can hide there.”
Cas raised a brow, but didn’t say anything. He shrugged as if to tell her to lead the way. She walked towards where she thought the door would be. She knew it was well hidden, and had only been through it from the other side, but she had a clear memory of the way the dock had looked as they’d ran out the door.
As they looked for the door, Evan suddenly became aware of a nervous person nearby. She could feel the emotions radiating off the guard before he even entered her view.
“What are you doing over here?” he asked. His voice was shaky, young. It was not the voice of a seasoned guard.
“Relax, Mick. They’re the newest of my crew.”
Evan turned to see a tall woman with mahogany skin and long dark braids. Her eyes were a rich caramel color, radiating warmth while demanding respect at the same time.
The guard looked back and forth between the woman and Evan. Finally, he nodded to the woman and walked away. The woman stepped past Evan and pressed her hand against the rock. It blended so well with the rest of the wall, Evan realized she never would’ve found it without this stranger.
The woman opened the smuggler’s passage, ushering them inside. As the door closed and the darkness surrounded them, Evan felt cold metal against her neck.
“Don’t move,” the woman said. “I am not afraid to spill blood if need be.”
“I believe you,” Caspian said.
His voice sounded strange, almost complimentary, and Evan thought she could detect a smile.
“Who are you?” the woman asked.
“My name is Caspian, and your captive is my niece, Evannia.”
Evan was shocked he’d used their real names. She thought it more prudent to lie about who they were, especially to the person holding a knife to her neck.
“Evannia? The Triton princess?”
“Yes,” Evan breathed.
The woman laughed. It was a hearty sound, and Evan felt she could’ve joined in with her if only she weren’t afraid to move. When her laughter subsided, the woman asked, “Why are you here, Princess?”
“My friends and I were ambushed. I escaped, but had nowhere to run. I thought they wouldn’t be looking for me here, and maybe I could buy some time to form a plan.”
Evan felt the knife leave her neck and heard the scrape of metal as the woman sheathed it. A spark of light filled the area around them as the woman lit a lantern.
“You picked a bad day for that,” the woman said.
“Why?” Caspian asked. “What’s happening?”
“The princes are getting married today. The guards are on high alert.”
“Princes? Both of them?” Evan asked, eyebrows raised.
The woman nodded. “Bit of a shock, really. Calix commanded it as soon as his father passed.”
“King Basim is dead?” Caspian asked.
“This morning,” the woman said. “Prince Calix found him dead in his bed.”
Evan watched as the woman and Caspian shared a dark look, understanding passing between them. With a sigh the woman added, “Plans for the weddings began before they’d even removed his body from his chamber.”
“Hadrian is marrying Seraphinza?” Evan asked.
“Is that her name?” the woman asked with a shrug. “It has been many years since I left Glauca. I wasn’t there for this child.”
Evan sighed. “I wish she wasn’t caught up in whatever this is. She’s a sweet girl.”
The woman put her hand on Evan’s shoulder. It was a surprisingly tender gesture, and Evan hadn’t expected it from this commanding figure.
“From what I’ve heard of Prince Hadrian, your friend has nothing to fear. The servants say he is nothing like his father or brother.”
“Who is Calix marrying?” Cas asked, his voice unnaturally quiet.
The woman’s lips barely opened, as if it was a chore to say her next words. “The next in line for the Triton throne.”
The words echoed through Evan’s head, not making sense. After a moment she said, “But that’s me.”
Caspian grimaced. “Not if you’re dead.”
Despite the shock of his words, Evan was almost relieved at the thought of dying rather than marrying Calix. At least she was until she realized what he meant.
“If I’m dead, Orielle is next in line.”
Cas and the woman nodded.
Evan felt her stomach churn at the thought. “But she’s only ten.”
The woman snarled, making her look even more dangerous. “They’re willing to do whatever it takes to get what they want.”
Cas added, “And they don’t expect ten-year-olds to put up a fight.”
“They don’t know Orielle,” Evan said.
“Let’s hope she behaves,” the woman said. “I heard some of the guards say she’s in the custody of the Sirens for safekeeping.”
“They’re okay with letting Sirens take little girls from their homes?” Evan asked.
The woman shook her head. “They’re furious. They’re also scared. Most of them are afraid to even talk to each other about what’s going on, for fear of being turned in.”
“Is that why Mick was so nervous when he saw us?” Cas asked.
The woman laughed, her face instantly losing its edge. “Mick is always nervous. But he’s a good kid. He wouldn’t be a guard if there was other work to be had.”
“I’m sure there are a lot of guards who feel that way.”
“Too true. Little Mickey though, he’s got a good heart, hasn’t forgotten where he came from. The boy helps the smugglers when he can.”
“That’s what you do?” Evan asked.
“Aye,” she said. “And for now, that’s what you do, too. I vouched for you, so you’re mine until I can get you out of here.”
“We’re not leaving. We have to figure out a way to save Orielle,” Evan said.
“And we’ll require a ship,” Cas added.
“You won’t find one here. The ships at the dock are in disrepair. We thank Poseidon every time we make it from town to castle.”
Cas cursed. He seemed to be doing a lot of that today.
Evan asked, “Do you know where we could get one?”
“Maybe,” the woman said. “There’s a man at the market, I don’t know his name, but I know he has a knack for getting whatever you want. I can take you to see him.”
“Too dangerous. The market is always full of guards,” Cas said.
“So is the castle, but you’re here,” the woman said.
Evan couldn’t help but smile. The smuggler was sharp, and though Evan couldn’t say why, she liked her. She said, “We’ll go to the market.”
“Evan—” Cas began.
“It’s the best plan,” Evan interrupted.
“Come on then,” the woman said. “Let’s make this operation look legit. We’ve got to get to the kitchen for a haul before we head out.” 




Twenty-Five

The kitchen was buzzing with activity when they peeked through the secret door. Evan saw Chef Mariet through the crack. He pointed and directed, giving orders that sounded more like pleas for help, but still had the desired effect of getting people moving.
Once some of the servants cleared out, the woman rapped softly on the door, drawing his attention. Mariet slowly crossed the room, checking pots or appearing to look for ingredients as he went.
When he reached the door, Mariet whispered, “Are you trying to get caught? Some of these servants report directly to Calix.”
The smuggler grabbed his sleeve and pulled him into the hallway, closing the door behind him. When he saw Evan’s face, his breath caught in his throat. With a hasty bow he said, “Princess Evannia, thank Poseidon you’re all right.”
“Thanks to you,” she replied.
Even in the dim light Evan could see his cheeks blush. His eyes darted to Caspian and the woman; he seemed to judge Evan as the least intimidating and looked back to her. With a small smile he said, “While I’m thankful you’re alive, I’m not certain why Venus has brought you here. The castle is very dangerous right now.”
“Actually, it was my idea. Though I dare not ask for your help for myself,” Evan said. “They’ve captured my sisters.”
“Celia?” he whispered, her name barely audible even in the quiet of the passage.
Evan nodded. “And Orielle.”
“She was so little last time I saw her.”
“She still is. But they’re planning to marry her to Prince Calix.”
Mariet frowned. “No, that can’t be right. He’s marrying that blonde noblewoman. I heard her speaking with the Queen Mother.”
Evan sighed, relieved that Venus’s information had been incorrect and Orielle was not to be married off. Mariet smiled when he saw the relief on her face, clearly pleased he had been able to help.
“Yes,” he said, his smile broadening. “Arturo’s daughter seemed delighted to be getting married.”
Evan felt her heart drop into her stomach.
Adra.
Of course her cousin was marrying Calix. She’d been involved with him discreetly, with Evan only discovering their secret the night of the Protean Ball. Evan furrowed her brows as the conversation from that night replayed in her head. She had spoken to Calix and offered an alliance if he wished to marry Adra. Calix had laughed.
“But you said he was marrying the heir,” Evan said, turning to Venus.
Venus nodded, her mouth a straight line. “The guards said your little sister is in the Siren’s custody, and they’d spoken of the Triton heir. I’d assumed she was one and the same.”
“It’s a logical conclusion,” Caspian said. “But I’m glad you were wrong.”
“Adra can only be Queen of Triton if my family and her father are dead.”
“Which means your mother and uncle are in danger,” Cas said. “We need to secure a ship and get to Triton while there’s still time.”
Evan pushed through the heavy thoughts in her head and clasped hands with Chef Mariet. “Thank you for the information. We’ll be on our way.”
“Princess, I will listen for talk of Celia and Orielle. If I hear anything, I’ll send word through the smugglers.”
“Thank you,” Evan said.
They turned and walked down the passage, Venus leading the way to her ship. They passed several guards on the dock, but all seemed to turn their head or wander off as Venus approached.
She led them onto a small ship. There were patches of mismatched metal, rusting rivets, and trails of moisture running down the seams of the vessel.
“Is this safe?” Evan whispered to Caspian as they gripped handholds in the cargo area.
“As safe as breaking into the enemy’s palace and running away with a smuggler we don’t know.”
“Fair point,” Evan said.
“Hold on!” Venus called from the cockpit.
A shudder went through the submarine and they were off. It only took Venus a few minutes to pilot them away from the castle and dock them at a decrepit building on the edge of town.
“Where are we?” Caspian asked.
“My not-secret hideout.”
“Isn’t a secret hideout more effective?” Cas asked.
Venus smirked. “Worked well for you, did it?”
Evan watched the exchange with rapt attention. Each eye roll and smirk seemed to mean something else. Evan suddenly realized that Caspian and Venus were flirting. She considered being annoyed by it, given their current predicament, but then she remembered what it had been like with Gideon, and how she couldn’t stop her feelings for him even when she knew better.
She shook her head to clear away the thought of Gideon. He was a Siren. Even if he wasn’t part of the conspiracy against the Triton kingdom, there could never be anything between them. There was too much bad blood between their peoples.
She followed Venus and Cas out of the ship and into the not-secret hideout. The room was open, but dim. There were a couple beds in the corner stacked with threadbare blankets. One was occupied and a disconcerting cacophony was rising from its occupant.
“Is he okay?” Evan asked.
Venus laughed. “Don’t worry. Sami always snores like that.”
“That might be a reason to worry,” Evan mumbled.
Venus led them to the corner opposite the beds. There were two men sitting there, rummaging through boxes. They seemed to be separating into two piles—edible or not.
“Find more strays?” one asked.
He was the younger and smaller of the two, with thick black hair hanging in his eyes. He looked up at them, dark eyes unreadable, but a smile tugged at the corner of his lips.
“You know how she is,” the other one said. “Can’t keep her out of trouble.”
Venus smiled. “This is Evannia and Caspian.”
“Evan, please,” Evan said.
“Evan,” Venus nodded. “The obnoxious one is Mailik and the squirrely one is Crow.”
Evan nodded, though she wasn’t really sure which was which. The second man was bulky, not muscled, just big. She guessed he was probably too big to be called squirrely, so the dark-haired boy must be Crow.
“I picked up these idiots breaking into the castle,” Venus said nonchalantly.
“Why’d you wanna do that?” Mailik asked.
Evan glanced at Caspian. He smiled at the question and returned just as casually with, “Thought we might steal a ship. Turns out they’re all shit.”
Mailik laughed heartily, and Crow’s tiny smile expanded into a grin. Evan was glad she let Cas do the talking. She felt out of her element, but he seemed at home.
“Where’s Myrthe?” Venus asked.
Mailik shrugged. “Probably scavenging.”
Venus sighed. Yelling across the room she said, “Sami, wake up. We’ve got business.”
Sami rolled out of the bed and stood. Evan was immediately taken aback by how big he was. She had thought Mailik was bulky, but Sami made him look petite.
He lumbered over to the group, wiping the sleep from his eyes. He nodded at Cas and Evan, then asked, “What’s up, boss?”
Evan felt herself smiling without thinking. The voice that came out of him was gentle, as if he were trying to tame his sound to set others at ease.
“Sorry to wake you, big guy, but I need to talk to you all about this.” Venus waved her hand at Cas and Evan and said, “I brought trouble to us, and I want everyone to decide what we do with them.”
“What you do with us?” Caspian asked. “We can be on our way right now, if we’re too much trouble.”
Evan could hear his voice hardening, as if he were shutting Venus out with each word he spoke. Venus saw it too, because for a fraction of a second her powerful frame looked frail. It instantly returned to normal, and a frown appeared on her face.
“I’m sorry if you don’t like what I’m saying, but my allegiance is to my crew. I’ll help you if I can, but I’m not going to risk their safety without telling them what’s going on.”
After a tense moment, Cas nodded. “Fair enough.”
“Sounds like you’ve already decided,” Mailik said.
Venus sighed. “You know I try to do what’s best for the crew. Most of the time, I can make the decision without you guys because I already know what you’ll want to do. But this is a little different.”
“Because of Princess?” Crow asked, nodding towards Evan.
“Yes,” Venus said, her face showing no surprise that he knew who Evan was. “Evan is being hunted by Calix and his pet Sirens. I am going to help them. If you don’t want to, that’s your right. I won’t speak for the whole crew on this one.”
Crow walked in a wide circle around Evan and Cas. While he watched them he said, “There’s a hefty reward for her.”
“More than we could make in a year,” Venus agreed.
“Two years,” Mailik said, rubbing his chin.
Evan could feel the emotions in the room and she knew the tides were turning against her. She took a deep breath and said, “If you can get paid. Do you really trust Calix to come through?”
Sami sniggered. “I don’t trust him as far as I could throw him, and I could probably throw him pretty far.”
“Exactly,” Evan said. She could feel Sami’s emotions turn in her favor and knew she could press his mistrust of Calix to fully win him over. “I thought I was coming for his celebration, but in truth he brought me here to force my kingdom to submit to him. He cannot be trusted.”
“Just look at what he’s done with the food tithes,” Venus said. “As soon as his father became sick, Calix began starving the lower castes with his demands for tribute. What sort of man does that?”
“The sort who could squash us if he found out we were helping her,” Mailik said.
“That’s what makes this appealing,” Crow said, his eyes alight.
“Crow, don’t make this decision lightly,” Venus cautioned.
But Evan knew he was already decided. As soon as Venus had mentioned Calix taking food from the poor, his emotions flipped from self-preservation to righteous anger.
“I don’t know what to say to convince you that I’m worth it, so I’ll just tell you the truth,” Evan said. “I need help. It will be dangerous. And I don’t know if it will matter in the long run. But I can’t just sit by while Calix and the Sirens work to take my kingdom from me. What he’s done to your people is wrong and I’ll be damned if I let him do it to mine.”
“I appreciate your fire, Princess, but passion doesn’t pay,” Mailik said.
“Didn’t I mention how very grateful my family will be for the help? Grateful enough to double whatever reward Calix has offered.”
Mailik smiled. “Sounds like you’ve got yourself a crew, Princess.”
Sami made a strange whimpering sound as he said, “There’s still Myrthe. There may be a conflict of interests with that one.”
“She’ll do it,” Venus said.
“How do you know?” Sami asked.
“She will do anything to get back at the Sirens.”
“Why?” Cas asked.
A crash caused them all to turn around. A young woman had thrown her wares against the wall and now she stalked towards them. Her white-blonde hair was short and spiky, sticking up all over her head. The woman looked at each of them in turn, her eyes flashing silver when they landed on Evan.
“Because the Sirens betrayed my family. They’re vile, worthless, and beyond redemption. I would know. I am one.”




Twenty-Six

Evan followed Myrthe through the hole, taking in a huge breath as her head emerged in the market. Myrthe pulled her up and helped her to her feet. Like the Tritons, the Proteans had enclosed walkways through most of the city that allowed the inhabitants to walk rather than swim; however, those walkways would be full of nobles eager for gossip and guards searching for the missing princess.
If a noble saw Evan, her arrival to Protea would be broadcast through the city in under an hour. If a guard saw her, she’d be in a cell even faster. Myrthe had explained all this to her as she led her into the water under the not-secret hideout. The safest way to get them to the market was to enter through a service hatch near where they wanted to be.
“But there are guards and Sirens searching the water for me,” Evan had said.
“There were. They’ve cleared out.”
“How do you know?”
“I was watching them,” Myrthe said. “I’m always looking for a way to try to hurt them. I was hoping I’d find you before they did.”
“What did they do to you?” Evan asked.
She regretted the words as soon as they left her lips. Myrthe turned to Evan, eyes shooting daggers. “That’s my business.”
Swimming to the hatch had been quick since no one was looking for them. Myrthe led them into a disused alley and unpacked the cloaks she had stowed for them. She passed one to Evan and said, “Hood up, Princess.”
“You should probably not call me that,” Evan said. “Someone could hear you.”
“They’d just think you were being a baby about using the waterways. They’d be right, too,” Myrthe said.
Evan frowned. “I haven’t complained once.”
“Every time you gulp in air like a drowning human, you’re complaining.”
“I can’t help it,” she said. “I don’t get a lot of swimming time at the palace. I’m used to breathing with my lungs.”
Myrthe swung her head back and forth, checking to make sure no one was near. “And you say I’m going to get us caught? Careful with the ‘palace’ talk.”
“Sorry,” Evan said with a cringe.
“Let’s get moving before anyone starts to pay attention to us.”
“Too late,” Evan said, nodding to a small boy in the alley ahead of them.
“Hi there,” Myrthe said, stepping towards the boy.
The boy took a step back.
“Don’t go anywhere,” Myrthe said, her voice gentle. “We’ve got some food you can have.”
The boy paused in his backward step as he considered Myrthe’s offer. Myrthe took another step towards him, reaching for a piece of bread in her pack. When she extended it towards him the boy reached forward, but his instincts kicked in and he pulled back just as Myrthe tried to snatch his wrist. The boy turned and bolted from the alley.
With a curse, Myrthe ran after him. She reached the end of the alley and turned into the crowded market street. Evan caught up and looked out into the street after the boy, but he was lost in the throng of bodies.
“Is he going to be a problem?” Evan asked.
Myrthe pressed her lips together. “Depends on who he works for.”
Evan asked, “Who could he be working for? He’s just a kid.”
“A lot of gangs employ orphans to get information, or sometimes as pickpockets if they’re fast enough.”
“He was a quick little thing.”
Myrthe nodded. “All he knows is that we came out of the water and don’t want to be seen. If he tries to take that to his boss, he’ll probably get smacked for bringing too little information.”
“Was he there when you called me ‘Princess’ or when I talked about the palace?”
“I don’t know,” Myrthe said. After a few seconds she shook her head and said, “It doesn’t matter. We need to get what we came for and get out of here.”
They walked down the street. A few people glanced at them, but most ignored the hooded women. They were in a seedy part of town and most people here were happy to oblige those who didn’t want to be seen.
They reached a stall where a short, thin man was seated. His hair was silver and his face was creased with wrinkles, but his dark blue eyes were keen.
“We’d like to make a purchase,” Myrthe said.
“No,” the man said. “What I sell is not for you.”
Myrthe frowned. “I was told I could buy quality goods from you.”
“You were told wrong,” he said.
“Your goods aren’t quality?” Myrthe asked in annoyance.
The man’s eyes shot her a dark look. “The finest you will ever see, Siren. But I will not sell to you.”
“Why not?” Myrthe demanded, her temper flaring. “My coin will spend as handily as anyone else’s. Or are you so rich you do not need payment?”
The little man turned his eyes back to the street. “You are not fit to speak to me. Be gone.”
Evan placed her hand on Myrthe’s arm before she could respond. She felt anger coursing through her, white-hot rage for being lumped in with the rest of the Sirens, but also hurt that her people were regarded in such a way. Evan instinctively reached her own emotions towards Myrthe, blanketing her in calm. It wasn’t something she’d done before, but in that moment, she knew how to use this aspect of the gift she had never explored.
She saw Myrthe take a deep breath and felt her emotions return to normal. Evan turned to her and said, “Take a walk.”
“Prin—”
Evan shook her head and cut her off. “Go.”
Myrthe turned and stalked towards another stall. Evan turned back to the old man. “You know who I am?”
He nodded.
“You know why we’re here?”
He nodded again.
“And you will not help us?”
The man turned his eyes to Evan, regarding her in silence for several moments. “Your friend is a stubborn, spoiled, selfish woman. I will not help her.”
“It isn’t about her being a Siren?” Evan asked.
The old man shook his head. “Why should I care where she was born? It is her pride that irks me.”
“What about me?” Evan asked. “Am I worthy?”
“You are nothing. At least, not yet.”
Evan felt her face flush, but she stilled her emotions. She reached for his feelings and felt him trying to anger her. She forced herself to wear the face she used when visiting her mother. Once she found the face, her words came easily, placidly.
“I don’t understand.”
The man’s lips curled in a smile. “That’s a handy trick, Princess. Your anger subsided so fast I would’ve missed it if I were anyone else.”
“I am not ruled by my emotions,” Evan said.
The man watched her for a moment as if he were appraising her. Finally he said, “There are two paths for you, child. One will save you and doom all others. The other will crush you under its weight, but these waters will be better for it. I cannot see which path you will take.”
“I will save those I love,” Evan said.
The man tilted his head as he looked at her. “It isn’t as simple as that. I can see the goodness in you, I know you desire to do right, but there is darkness alongside it. You’ve buried it so deep I’m not sure you even know it’s there.”
Evan eyed the man as she again reached her gift towards him. She could feel his calm, his earnestness, and that made her even more fearful of his words. She felt a chill move up her spine.
“The darkness is something you have yet to face. Your fate will be decided once you do.”
“How do you know these things?” Evan asked, dreading the answer.
“You have your gift, I have mine.”
Evan gasped. “How do you know about that?”
“It is an easy thing to see if you know where to look. The gifts were common once, but no longer. They’ve dwindled so that only those of the purest bloodlines can access them.”
“And you are a true descendant of Poseidon?” she asked.
“As much as you are, Evannia.”
“You know me, but I have no idea who you are,” she said.
He nodded. “That’s how I prefer to do business.”
“So, you are going to do business with me?”
“I will help you,” he said, “but it will cost you.”
“I can pay,” she replied.
The man shook his head. “I don’t need money. I deal in favors.”
“What sort of favor?” Evan asked.
“Favors,” he corrected. “Three of them.”
She pursed her lips. “What do you want me to do?”
The man rubbed his chin. “I don’t know yet.”
“When will you know?”
“Don’t worry, Princess,” he said with a smile. “I’ll collect when it most benefits me.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she said.
“For now, head back to your hideout and I’ll meet you there with all you need.”
“But I haven’t told you what we want.”
The man shook his head. “I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I didn’t already know.”
Evan looked side to side, checking to see if anyone was watching. The old man’s words were making her nervous as she wondered how many others might know exactly who she was.
“They don’t know,” he said, as if reading her mind. “It hasn’t made it through the underground. Yet.”
“Yet?” she asked.
He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “You have less than an hour.”
“An hour?” she blurted. “That’s not enough time to carry out our plan.”
“You will revise your plan entirely when you get back to the smugglers.”
Evan sighed. She didn’t like hearing about the things she was going to do as if her fate was sealed. She turned, her eyes following Myrthe as she passed the stalls down the street. When Myrthe looked towards her, Evan signaled her to come back.
Myrthe approached, a small sack in hand. Her eyes passed over the old man in disdain before she said, “I’ve finished our shopping. Ready to move on?”
She nodded. As they started to leave, Evan turned back to the man. She reached out her hand to shake, sealing the deal. As soon as their skin touched, Evan gasped. Her hand began to tingle, the sensation spreading up her arm and into her ribcage. After a moment, it seemed to settle and fade, leaving her feeling like an ember rested in the center of her chest.
Unsure what to think, she reached out for the old man’s emotions. When she was confident he hadn’t done it on purpose and certain he was planning to aid them she said, “Thank you for your help.”
The old man smiled. “I haven’t helped you yet, Princess.”
“Not yet, but you will.”
“You’re certain?”
She tilted her head, her eyes narrowing slightly, then nodded. With a smile she said, “See you soon.”




Twenty-Seven

The crew was packed and ready when Evan and Myrthe returned to the hideout. They had finished packing food, weapons, and secured the rest of their goods in storage until their return.
“Did he give you what we need?” Venus asked.
“He gave me a headache,” Myrthe said. “Crazy old man.”
Venus put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “What did you do to piss him off?”
“It wasn’t my fault,” Myrthe said, feigning hurt.
“It’s fine,” Evan interrupted. “He said to expect everything shortly.”
“All right everyone, plan’s a go,” Venus called. “Get your gear and be ready to load when Tago gets here.”
“And where exactly do you think you’re going?”
A man brandishing a black cane meandered through a side door that Evan hadn’t noticed before. There were several others who followed him in, but he was the one who stole the show. He cut a dashing figure; tall, dark, and dangerously handsome, he was the sort of man who won his way through life with a smile, but had somehow managed to learn how to use a sword just for the fun of it. Though he was easily twice her age, Evan couldn’t help but notice how devilishly appealing this man was. One glance at Venus told Evan she wasn’t the only one who thought so.
Venus said, “What the hell are you doing here?”
The man raked his tongue against his teeth, his eyes narrowing. “I could ask you the same thing, babe.”
“You’ve got a lot of nerve.”
He smiled. “That’s what you liked about me.”
“Go to hell,” she spat.
He chided, “So much hostility, and in front of guests nonetheless.” Turning to Evan he bowed with a flourish, rising with a rakish grin on his face. “Nolan Raines, at your service.”
Evan smiled, but before she could respond Venus stepped between them and said, “You’re not welcome here.”
“A recent change in circumstances, quite unfortunate. I would very much like to remedy that, especially considering how well we work together.”
Nolan winked at Venus, whose expression changed to sheer revulsion. She said, “I have no desire to rehash this conversation. Just like I have no desire to have anything to do with you. You need to leave.”
Nolan planted his cane and rested his weight on it. Evan couldn’t help but notice how solid he looked, as if he were made of stone.
“Listen babe, I’m not leaving. I’m here for a reason, and your dissent won’t keep me from what I want.”
Caspian stepped beside Venus and crossed his arms. “I believe the lady asked you to leave. I think you should do that before the tide turns against you, friend.”
Nolan laughed, the sound echoing from the tall ceilings. “Oh sweet Venus, you’ve got yourself a real hero this time, eh? I always knew this was your type, but I thought you’d given up on that and accepted who you really are.”
His words caught Evan off guard. What secrets is she keeping? Who does he think she is?
Venus flinched at his words. “You have no clue who I am. If you did, you wouldn’t dare walk into my place without invitation.”
The smile on Nolan’s face soured and he ground his teeth together. With forced calm he said, “No one knows you like I do, love. That’s why it really irks me that you seem to have forgotten who you’re dealing with. I take what I want.”
“I know who you are. That’s why I’m not impressed.”
Evan cleared her throat and prepared to diffuse the situation. She was raised to be a mediator, after all. Instead Caspian stepped forward and Evan grimaced, knowing his words would not be conciliatory. He said, “Final warning: leave now while you can.”
“I don’t think I will, and I don’t think you can make me,” Nolan said.
The figures behind him stepped forward, lining up beside him. There were six of them, and Nolan made seven. Evan wasn’t a fighter, and she didn’t know how the other smugglers were in a tussle. If it came down to a physical altercation, the odds were in Nolan’s favor.
Venus seemed to recognize this as well. She put her hand on Caspian’s shoulder and shook her head. In a tempered voice she asked, “Why are you here?”
“For the Princess, of course,” Nolan said, nodding his head towards Evan. “Hand her over and we’ll be on our way.”
“I’m not sure what you think you know—”
“Don’t bother trying to talk your way out of this, V,” Nolan said.
Evan stepped forward. “What do you want with me?”
Nolan’s eyes narrowed as he said, “There’s a price on your head, Princess. We just want the gold.”
“I can appreciate that,” Evan said, nodding. She smiled as a swishing sound echoed in the water behind her. “But as much as I would like to help you, I don’t think I’ll be able to.”
“I’m not giving you the option, girl. King Calix wants you, and he shall have you.”
Evan shuddered at the thought of Calix ruling the Protean kingdom. She said, “Calix wants my head, but I’m rather attached to it. Besides, our ride is here so I think we’ll just go.”
Evan motioned the others towards the porthole. Venus and Caspian were still between Nolan’s men and Evan, and now Sami stepped forward to push Evan behind him. His bulk completely hid her from the rest of the room. He whispered over his shoulder, “Get to the ship. Now.”
Evan stood her ground. She knew this had the potential to end badly, and she’d already lost too many people she cared for. She didn’t want to lose these allies as well. She wanted to help.
Crow grabbed her arm from behind, startling her. He said, “Come on, Evan. Let them sort this out without giving them leverage.”
He pulled her onto the ship. Mailik was already aboard, securing crates in the hold. He nodded to Evan, as if everything was in order and their departure wasn’t being hijacked.
“Take a seat,” Crow said. “We’ll be off in a minute.”
Evan furrowed her brows. “What about the others? Shouldn’t you be helping them?”
“We are helping,” Mailik said, his voice surprisingly jovial. “We’re taking care of the things that need done so they can focus on that mess. It wouldn’t do them any good if they had to worry about loading cargo right now.”
Seconds ticked into minutes, and all the while Mailik and Crow went in and out of the ship carrying crates. When they finished, Crow nodded to Mailik and said, “Guess we should let them know we’re ready.”
Mailik smirked as he pulled a small green ball from his pocket. “Tago, be ready to leave in about thirty seconds.”
The old man nodded and began flipping switches on the console. Evan looked to Crow, but he sat down and buckled himself in, humming off-key. Unsure what else to do, Evan sat beside him.
A few seconds later, Mailik, Sami, Myrthe, Caspian, and Venus bolted into the ship. They hurled themselves into seats as the door closed and the old man pulled from the dock. They were barely away when an explosion pulsed through the water, rocking the ship in its wake.
Mailik giggled, unable to contain his joy. His emotions were pouring out from him, infecting Evan and even those without her gift. Soon enough, everyone on the ship was laughing along with him.
Once the laughter had passed, Venus said, “You know, I was really starting to like that place.”
“It was infested with rats,” Myrthe said.
Crow said, “Only for the last few minutes.”
“Honestly V, how did you ever get involved with that guy?” Myrthe asked.
Blush crept into Venus’s cheeks, and Evan saw she was doing her best to avoid Caspian’s gaze. “Everyone makes mistakes. He was one of mine.”
“He can be quite charming when he wants,” Sami said.
“And he’s very handsome,” Evan added.
Venus sighed. “Sometimes that’s enough.”
“Do you think the blast took care of him?” Myrthe asked. Her question was quiet, borderline respectful, but she couldn’t hide the hopefulness that danced in her eyes.
Crow shook his head. “We’re not that lucky.”
“It was more a distraction than anything else,” Mailik added. “It won’t do more than delay Nolan. You know how he is, once he has his mind on something.”
Venus tipped her head to Evan. “And it seems he has his mind on you.”
“I warned you there wasn’t much time, Princess. News travels fast in the underground, especially when there’s a reward,” Tago said.
Myrthe nodded. “So what happens next?”
“What do you mean?” Evan asked.
Caspian wrung his hands together, his first motion since getting on the ship. “We can’t go on with our original plan with those brutes on our tail. We’ll have to come up with something else.”
“The Triton guards can dispatch them fast enough, once we’re home,” Evan said.
“Not if Nolan catches us first,” Cas said.
Venus said. “He won’t give up the chase. Trust me”
“He’s smart. He’ll expect us to go towards Triton,” Sami added.
“But he knows we know him well,” Crow said. “Following us to Triton is predictable, so he’ll assume we will change our plans in an attempt to outwit him.”
Myrthe huffed. “So we’re screwed either way.”
“Aye,” Venus agreed.
The ship grew silent as each turned to their own thoughts. After a moment Evan said, “We have to do what he won’t expect.”
“I don’t know if we can,” Venus said. “He’ll be prepared for any possibility.”
Evan eyed Tago, remembering how he had told her all of their planning would change. She bit her lip, resolving herself to the new plans forming in her head. “Except one.”
Cas understood before the others. Evan watched his jaws clench and unclench repeatedly while he struggled to think of another option. Finally he said, “I can’t let you do that.”
“You know it’s the only choice,” Evan said. “You have to get to Triton, but you can’t afford to take me with you.”
“No way,” Venus said, realizing what Evan was implying. “That defeats the whole purpose.”
Venus and Caspian stared at one another, the look between them unreadable. Finally, Cas said, “Evan is right.”
Evan said, “Then it’s settled. I’ll turn myself in.”
“Fools, all of you,” Myrthe said.
“It’s the best choice for the crew,” Evan replied.
Mailik chuckled. “Since when do you get to make decisions for us? We just met you today, kid.”
“I hired you to do a job,” Evan said. “I need you to make sure it gets done, with or without me.”
“It won’t work,” Crow said. “He’ll know something is up.”
After a moment of thinking, Myrthe said, “Not if I betray you.”
All eyes turned to her and she gave a self-conscious shrug. “I’m a Siren. It wouldn’t be a stretch to imagine it.”
“You’re also the newest member of the crew,” Mailik said, rubbing his chin.
Venus nodded. “It fits.”
“Okay then, I’ll abduct the Princess and turn her over to Nolan,” Myrthe said.
“No,” Venus said. “That’s still too easy. You’ll need to get captured by Nolan while you’re trying to take Evan to the castle yourself.”
“Won’t he expect you to come after us?” Evan asked.
Sami shook his head. “Recapturing you from his crew would be reckless, especially if we’re already a man short.”
“It’s settled,” Venus said. “Tago, make for the cave.”
Cas turned to Evan and asked, “Are you sure about this?”
Evan nodded. “It’s the only thing I can think of.”
He put his arm around her shoulders and said, “I’m proud of you, kid. This is a bold move. And you’ll be fine.”
Evan leaned against him, realizing it was the first familial gesture there had ever been between them. She half-smiled at his encouragement, knowing his words were false. “Thanks, Cas. I’m sure I will.”




Twenty-Eight

Evan pushed herself onto the narrow shelf of coral and stood up. Water dripped off her and she found herself shivering in the cool air. “What is this place?”
Myrthe kicked at the pebbles on the floor. Her lips tipped up in a half-smile as she said, “It’s a meeting place for the unsavory.”
“It’s cold here.”
“Probably because you’ve been with the humans. Temperature changes are more noticeable after you’ve been landed.”
Evan thought the explanation made sense, until she saw Myrthe suppress a shiver. Evan smiled, but it died on her lips when she looked further into the cavern. Standing in front of her was the little boy who’d overheard them on the street earlier in the day.
“What are you doing here?” Myrthe asked, her voice echoing through the confined space.
The little boy smiled impishly. Myrthe snatched at him, but her hand came away empty as the kid took off running through a narrow corridor. Myrthe and Evan chased him as best they could, but the passage was shaped so that they had to double over to get through.
When they made it to the end, the little boy was standing in a hollowed-out area where water dripped into a crater in the center of the room. Evan blinked in surprise as the little boy’s body shifted and changed in front of her.
“What the—?” Myrthe asked.
“She’s afraid,” the man said. He was impossibly handsome, so much so that it hurt to look at him. His skin was as dark as midnight, seeming to absorb what little light the room held. Fire-kissed eyes glowed from his hairless head, though his bare chest had white curls on it.
“Who are you?” Evan asked.
Myrthe dropped to the ground in a bow. “Forgive us for our many sins against you, Lord Poseidon. Forgive us for our trespasses in your kingdom.”
The man waved his hand in her direction. “Common prayers from common people mean little to nothing.”
Evan folded her arms over her chest. “Who are you really?”
The man smiled with sharp teeth the color of bleached bone. “Is everyone a suspect?”
“No,” Evan said, shaking her head. “But I find the presence of a god a bit hard to believe.”
“I can understand your hesitance. How can I prove I’m on your side?”
Evan frowned. “I don’t know if you can.”
“Fair enough,” the man said. “Can I at least take you to your friends?”
“I’m not here to meet friends. A god should know that,” Evan said.
With a shrug, the man said, “I have to admit, I thought you’d be easier to fool. Maybe you aren’t as dumb as I thought.”
Evan watched the man’s face distort. The bones beneath his skin shifted and rearranged. Hair sprouted from his bare head, growing to his shoulders in mere seconds. The fiery eyes turned a cool silver, and his dark skin was now pale as alabaster. As he stood from the ground, his muscled body dwindled until there was a slender, beautiful young woman standing in front of them.
“Juno?” Myrthe asked. “I should’ve known.”
Juno smiled, but it was more primal, like an animal showing its teeth. “Lovely to see you again, Myrthe. It’s been awhile.”
“Not long enough,” Myrthe said.
“Oh come now. You’re not still upset about what happened, are you? It was such a long time ago.”
Myrthe clenched her jaw. “It was last year.”
Juno waved her hand dismissively, looking bored. “Practically an eternity.”
“I will never forgive what you did to my family.”
Juno yawned. “That’s terrible to hear. Really, just awful. Now can we get on with the task at hand?”
“Why are you here?” Myrthe asked, her eyes narrowing. “What’s with the theatrics?”
Juno shrugged. “The guards have failed Calix repeatedly. He sent someone who could get things done. So what if I use a little flair to spice things up? And why do you care who takes her off your hands?”
Myrthe took a step back, pulling Evan back as well. Myrthe whispered, “Something isn’t right.”
“No, it isn’t,” Juno said, her brows furrowed. “Little Princess is awfully compliant today. Makes it seem like she wants to get captured.”
Evan opened her mouth to speak, but Juno interrupted her. “You know, I’ve been collecting Mer Princesses lately. Everyone seems to want one, though they’re worthless as far as I can see.”
Evan felt fury rise in her chest. Through gritted teeth she asked, “Where is my sister?”
“Which one?” Juno asked, silver eyes alight with mischief.
Evan pushed past Myrthe as the anger took control of her body. She swung her arm forward, her hand colliding with Juno’s cheek.
A crack sounded through the cavern. As soon as Evan’s hand touched Juno, they were blown backwards in opposite directions.
Evan felt a tingling running through her body, just as she had in the market when she’d touched Tago. She looked down at her hands. Her skin was shuffling through different shades, the bones of her fingers stretching and shrinking as she watched.
“What’s happening to me?” she asked, her eyes looking between Myrthe and Juno.
“Holy shit,” Myrthe said.
Juno cackled, the manic sound echoing from the walls. “You’re a Merewif!”
Myrthe was at Evan’s side before she’d had time to recuperate. She yanked her arm, pulling Evan towards the cave entrance. Evan asked, “What about the plan?”
“Forget the plan!” Myrthe said, eyes wide. “Why didn’t you tell us you’re a Merewif?”
“I don’t, I mean, I didn’t—”
“Forget it,” Myrthe said, coming to a stop on the ledge by the cave’s entrance. She looked down at the water mere inches away from them as she ran her hands over her spiky blonde hair. Planting her hands on her hips, she seemed to reach a decision. “We have to get you out of here. The plan is shot now that Juno is here and knows what you are.”
“What exactly are you?”
Evan and Myrthe both jumped at the sound of the voice. They turned to see Nolan leaning against the cave wall. He somehow managed to look casual, as if it were completely normal for him to be standing in this dark place, eavesdropping.
“You!” Myrthe spat. She lunged towards him, her fists balled, desperate to strike.
“Ah, ah, ah,” he said, wagging his finger as if scolding a child.
Shapes melted from the walls, revealing two men from his crew who’d been hiding so stealthily that neither Myrthe nor Evan saw them. Myrthe’s body stilled, but her face was full of movement. From her twitching cheek to her eyes shifting between the men of Nolan’s crew, her tension was on display.
Without a warning, Nolan pivoted forward, swung his cane at Myrthe’s feet, and knocked her into the pool. She floundered for a moment out of shock. Before she had time to regain her senses, Nolan gave a slight nod and his men dove in after her, grabbing her arms and pulling her through the water.
Nolan stepped closer to Evan, drawing his index finger down her cheek. He was close enough for Evan to get a whiff of brine and bergamot. He breathed, “I can see why Calix wants you. You’re a pretty one.”
She smacked his hand away. “You don’t get to touch me.”
A smile crept over his face. “I like feisty women, but you are just a girl.”
His eyes flickered to his men and they moved towards her. Evan stood her ground, head raised defiantly as they tightened their grips on her arms.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Juno asked, emerging from the cave behind Nolan.
If he was surprised to see her, he gave no indication. His eyes traced her for a moment, as he seemed to take her measure. He said, “I’m collecting a stray for the prince.”
“King,” Juno corrected, dragging out the word as she eyed Nolan.
With a sly smile, Nolan inclined his head and said, “Yes ma’am. My mistake.”
“On behalf of His Majesty, King Calix IV, I thank you for your service. But I’ll take the girl from here.”
Juno stepped towards Evan, but in a quick sidestep Nolan sidled between them. Evan watched as he shifted his cane in front of his body. He’d made the movement seem casual, but Evan was certain it was anything but.
“That’s kind of you, surely,” Nolan said, his voice as smooth as butter spread over warm bread. “Unfortunately, the king’s thankfulness isn’t what we’re looking for.”
Juno pursed her lips. “The reward.”
Nolan’s smile broadened as he lowered his head in a flourished bow. “It is why we’re here.”
“I have no need of the money. I just want to be the one to bring her in,” Juno said.
Again she tried to move past Nolan, but he seemed to block her movements before she made them. With a shrug he said, “I just don’t see that happening.”
Evan saw Juno’s eyes flash silver. She opened her mouth to warn Nolan to look out, but he was already moving from Juno’s reach before the words formed on Evan’s tongue.
A black-handled blade flashed in Juno’s hand as she swung for Nolan, but he dodged her easily, his body moving as if he were dancing. Juno lunged towards him, her body seeming more rigid with her anger.
Nolan dodged another of her attacks, and this time he had the audacity to smile as he did so. Juno let out a guttural shriek, but Evan laughed. Both Juno and Nolan paused their attack as they turned towards Evan’s laugh. It was as if they’d forgotten she was there.
Nolan shot her a grin in return. Juno dived towards her. Evan jumped back, but Juno grabbed her waist and pulled her to the ground. Evan kicked at her, but Juno held tightly to her legs and tried to pull her into the water.
Nolan moved to Juno, working to pry her off Evan. Juno’s grip was iron, unbreakable as she struggled to keep her prize. Nolan finally pulled one of her hands loose and Evan kicked as hard as she could, fighting to escape. Juno’s free hand grabbed for her knife, raking it along Nolan’s side.
Nolan cursed as the blade sliced his skin. Blood instantly soaked through his shirt. Juno eased her grip on Evan as she stared at the blood oozing out, her face alight in bizarre pleasure.
Evan twisted out of Juno’s grip. She threw herself into the water, diving low beneath the cave entrance. It was dark, the water too murky for Evan to see, and the rush of blood in her ears made it impossible for her to think. Trying to remember the route they’d taken earlier, Evan made a wrong turn and found herself sucked out from under the cave, caught in a current that pulled her away from Protea.
Evan turned to fight her way back towards the city. She needed to get away from Juno, but she also needed to draw attention away from Cas and the crew headed towards Triton. As Evan fought the current, she saw Nolan emerge from the cave, the water painted red around him. A small craft came alongside him, a door opening like the mouth of a whale collecting dinner.
Evan found herself surprisingly thankful to see Nolan get rescued. He may not be an ally, but she hated to think of the fate awaiting anyone who got in Juno’s way. As the current moved her further away and the distant light from the city faded, she found herself smiling. She thought back to Tago’s words as they had stood in the market: the darkness is something you have yet to face.
Evan turned, facing the swirling water of the deep. It was time to face the darkness.




Twenty-Nine

A strange metallic taste filled Evan’s mouth. She sat up but was overcome with dizziness and unable to stand. She probed her fingers along the knot forming on her head while trying to blink away the spinning room. The darkness made it impossible to know which way was up, and her senses struggled to right themselves.
Once she regained her faculties, she swung her feet to the floor and stood. The metal was cold on her bare feet. She stepped forward, arms outstretched as she searched for the door. She’d only taken a few steps when her fingers brushed against a flat surface. She ran her hands over the wall, instinctively dropping them to waist level to grasp the knob.
Evan slid the door open to peer outside. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the light in the hallway, but once they did, she could see she was inside a carriage. No one guarded her room, so she stepped into the hall. She crept down the corridor, checking each handle she passed. They were locked.
At the end of the hall she stood in front of a narrow door with a small glass window in the top. She stood on her tiptoes until she could see inside. There were buttons and levers spaced across a wide panel. Two figures sat facing the panel, but she couldn’t see either person’s face.
“Hello, Princess.”
Evan spun on her heels at the voice behind her. She felt the breath she was holding rush out of her when she caught sight of Myrthe. She rushed to the girl, throwing her arms around Myrthe’s neck and whispering, “Thank Poseidon.”
Evan felt Myrthe tense, as if she were uncomfortable with the attention. Evan released her and stepped back. “Sorry. I’m just happy you’re okay.”
“I’m fine,” Myrthe said. “How are you?”
“I’m okay,” Evan said. She wondered at the way Myrthe had asked. It sounded as if she expected something to be wrong.
Myrthe pursed her lips. “You were floating near the surface, surrounded by reef sharks when we found you.”
Evan gasped. “Was I? I hate sharks.”
“They seemed to like you. It was as if they were protecting you.”
Evan took the information in, but wasn’t sure what to make of it. She didn’t remember anything from the time she’d left the cave until the moment she woke up on this transport. “Where are we?”
“Nolan’s ship.”
Evan scrunched up her face, unsure if this was good or bad news. “Is he okay? It looked like Juno cut him pretty bad.”
“She barely scratched me,” Nolan said.
Evan turned to see the suave smuggler propped against the doorframe to the cockpit. He had changed clothes since the fight with Juno, and Evan wondered if it was because the other set was covered in his blood.
As he walked past her, Evan could see him favoring his uninjured side. He might have the others convinced he was okay, but they hadn’t seen the amount of blood that poured from him. She wasn’t fooled.
Nolan stopped at the first door in the hallway and knocked. An auburn-haired girl stepped out of the room, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Nolan tipped his head towards the front of the ship and said, “You’re up, kid.”
The girl started towards the cockpit but stopped when she saw Evan. Eyes the purple of the evening sky took in every inch of Evan’s face, while her mouth stammered uselessly. Finally she seemed to get her wits. She ducked into a bow and said, “It is an honor to meet you, my One True Queen.”
Nolan sighed. “Yeah, Ova, we get it. You grew up alongside her, she’s your idol, blah, blah, blah. But I’m your Captain. So get to your station.”
Ova’s cheeks were crimson as she ducked past Evan and Myrthe. Nolan shook his head at the girl and walked into the vacant room.
Myrthe wagged her eyebrows and said, “Nolan, I’m impressed. First time your crew has had some decent eye candy.”
Nolan rubbed his chin. “Most people don’t complain about this face.”
Myrthe grimaced, but Evan cut off her retort and asked, “Who was that?”
“Some silly Triton I picked up a while back. She’s about as deep as a puddle, but she’s quick with a blade and wicked with explosives.”
Evan’s eyebrows rose as she asked, “Explosives? They’re outlawed.”
Nolan chuckled. “We’re criminals, Princess. Explosives are in our wheelhouse.”
He motioned for Evan and Myrthe to follow him into the cabin. It was sparsely decorated, containing only a desk, a chair, and a cot. He said, “Close the door.”
He sat down on the cot and leaned against the wall. Evan saw him wince before leaning to the side to take pressure off the cut. She stared at Nolan, trying to figure out exactly who this man was, but she couldn’t seem to glean anything from him. She reached out with her gift, tentatively prodding his emotions. He was curiously blank.
It wasn’t the frightening void it had been when she’d tried the same thing with Calix; in fact, Nolan’s lack of emotions was more like he was using all his emotions at once, balancing his feelings in a way that made him unreadable. She felt his eyes on her and raised her head to meet them.
He watched her, curiosity and disgust warring for control of his face. “What are you doing?”
Evan shook her head, dismissing his question. “Nothing.”
“I feel you poking around. I just can’t figure out what you’re after.”
Evan blinked hard, taken aback. “How?”
He wagged his eyebrows and smirked. “I wasn’t positive until you confirmed it.”
Evan sighed and folded her arms across her chest. “So what’s the plan here? What are you going to do with me?”
“I’m taking you to Calix. I thought we’d already been over that.”
Evan glanced at Myrthe, but she seemed unsurprised. Evan said, “I thought since one of his people stabbed you that you might not be interested in turning me over. I can pay you just as much as they can.”
Nolan nodded. “I’m sure you can, but the reward is only half of what I’m after.”
“And what’s the other half?” Evan asked. “Maybe I can help.”
Nolan shook his head. “Calix is the only one who can help. Believe me, I wouldn’t go near that blockheaded half-wit if I had a choice.”
Evan scoffed. “Calix may be a fiend, but he’s no fool. Be careful not to underestimate him.”
“I know who I’m dealing with,” Nolan said through clenched teeth.
Anger seethed from him now, and Evan could feel pressure just below the surface, ready to burst. She pressed into the emotion, feeling around for what caused it. No matter how she tried, he was still too well-guarded to give anything away. The only thing she could deduce was his anger stemmed from a pain still raw within him.
“Stop it,” Nolan said, the yellow centers of his hazel eyes ablaze with fury.
Evan squirmed under his gaze. She whispered, “I’m sorry.”
“You can’t go around poking at whoever you want. My pain is my own; it’s none of your damned business. Got it?”
Evan nodded. She didn’t need to prod any further. She could see straight to his core. Calix had taken someone from Nolan, someone more precious than anything else in his life, and Nolan would do anything to get them back.
Evan swallowed hard, realizing there was no way Nolan would let her go. No amount of money she could offer would be enough. He was using Evan as a bargaining chip to save the person he loved.
“I understand,” Evan said, meeting his gaze.
Nolan stared back for a moment, before averting his eyes. He said, “I’m not happy about what I have to do. But I don’t have any other options.”
Evan nodded. As much as she hated to admit it, she would probably do the same if it would help her get Celia or Declan back. She rearranged her features into her court face. “When are we going to the castle?”
“Now,” Nolan said. “That’s why I sent Ova up front. She’s got a good rep with the dock guards.”
Myrthe jumped from the table and towered over Nolan. He didn’t bother showing her the courtesy of being afraid. Her eyes flashed silver as she hissed, “I can’t believe you’re going to do this. What about all the crap you said to Venus about being a changed man? What about the promises you made her?”
Nolan rolled his eyes. “Venus had the smarts to know better, kid. Why do you think she left me? She knew I would never walk the straight and narrow.”
Myrthe ran her hands over her head as she started to pace the room. “It’s not as if Venus is a saint, you know? She’s a smuggler. She doesn’t expect you to be perfect. She just wants you to show a little decency when you have the chance.”
“She gave up on me, Myrthe! She knew I’d never be what she wanted, no matter how hard I tried.”
“How hard did you try?” Myrthe asked.
Nolan pushed himself up from the cot. His hand instinctively went to his side. Evan put her hand on his shoulder. “You’re hurt.”
He waved her away. “I’m fine.”
“I saw the blood, Nolan. I know it’s worse than you’re willing to admit.”
He looked at her, almost pleadingly. “I only have to make it through turning you in. He’ll release Layne and I can finally give up.”
Evan pushed Nolan back onto the cot, surprised he didn’t object. She lifted his shirt where Juno’s dagger had sliced him. His chest and stomach were covered in beads of sweat; his body was tense, highlighting each muscle. It would’ve been a pleasant sight, if not for the pus-filled streak across his side.
“Holy Hades,” Myrthe cursed over Evan’s shoulder. She stumbled out the door behind them, hurling up her lunch.
Myrthe’s puking drew the attention of the rest of Nolan’s crew and several came running. One of the men pushed Evan to the floor and held his sword above her. His eyes clouded over with worry when he saw the wound on Nolan’s side.
“What have you done to him?” the man said. He had a strange twang to his voice, and Evan was certain he’d spent a good bit of time on land.
Nolan glanced at his side, now slightly green in color, before nodding to his crew. He said, “I’ve had worse,” then promptly passed out.
Before they could react, Evan said, “He got stabbed by the Siren in the cavern.”
The man shook his head. “He said he was fine.”
“He lied,” Evan replied.
“No blade could do that,” the man said. “None I’ve seen.”
“I’ve seen it before,” Myrthe said from the doorway.
Nolan’s man put his sword away and helped Evan to her feet. Turning to Myrthe he asked, “What did this?”
“An athame. It’s old as time, rare. Chthon herself used them to kill her rivals. The tiniest prick of the blade can kill within a few hours.”
“You’ve seen it before?” Evan asked.
Myrthe nodded. “It’s the same blade that killed my mother.”
“Myrthe—”
“Don’t,” Myrthe said. “I don’t need your pity. This is a good thing.”
“How?” Evan asked.
“I knew my mother didn’t kill herself. It was Juno, but I couldn’t prove it. Now I know for sure. I can avenge her.”
Evan stood and placed her hands on Myrthe’s shoulders. “I can’t even begin to imagine the pain you’re feeling, but we can’t afford for you to be focused on revenge right now. You’re the only one who has seen this before.”
Myrthe nodded, but her eyes were glassy and far away. “What do you need?”
“What can we do to help Nolan?”
Myrthe shook her head. “A Merewif’s blade is deadly, always. There’s nothing we can do.”
“In the cave, Juno called me a Merewif,” Evan said. “Maybe I can use that somehow. Why does she think I’m a sea witch?”
Myrthe blinked, the faraway look gone. “You took her power. After you touched Juno you were able to shapeshift.”
“It happened before,” Evan whispered, more to herself than the others. “In the market, when I touched Tago. I had a flash of the future.”
“It’s like the old stories we heard as kids,” Myrthe said.
Evan shook her head. “I didn’t hear Siren stories.”
“They say Chthon became a sea witch after she absorbed powers from other deities. She traveled the world looking for anyone touched by the gods, and she took their powers for herself. But the powers were too much for one person. That’s why the gods had shared them. It drove her to madness.”
“Do you remember any stories about her healing anyone?” Evan asked.
Myrthe shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Chthon wasn’t known for her kindness.”
Evan folded her arms across her chest. Despite Myrthe’s confirmation that Chthon couldn’t or didn’t heal, Evan knew there was more to the story. Even now she could feel warmth radiating through her fingers, as if it was begging to be released.
She thought back to her meeting with the royal medics before the madness began. The day she learned of Rafe’s betrothed, the woman had put her hands on Evan’s feet to check her webbing, and Evan had felt the same tingling sensation as she had with both Tago and Juno. She hadn’t known what was happening then, so she’d dismissed it, but now it was all she could think about. What if Lilika had the power to heal and had accidentally passed it to Evan?
“I’m going to try,” Evan said, stepping towards Nolan.
Nolan’s man stepped in front of her. “What exactly are you doing?”
Evan slowly shook her head. “I don’t know exactly. Probably nothing. But a Merewif’s blade did this, and today two people have called me a Merewif. It can’t be a coincidence.”
The man reluctantly stepped aside and allowed Evan to pass. She knelt at Nolan’s side, staring at the wound. The cut itself wasn’t deep, despite the amount of blood he’d lost. Someone had already done a fair job of stitching it up, but spreading from the cut were green tendrils pulsating below his skin.
Nolan was conscious now, panting for breath. He wasn’t protesting her attention, and Evan knew it was a sure sign he didn’t have any fight left in him. She felt his emotions then, washing over her without prompting. Fear. Pain. Regret. Shame. Love.
The force of the love that filled him was enough to push Evan back, forcing her to her knees. Everything Nolan had been holding back, every emotion he had guarded was released into the world without worrying about the consequences.
Nolan knew he was about to die.




Thirty

Evan pushed herself from the floor and put her full attention on Nolan. His breathing was shallow, and she wondered how much time he had. He had seemed invincible when she’d first seen him, but that changed as the blade’s effects became apparent.
“What are you staring at, kid?” Nolan slurred.
His lips quirked up in the smallest of smiles, and Evan wondered how anyone could still smile when he was in so much pain. She tried to smile when she said, “You went and got yourself stabbed by a sea witch’s blade, old man. We’re trying to figure out how to fix it.”
“You can’t,” he said matter-of-factly.
“You should know better than to tell a Princess what she can and can’t do,” Evan said.
He scoffed. “You lot don’t like that, for sure. But you don’t like anything, do you?”
“That’s not true,” Evan replied. “I like you. Even though you’re trying to turn me over to Calix.”
Evan had meant it to make him laugh, but she felt the sting of regret flow through him as soon as she said it. Nolan put a hand on her arm and pulled her closer. “He has my boy.”
Evan nodded. “And we’re going to get him back. Right after we save your sorry ass.”
Nolan chuckled. “You’ve got a lot more fight than I expected. Under different circumstances, we might’ve been friends.”
Evan shook her head. “A smuggler and a princess?”
“They would’ve told some wild stories about us.” A cough wracked his body, and Evan could see his time growing short. It was now or never.
She placed her fingers on the puckered skin where the knife had sliced him. Closing her eyes, she focused on the tingling sensation in her fingers. She felt them growing warmer, but she wasn’t sure how to release whatever was building inside her. After several minutes, Evan felt a hand on her shoulder. She jumped at the touch, her eyes opening, and her hands went cold.
“He’s gone,” Myrthe said.
Evan looked at Nolan, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to see. His eyes were still open, but they looked vacant. She whispered, “I failed.”
“It was a long shot,” Myrthe said. “No one expected it to work.”
Evan stood and stared at Nolan’s crew. Each face told a story of how much Nolan had meant to them. She said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t save him.”
There were mumbles and nods, then one by one they trickled from the room until Evan and Myrthe were left with the man who’d pulled his sword on them before. He muttered, “He was the best of us. Brave, smart, and the craziest bastard I ever met.”
“What happens now?” Myrthe asked.
He shrugged. “Guess I’m in charge. I was his number two.”
“What’s your name?” Evan asked.
“Dex.”
“Okay Dex, here’s what’s going to happen: you are going to continue the mission and take me to the Protean Palace as a prisoner. You’re going to turn me over to King Calix in exchange for the release of Nolan’s boy.”
“What?” Myrthe asked. “Are you insane? Nolan is dead and he wasn’t your friend to begin with. You don’t owe him anything.”
Evan squared her shoulders and said, “This is the right thing to do.”
“Evan, this isn’t a game. Calix is lined up with the Sirens and preparing to take your kingdom. Once he has Triton, the smaller kingdoms won’t be able to mount a fight. We need to stop him while there’s still a chance,” Myrthe said, her silver eyes flashing.
“I know,” Evan said. “And it sounds crazy that I’m willingly going to him.”
“Damn right it does,” Myrthe said.
Evan sighed. “I don’t know how to explain this to you, but I know this is what I’m supposed to do. So like it or not, you’re just going to have to trust me.”
 

After the ship docked, Evan waited in the room in which she’d awakened. Her hands were tied in front of her, and though it was meant to be merely for appearances, Evan knew Myrthe had taken pleasure in tightening the rope enough to scratch at Evan’s wrists without causing any real damage.
There were footsteps pounding through the hallway now. Evan took a deep breath and released it slowly through her mouth. She needed to stay calm. A racing heart and sweaty palms wouldn’t help.
The door to her room was suddenly flung open and several palace soldiers entered, spears pointed at Evan. She inclined her head and said, “Gentlemen.”
“Shut your mouth,” Dex said, entering the room behind the soldiers. “I’ve had enough of your talk.”
He strode into the room with nearly as much grace as Nolan had. His confident manner served him well, as Evan saw several of the guards relax at his presence. It was clear why he had been Nolan’s second in command.
He turned towards the men and hooked his thumbs into his pockets, pushing back the long coat he wore. “I’ve been listening to this spoiled wench for hours, begging me to take her to her mommy. I can’t wait to be rid of her.”
“We can take her from here,” one of the guards said.
Dex smiled. “That’s real kind of you, boys, real kind. But I’d prefer to take her in myself. There’s a nice reward for this one.”
A few of the guards nodded. One spoke up and said, “You can bring her, but you’ll have to leave your weapons here.”
Dex nodded. “No need for weapons when I’ve got you fellas to keep me safe.”
He drew the sword at his hip and placed it in the floor. He reached into his boot and withdrew a dagger, then produced a second dagger from Poseidon knew where. He placed both next to his sword and held his hands outstretched for the guards to check him.
After he was cleared, the same guard said, “Come on, then. We dare not keep His Majesty waiting.”
Evan paid careful attention to each turn as the guards led them to Calix. Her plan wasn’t fully formed yet, but she knew she would need a way out if she didn’t want to spend her days as Calix’s prisoner.
Trumpets sounded as they entered the throne room. Evan kept her head high, defiant, as they marched towards Calix’s throne. When they reached him, the guards and Dex took a knee. Evan did not.
Calix was seated on his father’s chair, with Adra at his right. From the corner of Evan’s eye, she saw Adra shift in her seat, but Evan dared not look directly at her cousin for fear of what she might say. She needed to keep her head clear if she wanted to survive, and thoughts of Adra’s betrayal would cloud her judgment.
Calix smirked. “I was a little surprised to hear you had been captured. Surprised, and disappointed. I thought you would make more of a sport of it for me.”
“Sorry to disappoint,” Evan replied. As Juno stepped behind the throne she added, “I was bored waiting for your minions to capture me. They were so bad at it.”
Juno took a step forward, her eyes flashing silver. “Oh really? And how is Nolan?”
Evan shrugged. “Dead. You managed to kill someone who was already on your side. He was trying to capture me for your master, after all.”
Juno opened her mouth to speak, but Calix raised his hand, silencing her. “I do not know who this Nolan fellow is, nor do I care. If you can’t keep your mouth closed, you’re welcome to leave.”
Juno stepped back, but Evan could see the anger bubbling below the surface. She made a mental note of how easy it was to raise Juno’s hackles. It might come in handy later.
“Well, Princess, I’ve got a few ideas of what I’d like to do with you. Are you interested in hearing them?” Calix asked, drawing Evan’s attention back to him.
Evan shook her head. “I’d prefer not to listen to you talk, if I can avoid it.” Calix’s jaw clenched at Evan’s words, but he gave no further indication of his annoyance. She pressed further, trying to bait him as she had Juno. “It’s just that you talk so much, without saying anything meaningful.”
Evan glanced at Adra who wore a strained smile on her face. As she looked closer at her cousin, she noticed a dark circle under her eye. She had tried to cover it up with makeup, but the bruise remained.
Evan’s gaze returned to Calix, seething with anger. She may be upset with Adra for her relationship with Calix, but it didn’t mean she wanted her cousin to be mistreated by that monster.
“Let me be clear,” Calix said, his words clipped as he struggled to maintain his demeanor. “I will have your kingdom, with your help or without. You can marry me and seal our union, or I can take it by force.”
Evan took a deep breath, trying to remain calm as she said, “Let me be clear, Your Highness: I will never marry you. I will never help you take Triton. I will fight you until you kill me, and my death will spark a war between our kingdoms, making certain you will not have Triton easily.”
Calix laughed. “Do you think your people will care if you die? You’re just another high-born who can be replaced as easily as the next.”
“You know, I thought that too, until I met Ova.”
He rolled his eyes. “Am I supposed to know who that is?”
Evan shook her head. “I wouldn’t think so. I didn’t. She’s a Triton I met in passing who was so thrilled to meet me, she couldn’t speak. She said I am her One True Queen.”
Adra gasped at Evan’s words, but Calix said, “An awestruck Triton is supposed to impress me?”
Evan smiled and said, “Oh, Calix, you don’t get it, do you? Perhaps you should research the people you are trying to rule.”
Calix looked between Adra and Evan, seeming unsure what her words meant. He settled his gaze on Adra and asked, “What is she talking about?”
“The One True Queen,” Adra said, swallowing hard. “It’s an old story, but faithfully followed by our people. It speaks of the ultimate ruler, the forever-Queen.”
Calix barked a laugh. “An old story? That’s what this is about? You Tritons are so melodramatic.” He waved his hand, motioning for the guards. “Take the princess to the dungeon. We’ll see if a few days there changes her mind.”
The guards grabbed Evan’s arms to drag her away. Dex still knelt on the floor before Calix, and as Evan was being pulled away she heard Calix say, “Who are you?”
“Dex Stratton, Your Majesty. I brought Princess Evannia to you.”
“Right. You have served me well in apprehending this traitor. Have the guards take you to the Royal Treasurer for payment.”
“Actually, King Calix, I would like to petition for the release of a prisoner in exchange for the Princess. He’s just a boy who was brought in for stealing.”
“No,” Calix said. “Prisoners are here for a reason.”
“Please, Your Highness, he’s eleven years old.”
Calix stood. “I do not care how old he is. The only good thief is a dead one. Now leave before you find yourself in the cell with him.”
As Evan’s guards pulled her around the corner, she saw Dex escorted out a side door. They had done their part, but it was fruitless. Nolan’s boy was still a prisoner, and now Evan was as well.




Thirty-One

The floor was cold. Drops of water beaded on the wall, gathering together until they rolled down in tiny tributaries that fed the puddle growing in the center of the room.
Evan watched the water coalesce. There was nothing else to do, except shiver violently against the cold, while she waited for the next person sent to bring her food. Based on how often they came to her, she thought she had been in the cell for two days. She tried asking, demanding, and begging for freedom, a blanket, or just a word, but none of them would acknowledge her beyond placing food on the jail floor.
As far as she could see, the cells around were empty. She thought she heard someone crying her first night there, but when she called out no one answered. The sound stopped after she had called for them and she hadn’t heard it since.
The clang of metal filled her ears as someone entered the row of cells. Good, she thought. She was getting hungry. She didn’t bother looking past the feet of the man in front of her. Calix’s men wouldn’t be convinced to betray him for a foreign princess.
“Evannia?”
Her eyes shot up as Chef Mariet’s whisper filled the place. She hurtled herself at the bars. Reaching past them, she pulled Mariet towards her until their faces were almost touching.
“Oh, thank Poseidon,” Evan said, closing her eyes and taking a steadying breath. “I’ve been desperate for a familiar face.”
Mariet smiled. “I’m glad I can at least offer you that.”
She asked, “How did you get in? I thought they only let guards into the cells.”
He nodded. “Generally, yes. But I told them we were giving you a treat to remind you what you’re missing, so perhaps you’ll give King Calix what he wants.”
Evan looked down, noticing the tray in his hands for the first time. There was a beautiful piece of fish, grilled vegetables, a chunk of cheese with freshly buttered bread, and a thick slice of cake.
She felt her stomach rumbling and said, “It looks delicious.”
“I’m certain you will enjoy it,” Mariet said. “Be careful when you eat the fish, Princess. We sometimes miss things when we debone them.”
Evan narrowed her eyes, but Mariet just smiled as he passed the tray under the bars. “I must go now, Princess.”
“Must you?” she asked.
He nodded. “But in case you were wondering, I found out where Celia and your friends are being kept, as well as the Triton guards.”
Evan’s breath caught in her throat. She’d asked Mariet to watch for them, but now that she was also Calix’s prisoner, it didn’t seem relevant.
“If you were so inclined, you could find them two floors down in the darker part of the dungeon.”
“I didn’t know it could get darker,” Evan mumbled.
Mariet’s brow creased and his voice cracked as he said, “Oh Princess, it gets so much worse.”
Evan swallowed hard. Mariet’s word left her feeling hollow. She’d been so consumed with her own misery, she hadn’t considered what horrors her friends had faced. It made her feel selfish, and in that moment Evan vowed to do everything in her power to free them.
Mariet reached through the bars and placed his hand on Evan’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. It will get better. Now eat your dinner.” He winked at her, then turned and walked down the hall. Evan heard the door scrape as it was closed and locked from the outside.
With a sigh, Evan sat by the bars and leaned against them. Mariet’s presence had filled her with hope, and now that he was gone she felt worse than before.
She reached forward and pulled the tray of food towards her. It was an edible masterpiece, and Evan couldn’t help but smile as she stared at it. Mariet had found his true calling, even if it involved cooking for a king who didn’t deserve his talent.
She closed her eyes and wished she was home, with Mariet preparing her dinner every night. It was strange to think of the circumstances that led Mariet to be in the service of Protean royalty. Had he not fallen in love with Celia and been cast away, he wouldn’t have been here to help her escape when she ran for land, or to offer her comfort now.
The guards hadn’t afforded Evan the courtesy of using a fork, so she used her finger to pick up a piece of the delicate fish. As the buttery flesh melted in her mouth, Evan realized she had never tasted anything this delicious, not even Caspian’s hamburgers.
She reached for another piece. When she pulled it away from the tray, a glint of metal caught her eye. She popped the fish in her mouth as she reached for the shiny object on her plate.
It was a key.
Evan’s breath caught in her throat and she had to remind herself to keep breathing. She grabbed the bars and pulled herself to her feet. Her whole body was shaking as she pushed her hand between the bars and fit the key into the lock.
The door opened. She stepped into the corridor. She could see the exit but wasn’t sure how to get out. As she stared at it, she felt her spirits begin to droop. Mariet had given her as much help as he could, but he expected Evan to figure it out from there.
She heard the scrape of metal as the door was opened. Evan ducked back inside her cell and closed the door. She withdrew the key and tiptoed to the back wall. Heavy guard boots echoed down the corridor. He stopped in front of her cell, staring at her with a mixture of confusion and annoyance.
“I thought you’d be out by now,” he said.
Evan blinked at him in surprise. “You—what?”
He ran his hand over his shaved head. “You found the key, right? I don’t have one for your cell.”
Evan recognized the guard, or at least she recognized the nervousness emanating from him. She had met him on the dock when she and Caspian were searching for a ship. “You’re Mick, right?”
He nodded. A faint sound behind him made him jump. He spun around, looking for the cause, sighing in relief as a rat scurried across the floor. “Look, we don’t have much time. I’m not stationed in this area, so if we get caught, I won’t have clearance to help you. Hell, I’ll probably be thrown in with you.”
Evan wasn’t sure if she could trust him. Either he was here to help her, or Calix had guessed Mariet’s plan and sent the guard to draw out the truth. She thought back to Venus and the things she had said about the guard when they’d first met her. Venus trusted him, and right now that was good enough.
Evan walked to the front of the cell and held up the key. Mick snatched it from her fingers. She felt herself deflate, but then he put the key in the lock and opened the door. He ushered her towards the door, and she scarcely had time to let her hopes soar before they reached the end of the corridor.
She stopped dead in her tracks when she heard the whimper.
Evan turned, looking into the cell directly beside the door. In the corner, concealed by shadow, was a small figure in a long threadbare shirt and nothing else. He was covered in a layer of grime, his thick black hair was matted, and he looked pitiful.
“Let’s go,” Mick said, pushing past her.
“Wait,” she said. “We need to help him.”
“I told you, I don’t have keys.”
She hesitated, looking down at the boy. “You’re Layne, aren’t you?”
He raised his head, his eyes finding hers. They were hazel, with a yellow ring in the middle. Just like Nolan’s. She forced a smile. “My name is Evan. I’m going to help you. I just have to find some keys. I’ll be right back.”
She turned away from the boy and stepped into the corridor. There were two burly guards sprawled on the ground. She checked them for keys, but found none.
“What happened to them?” she asked.
Mick grabbed her arm and hauled her past them. “Mariet gave them a sleeping draught.”
“But they’ll know it was him as soon as they wake.”
“That’s why you’ve gotta take us with you when you leave.”
Evan pressed her heels into the ground. “I’m not leaving without the boy.”
Mick swore. “The Captain is the only one who would have keys to the royal cells.”
“Royal cells?”
Mick nodded, as if explaining something to a child. “They don’t keep you with the regular prisoners.”
“Then that boy…” Evan trailed off.
“Prince Layne Pikeson,” Mick said. “Heir to Malonuppis.”
Evan let the words sink in. Would that make Nolan the King of Malonuppis? If so, why was he smuggling and why was the prince stealing?
She thought back to her lessons with her tutors about the Mer kingdoms. Malonuppis was in the southern hemisphere and pretty close to land. The ties to Poseidon’s bloodlines had faded long ago, and the Malo kingdom had basically integrated with humans. The major kingdoms largely ignored the remnant of the Malo kingdom.
At least, that was what she had been taught.
Evan had always felt the Tritons had a skewed view of the world because of the way they placed such a high value on their ties to Poseidon. Now she saw that the view was even narrower than she thought. They had dismissed an entire kingdom. Calix, on the other hand, had not dismissed them. Evan realized the boy’s imprisonment was more than punishment for stealing: Calix was keeping the boy as a prisoner of war.
Her thoughts were stopped short as Mick halted in a doorway. She hadn’t been paying attention to where he was taking her. She looked around, her eyes searching for something familiar. “Where are we?”
Mick clamped a hand over her mouth. He tested the knob behind them, but it was locked. There was panic in his eyes. She listened, hearing the boots moving towards them. It was a faint sound, almost as if they were trying to be quiet, but she heard them nonetheless. They were approaching the intersecting hall where she and Mick stood.
She searched the hall, but there was nowhere to run. They could turn back and maybe find a door to slip through, but they wouldn’t make it far before someone happened upon them. She knew Mick was having the same thoughts when he drew his sword. Running was useless. So is fighting, she thought.
The first man reached the corner and turned down the hall. Mick closed his eyes and swung his sword. It was met in the air with a loud clang. A foot came up and kicked him in the stomach, forcing him back. Evan saw the swirl of a black coat as the man who had kicked Mick pivoted to strike him down.
She screamed.
The man faltered. He hadn’t noticed her, but now he did. He stopped his attack on Mick and burst out laughing. “What are you doing out here? I’m on my way to rescue you.”
Evan met his eyes. “Nolan? You’re dead.”
He held out his arms and shrugged. “You didn’t think you’d get rid of me that easily, did you?”
A sob caught in her throat as she threw herself at the smuggler. She wrapped her arms around his waist. He laughed with her as he enclosed her in his embrace. After a moment he asked, “I guess I shouldn’t kill this guard?”
“No!” Evan said, pushing away from Nolan. “He’s on our side.”
“Good,” Nolan said. “I can’t afford to get blood on another set of clothes today.”
He sheathed his sword, and Evan realized it was the cane he always carried. Nolan gave a small bow to Mick and said, “Nolan Raines. The pleasure is yours.”
He pulled a red-haired girl around the corner and hooked his arm around her. She had a bag strapped over her chest and wires dangled to her knees. Ova nodded her head towards Mick, but her face lit up when she saw Evan. “Princess Evannia, I’m so happy you’re okay. I mean, I knew you’d be okay, because you have to be. For Triton.”
Nolan rolled his eyes. “That’s enough, Ova. The Princess has a big enough head as is. No need to inflate it further.”
Mick’s eyes darted about, ignoring their banter. He said, “We’re too exposed. We need to get out of here.”
“Agreed,” Nolan said. “As soon as I find Layne, I’ll be on my way.”
Evan inhaled sharply. “I know where he is. We didn’t have a key to get him out. Mick says only the Captain will have it.”
“Keys are overrated, Princess. Now take me to my boy.”




Thirty-Two

As soon as they entered the royal cells, the prisoner was on his feet. All signs of the whimpering little boy were gone, and Evan wondered how she’d ever thought he looked pitiful. Despite the dirt covering him and the thin shirt he wore, the boy looked regal.
Evan felt herself curtsy without meaning to. It was ingrained in her to greet royalty in such a way, and her body reacted involuntarily to the majestic way he held himself.
The boy ignored her greeting, his eyes glued to Nolan. “I knew you’d come.”
“Of course, Your Highness,” Nolan replied, his voice strained with emotion. “I only regret it has taken so long.”
The boy dismissed his words with a wave of his hand. “The fault is mine. You warned me to guard my identity.”
Nolan nodded. “I was afraid the Proteans would be more than eager to have you as a hostage. Your father would pay handsomely for your return.”
Prince Layne scoffed. “My father has no love for me. And he certainly doesn’t have time to spend with me. You are more of a father than he has ever been.”
Evan looked between the two. They were clearly father and son. Nolan had said so. No, Evan thought, he has never called him his son. He always said “boy.” And yet, looking at them there was no way to unsee it. Whether Prince Layne knew it or not, Nolan was definitely his father.
“Step back to the wall,” Nolan told Layne. “Duck low and cover your head with your arms.”
Layne nodded and did as instructed while Ova unpacked a bag and started stuffing things inside the cell’s lock. Evan asked, “What are you doing?”
Nolan smiled. “Something unlawful, Princess.”
Ova turned to Nolan and smiled. “Ready.”
Evan, Nolan, and Mick retreated to the corridor. A moment later, Ova jumped outside and slammed the cell door closed. There was the briefest pause, then an explosion rocked the floor beneath them.
Mick was horror-stricken. “They’ll know we’re here.”
Nolan was positively beaming. He pulled the door open and went to Layne’s cell. The boy was covered in a fresh layer of dust, but was otherwise untouched. Nolan put his arm around the boy and led him away from the cells. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”
“Wait,” Evan said. “My sister is still here.”
Nolan furrowed his brows. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder and asked, “In there?”
She shook her head. “She’s not in here. She must be in the lower levels.”
“With the guards?” Nolan asked.
Evan nodded.
Nolan smiled. “Dex and Myrthe are already freeing them. Dunno how many are down there. I may not have room to take them all aboard the ship.”
“We’ll make do,” Evan said.
They jogged down the hall. Evan knew it was only a matter of time before they were caught; in fact, she was amazed they hadn’t been found already. Yet she still smiled. She caught glimpses of the others running beside her. They all wore matching expressions of joy.
The group reached the end of the hall and descended a level. Evan could hear a rush of whispers below them. Nolan stopped them, pressing them back against the wall. He whistled so softly that Evan wasn’t sure it was on purpose.
The whispers below ceased. A return whistle came from below, faint, but there. Evan watched the tension melt from Nolan as his shoulders relaxed. “It’s us, Dex.”
Evan heard a laugh from below and the whispers resumed. They waited in the stairwell for Dex’s group to join them, Evan leaning against the railing. Her insides were coiled into a knot as she mentally checked off the names of those lost to her, those she desperately hoped were okay. She would find out soon.
“Weird trick,” Nolan said, pointing at her hands gripping the railing.
They were changing, shifting color, size, shape. What am I?
She shoved her hands under her arms as she crossed them over her chest. Before Nolan could say more, Dex’s head came into view, a goofy grin spread across his face. “Got ‘em, Captain.”
Nolan asked, “How many?”
“Around 20.”
Nolan cursed, looking at his own group. “We can’t fit thirty people on our ship.”
“Let’s worry about that on the dock. They’ve sent up the alarm,” Myrthe said, pushing past the others.
She was splattered in blood. Evan placed her hand on Myrthe’s shoulder, but Myrthe shrugged it off. “I’m okay, Princess. It’s not my blood.”
“Let’s get to the dock,” Nolan said. He whispered to Dex, “Get Layne out first. Leave the soldiers if you have to.”
Dex nodded and continued up the stairwell, a line of people trailing behind him. Nolan and Evan stayed where they were, eyes locked as they warred with each other in silence. Evan understood his logic for saving the soldiers to fight if needed, but it didn’t mean she had to like it.
At the end of the line, Judas stopped in front of Evan. His face was sunken and dirty, making his striking blue eyes too prominent. Evan smiled at him, but he returned a grimace.
Evan’s heart jumped into her throat. “Where’s Celia?”
Judas looked at her, his eyes empty. He opened his mouth to speak, but his lips floundered as if he couldn’t seem to form the words.
Another person stepped up beside him and said, “Calix came for her this morning.”
Evan’s eyes found Declan’s as he stared down at her. She turned from Judas to the Captain of the Royal Guard, the man who loved her mother, the friend she thought was dead.
“Declan,” Evan breathed.
Saying his name was enough to release the flood of emotions that had been pent up inside her since the night of the Protean Ball. She fell against him, tears flooding from her and running down his chest.
“I thought you were dead,” she said.
“I’m here, Princess.”
After a moment, Nolan said, “I’m sorry to break this up, but we need to move. The guards will be on us any minute.”
“Let’s go,” Rafe said.
He stood behind Declan, supporting him. Evan blinked, taking full stock of them. Rafe was holding him up. Declan’s foot was a twisted mess. He was holding it off the ground to avoid putting pressure on it, but his face still contorted in pain.
Evan looked at Rafe. He held Declan up with his right hand, but his left was gone. A bandage covered in dried blood was wrapped around the stub where his hand should be. She covered her mouth, feeling sick. She was the cause of all this.
Declan cupped his hand under her chin. “Let it go, Princess. We’d do it all again to keep you safe.”
Nolan grabbed Evan’s elbow and steered her up the stairs. She followed wordlessly. This was all too much. She was supposed to be at home, protected in her castle, not rescuing her guards from an enemy kingdom. Not seeing her friends maimed while trying to help her.
They were running through the dock now. She was so lost in thought, she wasn’t sure how they’d gotten there. The Triton guards were lining the area ahead of her. They’d managed to get some weapons. Now that Evan looked, there were unarmed Protean guards on the ground around her in various states of injury.
Evan stopped, her eyes meeting one of the injured Protean guards. She looked around at the carnage and anger seethed inside her at the ease with which Calix was willing to throw away the lives of his citizens.
“Do not kill them,” Evan yelled. “Stop them from hurting us, injure them if you must, but do not kill them.”
“Evan, what are you doing?” Rafe asked.
He and Declan had come up behind her. Rafe was confused, but when Evan met Declan’s gaze, she saw that he understood. The corners of his lips tipped up as he gave her a nod.
“As you say, Your Highness.” He hobbled towards his men and called out, “You heard the Princess! These men are only doing what is required of them. We shall not take their lives for doing their jobs.”
Nolan strode towards her. “The ship has room for one more, Princess. Let’s get you out of here.”
Evan shook her head. “Take Declan.”
Nolan scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Get on the ship.”
“I’m not leaving without my sister.”
“You expect me to take some half-dead codger to Triton instead of the heir to the throne?”
“The Queen will be just as happy to see him.”
Nolan’s brow quirked up as he turned to eye the guard. He turned back to Evan and asked, “While I’m returning him, what will you be doing?”
“I’m going to get Celia.”
“How do you plan to do that?”
Evan sighed and brushed a loose strand of hair from her face. “I don’t know.”
Nolan put his hands on his hips and stared at the ceiling. Finally, he shook his head and said, “I want you to know I really hate you for making me do this.”
He turned and stalked towards the ship. Evan watched him usher Declan and Rafe onboard before having a quick conversation with Dex. Evan couldn’t make out the words, but she could hear the exchange become heated. Finally Nolan pushed Dex back into the ship and closed the door. He turned to the guards still standing on the dock and gave them instructions. Evan watched several of them scatter through out the room.
Nolan rejoined Evan where she stood in the middle of the dock. “Let’s get to it, then.”
She looked to the ship as it pulled away. “What did you just do?”
He scraped his tongue along his teeth while he chose his words. “You saved my life. You helped me find my boy. It’s my turn.”
“Nolan, you don’t have to—”
“Give it a rest, Princess. The ship is already gone.”
Evan pressed her lips together and nodded. He was right; words were empty, when there was no other option.
“What’s the plan?” Myrthe asked, stepping up beside them.
Evan hadn’t realized she was with them until now. She barely knew Myrthe, but somehow her presence was a comfort. Evan said, “There’s a tunnel along the wall that leads to the kitchen. The chef is a friend. Hopefully he’ll know where Celia is.”
“If he doesn’t?”
“We’ll figure it out,” Evan said. “It’s all we can do.”




Thirty-Three

Evan, Nolan, and Myrthe stood in the kitchen surrounded by guards. They were captured as soon as they entered the tunnel. Evan wasn’t sure what had happened, but she knew the presence of guards in the tunnel meant Mariet was in trouble.
“I bet you wish you were on the ship now,” Nolan whispered.
Evan sighed. She did indeed wish she were on the ship. At least then she wouldn’t have gotten Nolan and Myrthe captured as well.
One of the guards stepped in front of Evan. He was dark of hair and eyes, with a hooknose and thin lips. Evan hadn’t noticed him before, and wondered if his ordinary looks helped disguise him in plain sight.
“Princess,” the guard said.
His voice was pleasant. Soothing. Evan was surprised by the depth of it. He stared at her, frowning. Evan realized he was waiting for a response, but she was beginning to lose herself amidst the shock of everything happening around her. There was darkness edging into her thoughts, keeping her from seeing things outside her mind.
“Hello,” she said. She smiled, and his frown grew more intense. He shook his head, and Evan felt uncertainty roll off him.
She arranged her face into the most placid she could muster. The very practice of it brought her mother’s face to her mind. She needed to return her thoughts to what her mother had taught her, to become the woman Queen Astraea would be proud of.
“I apologize for my impropriety, sir guard. I am feeling overcome with the events of today. How can I be of service?”
Evan felt his resolve grow firm again. The frown disappeared and he folded his arms across his chest. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m the one in charge here. I don’t see any way you could be of service to me.”
“There must be something,” Evan said, equally as confident. “Or else you would have already marched me to your king.”
The guard flinched at her words. The small gesture gave Evan enough to work with. She pressed into his emotions, finding her way to the hatred he held for Calix. Evan began to slowly add her own feelings on top of his, spurring the ember into a flame within the guard.
“Our king is dead,” the guard said, his voice dripping with bitterness. “At the hand of his son.”
“Darren,” one of the other guards barked.
Darren ground his teeth. “We all know it, Sam.”
Evan watched several heads nod. She knew if she could hold on to Darren and sway him their way, the other guards would follow.
“Yet you follow the commands of the man who killed your king?”
Darren’s eyes were hard, distant. “What else can we do?”
“Reject him as your king. Remove him.”
“He’s the heir,” Sam said.
Evan shook her head. “That doesn’t give him the right to destroy your people. Are you willing to serve a king who steals food from children, who kills to get what he wants, who is willing to send you to your death on his whim?”
Evan heard someone whisper, “I told you.”
Darren’s eyes silenced the whisperer, but it was too late. Evan could feel the tide of emotion swelling in the room. She didn’t have to stoke the anger these men held for Calix. He had done it himself. These men were against their king.
She turned in a circle, meeting the eyes of each guard. “Why were you waiting in the tunnel?”
“We were coming to ambush your party,” Darren said, bringing her gaze back to his.
“But you didn’t.”
“We heard your command to your men. You spared your enemies, though they were there to kill you.”
Evan nodded. “You have no control over the orders Calix gives.”
Darren nodded. “Calix gives no thought to the lives he risks in his struggle for power. His only concern is the end result.”
“It’s a common fault among royalty. But when I see my men injured or killed because of me, it turns my stomach. I would end this if I could.”
“You’re not like him,” Darren said. “When we heard your words, we knew we couldn’t attack you.”
“Calix will kill you when he learns you didn’t carry out his orders.”
“At least we go to our deaths as free men, rather than serving that lunatic.”
“If you aren’t serving Calix, why are you holding us prisoner?” Nolan asked.
“Prisoner?” Darren asked, his frown returning. “You misunderstand. We’re protecting you. If you’ll have us, that is.”
Evan felt a smile spread across her face. These men were hers, simply because she had done the right thing. It wasn’t her mother’s way of doing things, but it was efficient.
“It would be my honor to have you at my side.” Several of the guards smiled, and Evan felt the room bolstered with pride. She said, “We’ll need a ship to get out of here.”
“No problem,” one of the guards said. “There are half a dozen ships at the underdock.”
“Underdock?” Nolan asked.
Darren smirked. “Protea has its secrets, even from smugglers.” He turned to the guard who had spoken and said, “Get a ship to the royal dock for our princess.”
“I’d like Chef Mariet on the ship as well,” Evan said.
Darren nodded. “Bo, you heard her. And take Molla and Parsi with you in case you run into trouble.”
Two women stepped from their positions and headed out with the other guard. With that taken care of, Evan turned back to Darren and said, “I can’t go without my sister. Do you know where she is?”
A skinny girl stepped up from the back. “Calix had her brought to his chambers.”
Evan’s eyebrows rose. “His bedroom?”
Crimson crept into the girl’s cheeks. “Sitting room. Not long ago. Maybe half an hour.”
Evan’s thoughts turned to the things Calix had said the night of the Protean Ball. He had no regard for women other than what they could do for him. Her mind raced with thoughts of what he could do to Celia. “Take me to her.”
“Princess, it isn’t safe,” Darren said. “Let’s get you out first and we’ll go find her for you.”
Evan shook her head. “No, this is my fight. I won’t back down.”
“There’s no point arguing with her,” Nolan chimed in. “Trust me.”
Darren stared at her as if trying to decide whether he should disobey or not. Finally he nodded and turned towards the exit. The guards lined each side of her, and they marched through the kitchen and into the corridor.
Evan felt anger building inside her with each step. They marched through the hall of kings, where portraits of former rulers stared down on them as they passed. They passed through the corridor with the apartments for visiting dignitaries. Evan saw the door that had been hers not long ago. So much had happened in such a short time. So much was still to come.
Nolan reached forward, pulling Evan to a stop. A group of soldiers three deep spread across the hallway. Their swords, spears, and tridents glinted in the hall’s flickering light as they aimed at Evan’s group.
She shook off Nolan’s hand and pushed her way through the guards in front of her.
“I know you think you’re doing what you must, but there is another way. You don’t have to serve Calix. He is not worthy of your loyalty.”
“Our loyalty is to Protea, no matter who sits the throne,” one of the soldiers said.
Evan nodded. “You were robbed of your true king. This usurper’s priorities are not Protea; he only wishes to serve himself.”
“And you would have us serve you? You are a Triton. What do you know of Protea?” another called.
“I do not wish for your allegiance. I only ask you to let me pass. Let your loyalty remain for Prince Hadrian. Let the kingdom pass to him.”
Darren whispered, “Hadrian is a boy. These men will not follow him.”
But Evan could feel the emotions roiling through the corridor. There was an ebb and flow to them, like the pull of the tides. She closed her eyes and let them pull her. When she was certain of the current, she pushed into the emotions with all her might. A crack sounded throughout the room. Several men staggered, and a few fell to their knees. Evan looked around, finding all eyes staring at her.
“What did you do?” Darren hissed from the ground beside her.
“She’s a witch,” one of the other guards said.
Nausea swept over her as the uncertainty in the room turned to fear. She could feel their emotions churning inside her and bile rose in her throat. She turned to Nolan and Myrthe, but even they looked at her as if they didn’t know her. It didn’t matter. Her priority was saving Celia. She would make it right when she had more time.
She stepped around the guards on the floor and approached the door at the end of the hallway. It was crimson and gold, the colors of the Protean kingdom. Evan placed her hands on the gilded scenes carved into the doors. She pushed them forward, entering Calix’s chambers.
Celia was slumped on the floor, unconscious. Her arms and feet were tied, her clothes were ripped, and welts with beads of blood covered her body. Evan ran to her. She knelt beside Celia, checking her pulse. It was faint, but it was there. She felt relief flood through her. Celia was still alive.
Calix would pay for this.
Evan heard the door close behind her. She spun around as Calix entered, flanked by his Siren cronies, Juno and Jove. Evan growled, “What have you done?”
One of Calix’s eyebrows twitched up. “Do you really want to know? Kinky. The real question is what am I going to do with you?”
Evan ground her teeth together. “Release her, now. You don’t need her, you can have me as your prisoner.”
Calix pouted. “But I like her. She’s not as feisty as you, but she’s still got some fire. I think I’ll keep you both. A matching set!”
“What do you want with us?” Evan asked.
The question had been burning inside her for days. She was tired of the hidden agendas and the secrets. She wanted to know what these people wanted from her and her family.
Calix smiled. “I thought you were smart enough to figure it out, Evannia. Perhaps I placed too much faith in you.”
Evan reached out with her senses, pressing against the wall that held Calix’s feelings at bay. With gritted teeth she yelled, “Just tell me.”
Vibrations shot from her hands, knocking Calix back. He stumbled and fell against a table, cracking his head. He looked dazed, and when Evan focused on him she could creep through a thin crack in his subconscious.
She felt cold wash over her and her skin prickled. Inside Calix where his emotions should be was just...void. Evan shook with the realization and pulled herself back from the abyss with a gasp.
Calix was standing again, so close he could touch her. He said, “Fine, I’ll tell you what this is all about.”
He reached his hand towards her, but suddenly Jove’s fingers spread through Calix’s hair, pulling his head back and exposing his neck. A flash of silver raked over his throat and hot life sprayed Evan’s cheek. Evan saw Juno slide the blade back into the sheathe at her side. It happened so fast that Evan barely had time to register what had happened.
Juno pressed a kiss against his bloody neck and tsked, “Loose lips,” before letting his body fall to the floor. When she faced Evan her mouth was covered in Calix’s blood. She stepped past Evan and cut the bonds at Celia’s hands and feet before returning to stand in front of her. Juno leaned forward and whispered in Evan’s ear, so close she could feel the sticky blood on her earlobe. “This is the only time you will receive our mercy.”
Evan tried to speak, but her voice wouldn’t come.
Juno rolled her eyes. “He was a monster. He deserved worse than he received.”
“But he was your friend.”
Juno and Jove both laughed. Jove said, “He was our puppet. But his usefulness could not outweigh his weaknesses.”
“You’re welcome, by the way,” Juno said, pursing her lips. “I thought you’d be more grateful.”
Evan blinked, unsure she’d heard correctly. “You thought I wanted him dead?”
“Sure,” Juno said with a shrug. “Didn’t you just tell the guards to serve his brother?”
“I wanted him imprisoned, to answer for the way he treated his people.”
“Well then you shouldn’t have killed him,” Juno said.
Evan inhaled sharply. “But I didn’t.”
Jove shook his head. “That’s not what we’ll tell Hadrian when he wants vengeance for his brother.”
“I don’t understand,” Evan said.
“You don’t need to, sis,” Juno said.
Jove sneered. “Ugh, don’t call her that. It’s terrible to think we’re related to such a weakling.”
Juno laughed. “I dunno, Jove. I think she’s sturdier than she looks. She may not be a Siren, but our father was tougher than most Tritons. He passed a bit of it to her.”
“It’s true then? My father was married to your mother.”
Juno tilted her head to the side. “You really didn’t know, did you?”
Evan shook her head. “He didn’t tell us you existed.”
“He probably didn’t know,” Jove said, his eyes flashing silver. “The coward abandoned our mother. He wasn’t worthy of her.”
Juno rolled her eyes. “Can you really blame him? She was planning to murder him, after all.”
Jove scoffed. “As well she should have. I can’t understand why she married him in the first place. There were plenty of eligible Sirens to choose from.”
“Oh, dear brother,” Juno said, her voice slipping into condescension. “She was already poised to take the throne, as long her sister couldn’t seduce the Protean king. Securing Triton solidified mother’s standing and pushed our dear auntie out of the running.”
Jove’s face contorted, the corners of his lips turned down in displeasure. “I do not need your lessons, Juno. I’m well aware of the events that led our mother to the throne.”
“I know. In truth, I’m only speaking to accentuate how little our sister knows in comparison. Forgive me?”
Jove laughed, all signs of displeasure erased. “Of course. I didn’t realize. Very clever of you.”
Evan rubbed the palms of her hands over her eyes. She could hardly believe the people in front of her! They had killed their friend and now stood congratulating one another for making Evan feel inferior? She’d never truly believed the tales about the Sirens’ lack of emotions and had assumed they weren’t the monsters in the stories. It was easier to think they had been exaggerated because they were the enemy, but watching the twins made Evan believe some of the legends could be true.
Celia stirred. Evan didn’t want her sister to wake up to the scene in front of her. She took a deep breath, working to gain her composure, trying to work out the best course of action to get her sister to safety. She turned to Juno and asked, “May I search for something to clothe my sister?”
Juno nodded, a satisfied smile on her face. Evan was disconcerted by the smile, but she surmised that Juno was happy Evan had been forced to ask for permission. She seemed to enjoy being in control.
Evan turned to the wardrobe in the corner to find some clothes. She withdrew a long shirt of pale blue. It was a good start. She crossed the room to Celia, still unconscious. Her arms jerked and twitched as if she were in the middle of an agitated dream.
Evan sat beside her on the floor, wishing for all the world she could soothe her sister. Without knowing what Calix had done, she had no way to know what sort of pain was waiting for Celia when she did wake up.
She struggled with the shirt, forcing it over Celia’s head and arms. When she finally had it over her sister, she eased Celia back onto a pillow and pushed the hair from her face.
Celia’s eyelids fluttered. She looked up and asked, “Evan? Is it really you?”
“I’m here, sis.”
Celia sighed with relief, but the moment was cut short as a look of terror crossed her face. Evan followed Celia’s eyes to the floor where Calix’s blood was pooled around his body. Evan stood, putting herself between Celia and Calix. “Don’t look at him, Celia. You don’t need to see it.”
Celia’s eyes found Evan’s, and Evan could feel the despair billowing from her. Evan said, “Look the other way. I’m going to find you some pants and we’re getting out of here.”
Celia did as she was told, though the heaviness of her emotions didn’t lessen. Evan grabbed some velvety gray pants wadded in the bottom of the wardrobe. As she took them out, her eyes caught on a scrap of fabric behind the hanging clothes. Evan pushed everything to one side, revealing Adra’s broken body.
Her arms and legs were crushed, allowing her already small form to be shoved into the wardrobe. Her bouncy blonde hair was matted with blood, and both cheeks were purpled with bruises.
But it was the eyes that left a cold lump in Evan’s chest. They were always so blue, so full of light, that Evan had thought Poseidon himself must have pulled a piece of afternoon sky and placed them in Adra’s head. Now they were dull and dark; the pupils large and dilated, as if the darkness of her murder was seeping into every part of her.
This was no way to remember her cousin.
Evan closed the door to the wardrobe. She turned her back to it and looked between Jove and Juno, wondering if they had known the body was there.
Evan prodded their emotions. Jove held his close, but there was a slight tinge of sorrow that managed to slip through. She looked at the lines etched into his face. Despite his fervent attempt to look bored, she could see that he was sorry for Adra’s death.
She turned to Juno. The smile Evan saw before had grown into a cartoonish grin that made her face look crueler that Evan had imagined possible. Evan said, “You knew.”
Juno laughed. “Of course. She wasn’t the first of Calix’s conquests to meet such a fate.”
Evan tasted bile in her throat. Adra had been nothing more than a plaything to Calix, another in a line of toys. But to hear that Juno knew and did nothing was even more disturbing. Anyone who would let this kind of behavior continue was a different kind of monster.
Evans eyes stayed on Juno, but she tossed the pants Celia who eagerly pulled them on.
“What happens next, Princess?” Juno said, her smile growing more primal.
“I’m taking Celia and my friends home.”
“And then?”
“I’m coming for you.”




Thirty-Four

The trip to Triton took longer than Evan expected. The Protean ship her new guards had taken was an old heap of metal, inelegant in it’s travel and much slower than Evan’s carriage or the ships the smugglers used.
Evan stared out the porthole as the water passed by. Celia was asleep across the room. She had only regained consciousness a handful of times and only for short periods. When she was awake, she stared off into the distance, her eyes focused on something no one else could see.
Evan wasn’t sure how to help her. She didn’t seem to be hurt physically, but it was clear something wasn’t right. She had tried to read Celia’s emotions, but her feelings flitted from one to the next so quickly Evan couldn’t get a grasp on anything.
She heard the door swish open behind her and turned to see Nolan standing inside the door. He was smiling, but his eyes remained dark and unreadable. Evan didn’t bother trying to read his emotions; if Nolan wanted her to know what he was feeling, he would tell her. It was the sort of man he was.
“How is she?” he asked.
Evan sighed. “Comfortable. That’s all I can do for her right now.”
“She hasn’t said anything?”
Evan shook her head.
Nolan nodded. “Maybe it’s for the best. She’ll have a better chance of healing once we get to Triton.”
“When will that be?”
Nolan turned back towards her, but looked past her out the porthole. “Soon. Within the hour, I expect.”
Evan turned and followed his gaze. The water seemed to be growing darker, and Evan surmised it was because they were descending in depth towards Triton’s location.
Once again she found herself thinking about the moment when she stepped off the ship into her home. Would her mother be happy to see her? Or would she begin a lecture on propriety and diplomacy? What had happened in the Triton kingdom while she’d been gone? It had been little more than a week, but it felt like everything had changed during that time.
As if reading her thoughts, Nolan said, “Your mother will be grateful to have you home, Princess.”
Evan looked at him, and though she tried to fake a smile, she couldn’t quite do it. “You don’t know her.”
“True,” Nolan said. “But I know what it means to love your child more than you can ever tell them. She loves you, even if she doesn’t know how to let you know.”
Evan met his eyes and asked the question she’d been keeping inside since they’d rescued Layne. “Does Prince Layne know he’s your son?”
Nolan was silent for a long moment before saying, “No. And I’d like to keep it that way.”
“Why?” Evan asked. “He loves you, even if he doesn’t know your relationship.”
“And I love him. But his life will be better if he never finds out.”
Evan shook her head. “It isn’t fair for you to keep it from him.”
Nolan’s voice was almost a growl as he said, “Life isn’t fair, Princess.”  He closed his eyes and sighed, and when he spoke again his tone was tinged in bitterness. “I would love nothing more than to tell him he’s mine, to raise him, and teach him how to be a man. But sometimes you make sacrifices for the people you love. Layne is a prince! He gets to have a life I could never provide him.”
“At what cost?” Evan asked.
“I’ve already paid the price,” Nolan said, “Eleven years ago. I’m just thankful his mother found a way for me to be part of his life, even if it isn’t as his father.”
“It seems like you’d both be happier if he knew.”
“Happiness doesn’t mean much when you can’t afford to eat. Happiness doesn’t pay the bills. Neither does smuggling. I don’t want this life for him.”
“He’s already part of it, isn’t he? He’s here, with you.”
“Not for long. I’m taking him back to Malonuppis as soon as we get you to Triton.”
“Why was he with you in the first place?” Evan asked.
Nolan shrugged. “It was his mother’s idea. I run errands for her from time to time. A couple months ago I was doing a run for her. When I dropped off her cargo, she suggested I bring Layne back to Protea with me. He was invited to Calix’s Thrice Day celebrations, so he was going to stay with me for a bit and I was going to take him home after the event.”
“But instead he got nabbed for stealing.”
Nolan scoffed. “That’s what they said, but Layne would never do something like that. He’s a good kid. They made it up as a reason to hold him.”
“For ransom?”
“Maybe,” he said with a shrug. “But I don’t think so. Malo is broke. The kingdom’s wealth trickled away with Poseidon’s blood.”
“What other reason would Calix have for holding Layne?”
“I don’t know, but I hope whatever it was died with Calix.”
 

There were dozens of guards waiting for them when the ship docked at Triton. Evan stepped out first, with Nolan on her heels. She surveyed the assembly, her heart filling with joy at the sight of her people. She’d done a lot to get back home, and despite it all, her heart soared at the sight of her kingdom.
As she descended the steps, she saw the crowd parting as her mother entered the room. Queen Astraea was beautiful as always; her thick black hair was loose, cascading down her back and blending so well with her dress that Evan couldn’t see where one ended and the other began.
She walked straight towards Evan, her eyes never leaving her face. When she neared, Evan knelt before her.
“My Queen,” she said.
Without a word, Astraea knelt in front of her, enveloping Evan in her arms. Evan felt her mother shaking, and it suddenly dawned on her that the queen was crying.
After a moment, she pulled back and looked at her mother. Up close she could see the cracks in Astraea’s mask: her face was thinner, her cheeks sunken, and dark circles under her eyes were hidden by layers of makeup.
“Mom?” she asked.
It had been so long since Evan has addressed her so informally that it felt wrong. But as she watched her mother’s face, it broke into a broad grin and a laugh erupted from her throat.
“I was so worried about you,” Astraea said, pulling Evan’s forehead against her own. “I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t save you.”
“I’m okay,” Evan whispered.
“I know. And I am so proud of you.”
Astraea’s eyes moved to the ship. Her cheeks suddenly colored pink and her eyes went wide. Evan followed her gaze. One of the guards was carrying Celia towards them.
“She’s hurt,” Evan said. She didn’t want to elaborate on what had happened with half the castle in attendance. It was a conversation for later.
Arturo was standing a few feet away. His face held the same signs of worry as her mother’s. His eyes searched the group for his daughter. How could she tell him he would never see Adra again?
Evan closed her eyes, steeling herself against the emotions threatening to overwhelm her. She turned back to her mother and said, “We have a lot to discuss. Let’s go somewhere private.”
Astraea looked to her brother-in-law, then turned to Evan. Astraea’s eyes were sorrowful, and Evan knew she understood. The queen stood and helped her daughter to her feet. She turned to Arturo and put her arm around his shoulders. “Come, Arturo. Let us retire to the upper rotunda for some privacy.”
She tried to steer him from the dock, but Arturo pulled away from her, waving her off. “In a minute. I want to be here when Adra gets off the ship.”
Astraea took a deep breath and said, “She isn’t getting off the ship, Turo.”
He looked from the ship to Astraea. His brows furrowed in confusion.
“Let’s walk,” Astraea said, again trying to direct him.
He took a few steps before the force of the situation seemed to hit him. He stopped again, turning to Evan. His gaze found hers, searching for answers about Adra. Evan felt like he was pulling the pictures from her head, seeing her broken body filling the bottom of the wardrobe.
“This is your fault,” he said, his eyes wide.
“I’m so sorry,” Evan said.
He stepped towards her and she reached her arms out to comfort him. He lifted his hands and wrapped them around her throat.
Evan gasped for air. She scratched at his hands, trying to pry them loose. When that didn’t work, she smacked at his arms and face. Still he didn’t release. Evan was dimly aware of others at her sides, trying to pull Arturo from her.
And then the darkness swallowed her whole.
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