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      Luring sailors from their ships had become Caecilia’s favorite game. On any given afternoon, she could entice at least one man from aboard his ship, and the unwitting idiot would paddle out to her while his screaming shipmates urged him to return.

      Once, she’d pulled a captain and his first mate at the same time with a song of riches and untold pleasures awaiting them in her private cove. A siren couldn’t go wrong by appealing to both a man’s greed and his masculine need. This method of fishing always nabbed her the best playmates. From Eisland, she reeled in creative fellows with the most talented hands, and from the Ridaeron Dynasty came the well-endowed giants with the best endurance. Creag Morden’s slim pickings provided too little, their men better suited as intellectuals than lovers. She ignored their flag when and if a rare Mordenian ship passed.

      On this day, Caecilia hoped to ensnare an energetic lover, but she hadn’t seen a passing ship in days. Perhaps even a couple weeks. Oftentimes, merchant ships from Eisland rode the southern currents to Samahara, and vice versa, which gave her no shortage of prey and playmates during the warm months.

      Using toned forearms to pull herself from the sea, she crawled onto a rock and basked beneath the sun, soaking in the warm rays of daylight. If she stole a lover closer to dark, the ship usually dropped anchor nearby, unwilling to leave a man behind in the clutches of a siren.

      Usually. Only Eisland and Creag Morden followed the No Man Left Behind maxim. Naval men of the Ridaeron Dynasty weren’t as tolerant of their sailors abandoning duties for a shag with a siren. During her recent ensorcellings of their kind, she’d chosen officers, which guaranteed they’d not be abandoned.

      For strange reasons neither she nor her sisters understood, the men of the surface kingdoms believed sirens devoured their prey. She’d taken dozens of lovers over the centuries without eating any of them. The nerve of those mortals. If anything, the opposite often took place. Those Eisland men had such skillful tongues.

      Grinning, Caecilia stretched out her tail and transformed it with a little magic. Two long legs took its place, lithe and strong limbs she’d have wrapped around the man of her choice soon. Of course, she had duties to fulfill and responsibilities to both her kingdom and the sea, but those could wait another day.

      Her father had wanted her to adjust the currents and to reshape a few of the dangerous shoals threatening ships passing near the Wai Alei Islands, but most ships knew about the hazards. There wasn’t a captain on those seas who didn’t know to avoid them.

      Caecilia sensed the ship before she spotted it on the horizon, an Eisland vessel by the colors flying on her mast. By then, she’d lost the sun and a storm was sweeping in from the east.

      At last, she thought. There had to be at least one man on the vessel ideal for a night of fun. Thrilled at the prospect of having a playmate, she waited an hour until they drew nearer, conserving her voice until they were close enough for the evening wind to carry her tune.

      As a mermaid, she had the gift of a magical voice, able to seduce any man. She knew the moment her song had worked when most of the sailors gathered on the portside rail and telescopes came out.

      Caecilia lazily scanned their suntanned faces, her attention drifting until she found the man of her desires. Today, she wanted the captain. He was a handsome one, long hair flowing dark and wavy behind him on the wind, enhancing a strong jaw. He had the broadest shoulders she’d ever seen on an Eislander, and he wore a red coat instead of the traditional blue. He was, in two words, heartbreakingly gorgeous. And she rather liked the name of his ship, the Queen Priscilla’s Passion.

      She knew her spell had worked the moment he took a telescope from a man beside him and focused its lens on her.

      So she gave him something to see, feeling particularly adventurous and more brazen than usual, running her hands down her body, though she kept her legs artfully crossed, revealing nothing more.

      The telescope plopped into the water, and from that moment, she knew she had him. Scrambling began, but an older sailor grasped her intended lover by the lapels of his coat. She strained to listen. Finding them too far away, she sent a gull to serve as her ears, seeing and hearing through the bird.

      “It’s one of those sea witches. Snap out of it, lad.”

      “That is no sea witch. Come now, Antoine. A beautiful woman stranded on the rocks, and you dare to call her a witch?”

      “It’s magic that makes them gorgeous. Magic and spellcraft. ’Tis nothing but danger awaiting you on those rocks. Why else would she sprawl there with no clothes?”

      The captain glanced toward her again. His jaw hardened. “She must be in distress. Perhaps she escaped those damned flesh-trafficking Ridaeron bastards. Regardless, she needs us.”

      Most specifically, he needed her. His coat didn’t disguise the bulge at the front of his breeches, and many of his fellow crewmen were sporting equally sizable erections.

      “We’re making good time, Henri,” the older man said, voice gentling. “I know this is your first time navigating these waters, but this isn’t the time to risk a delay in our arrival. Those Samaharans value punctuality, lad. We need to keep ahead of this bloody storm.”

      “It won’t take but a few moments to rescue her. Then we can be on our way.”

      “Captain, perhaps we should be listening to ol’ Antoine,” one of the sailors murmured.

      “You can’t be serious. Look at her,” argued another.

      “She needs our help,” someone else spoke up. “Captain knows what he’s doing.”

      “Antoine says—”

      “Bloody eunuch doesn’t have a heart in him,” a fourth sailor spat out. “There’s a helpless woman stranded out there, and he wants us to leave her.”

      Antoine stiffened.

      Oh no, Caecilia thought, watching the drama unfold.

      “Now, Guillaume, there’s no need for that,” Henri said. “He means well.”

      “Of course, I know what’s well. And if you were wise, lad, you’d heed my warning. That’s no woman out there. It’s a she-beast if ever I saw one, and she’ll have you in her jaws by nightfall.”

      The argument wore on for a moment longer, until the captain stormed to the wheel and whirled it to bring the ship about. The storm was still approaching. Caecilia glanced up through the gull’s eyes, and a few drops of rain hit her little familiar on his feathered head. If it took a turn for the worst, she’d escort her lover to her lair and dazzle him for the night to make up for his delays.

      Antoine rushed the helm at once, shouting something about imminent danger, and a spat broke out between them. One punch from Henri knocked the other man to the deck.

      Ah, the poor bastard. She hadn’t meant to curve her hooks into Henri so deeply. Thankfully, the worst of the enchantment would fade long before he reached her by longboat. He’d be embarrassed, console himself with her bosom, and then row back to his ship in the morning to apologize to his first mate. Satisfied, she released the gull from her control.

      Caecilia didn’t realize the mistake until it was too late, snapping back to her own body in time to see they were approaching the shoals. While the water seemed deep to the northwestern edge of Wai Alei, high ridges and sand bars stretched across the water.

      And this captain had never sailed these waters before.

      “Wait!” Caecilia screamed. She hurried to her feet and waved her arms. “Turn back!”

      He didn’t. And she had no time to sculpt the rocky sandbar, the swift Eislandic vessel crossing the water at a terrifying speed to reach her.

      Now the others were screaming, snapped out of their own respective enchantments and no longer affected by the spell.

      “There’s no safe passage that way, Cap’n!” she read clearly from one man’s lips. They were all awakening much, much too late.

      The sound of the crash filled the air, the tearing of a hull on rocks muffled beneath a few yards of water. A tremendous screeching sound told her what had happened before she saw the panic overtaking the men on the ship. Then the storm swept over them like a furious wave, rushing in and laying down an unforgiving blanket of rain. Caecilia pitted her consciousness against the waves, but they rolled up higher and pushed back with a vengeance, resisting her desperate effort to control them.

      The storm swept her handsome captain’s vessel out farther, his boat taking on enormous amounts of water as it sank. Were her sisters present, they could have stemmed the tide and ceased the rain, but alone, she lacked the fine control to affect the weather.

      Desperate to save them, Caecilia tried to sweep them back toward the shoal. At the very least, they’d be stranded on one of Wai Alei’s islands.

      Her effort worsened their predicament, growing the wave into a monstrous sheet of water. It splashed over the deck and took two men with it. Petrified by what she had done, Caecilia panicked and dove under, transforming before she splashed against the surface. Her tail whipped behind her as she rushed to their aid.

      It took only minutes to pull a few sodden bodies from the water, guiding them one by one to pieces of scrap floating from the debris. After the sixth, she searched for the handsome captain with eyes like cerulean jewels and curls darker than midnight.

      She found him dead, the back of his skull shattered.

      And it was her doing. Bright-eyed Henri who had been sailing his maiden voyage on the Viridian would never steer another ship. Crushed by guilt, Caecilia abandoned her efforts and swam as far as her tail could take her.
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        * * *

      

      Caecilia hid in her favorite sunken grotto throughout the night, too much a coward to face the consequences of her actions.

      Then again, were there actual consequences? No one had to know what had happened, and no one would as long as she didn’t tell her father.

      “Caecilia!” Triton called as he swam through the narrow underwater entrance, mystical trident in one hand. Her father was an enormous man with an even bigger voice, and it could bring down mountains—had brought down mountains long ago, during the War of the Divines.

      “Yes, Father?” She slid from her seat on a stony ledge above the surface and dove down to meet him, though she promptly regretted it. His dark eyes burned with fury.

      Oh, no.

      He knew. She didn’t know how he knew, but he knew. And in the pursuit of ending the oncoming argument before it could begin, she dipped her chin to her chest and played the part of the chastened daughter. “I’m sorry, Papa.”

      “Your games end today, Caecilia.”

      “I didn’t mean to harm anyone. I only wanted—”

      “What you wanted is of no matter!”

      Caecilia flinched back. “Father, I—”

      “For years, I have watched you shirk your responsibilities as demigoddess of this sea. While my other daughters live up to my expectations and legacy, you have done nothing but sow strife wherever you go. You toy with the mortals and turn men into your playthings—”

      “It was only a little fun!” she cried. “Nothing more than what mortal men do to the women of their kingdoms. You, yourself, said there were times they should be taken down a notch. Haven’t I done that?”

      “Dozens of men are dead today, Caecilia. It is one thing to teach the mortals of this realm a lesson and to appreciate their gifts, but seventy-three men of Eisland are dead for nothing.”

      “I saved a few,” she whispered.

      “Six. You saved six. A mere fraction of the men slain by your foolhardiness. There are families without fathers, husbands, brothers, and sons. Men with higher destinies than sailing aboard a ship were lost today.”

      Caecilia faltered. She’d known a few more had likely died after the wreck, but she hadn’t expected the majority of the crew to be lost. “You said yourself they are a cruel kingdom.”

      But her father wasn’t listening. He spoke over her again, each word of condemnation hitting harder than an unforgiving wave. “And with them, they have taken thirteen Wai Alei to the depths.”

      Her heart sank to her toes. “No,” she whispered.

      “As they are a good people, nobler and kinder than all others within my domain, many of their men braved those waves to save the Eislanders. Your sister Andromeda rescued a small number.”

      “I will thank her. Father, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen. It was only supposed to be a little fun,” said in a desperate rush. “I’ll do whatever I can to make it up to them.”

      “No amount of pleading can make up for the atrocity you committed here today.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You care only because the mortals will think you did it.”

      “I care because your behavior dishonors not only me, but yourself. You are better than this childish and arrogant narcissism, my daughter, and perhaps the only way to teach you this lesson is to take from you that which you value most.” His mouth pressed into a thin line, the light gone from his eyes. “Your beauty.”

      “Wait—”

      “There will be no waiting. I will no longer allow your shameful conduct or selfishness.” The water began to churn long before the trident glowed with magic, whipping around them in a glittering spiral.

      “Father, please!”

      “What I take from you is a pittance compared to the turmoil you’ve caused.”

      And then the pain hit her. It struck her from every direction, sizzling down her spine and each nerve ending as her fingers bent and gnarled. The golden-brown hue of her skin faded to gray, and the russet scales on her tail flaked away, leaving behind a slimy, worm-like appendage in its place.

      “I disown you from this family.”

      “You can’t!”

      “And exile you from the underwater kingdom. I strip you of your title, and from this day forward, Princess Caecilia of Atlantis is dead. What remains is a hag as hideous without as the vile soul within.”

      Clumps of her rapidly thinning hair drifted away in the current. What remained was black and fragile, a cloud of brittle strands floating around her.

      “How could you do this to me if you claim to love me?”

      “Dear daughter, what I do this eve is from love, not anger. I do this in hopes that one day you will be a better person, whom I may once again welcome within our palace halls. Until that day, we will not meet again. You will see neither me nor your sisters.”

      “But Mother—”

      “Will also not see you. She and I have spoken, and it is done. Goodbye, my daughter.”

      “Will you give me no hope?!” she finally screamed, lunging for him and clinging to his shoulders.

      “Hope? What hope did you give to others this day?”

      When she only wept and clutched him with gnarled, wrinkled fingers, he sighed and touched her back. His palm was warm on her cold and clammy skin. “Dear one, I love you. I promised Andromeda I would show no mercy to you, and yet…I can’t leave you without hope. Perhaps one day, someone will see beauty in your soul and love you for who you are. On that day, your curse shall be broken.”

      “Father, please,” she sniveled, even as he pried her fingers from him. “How could anyone love me now?”

      “A true man of great worth will love you no matter your appearance, Caecilia. Because, despite what you did this day, I love you even now.”

      Then he swam away, out of her grotto and her life.
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      Endless blue ocean glittered beneath the afternoon sun and stretched toward the sunlit horizon. Joren stood by the railing and shaded his eyes against the glare with one hand, trying to get a better look at the loaded net his fishing crew worked to haul aboard. From afar, no one would ever guess he was the commanding officer of the ship, let alone the admiral of Eisland’s fleet. He dressed no differently from the rest of the sailors standing on the Giddy Madeleine’s deck and, wearing his shirt sleeves rolled to the elbow, he grasped the ropes and tugged.

      And tugged.

      And tugged, muscles straining under the weight of so much damned fish the net didn’t budge.

      “Got it!” a man to his left cried. “Was stuck on a barnacle.”

      With Joren’s help, the freed net surged upward, bringing their dinner bounty of glistening sea life onto the deck. They’d brought in everything from yard-long fire bass to the tea-saucer-sized octopuses prized in Liang for their tender tentacles. Thankfully, Lucky was well-versed in preparing a variety of sea life with the training he’d acquired across the gulf. As cheers went up, Camden clapped his hand on Joren’s back.

      Expecting it, Joren braced himself and managed not to stumble forward. Camden never meant to hurt them, but at nearly eight feet tall, the big man was as heavy-handed as they came, and often too enthusiastic to rein in his greater strength. No one challenged him to arm wrestling matches anymore.

      “We’ll feast well tonight, Captain. Ah, wait, Admiral now. Forgive me.”

      “It takes a bit of getting used to, doesn’t it?” Joren grinned back at his second-in-command. He liked the sound of his recently acquired title, even though it had been gifted by his sister, Rapunzel, the Queen of Eisland.

      Had it been earned? He’d told himself there were a dozen other men more qualified for the title, but the truth of the matter was that many had retired after a long naval career or perished in the recent conflict between Eisland and the Ridaeron Dynasty.

      Three decades of Joren’s life had been dedicated to both sailing and learning the arcane craft. Aside from James Hook, there weren’t many others as qualified as he to lead the Eisland Royal Navy, and James Hook sailed for another kingdom now. His defection to piracy and later to Cairn Ocland was an unfortunate occurrence, but Eisland benefited from their new alliance with the kingdom of shapeshifters, even more now that they possessed a skilled navy of their own led by Hook. Eisland had lost one prize and gained a greater bounty in return.

      “About as much as it will take me to get used to captain, I suppose,” Camden commiserated. “Come on, you did your part in hauling them. Time for the birthday boy to relax while someone else does the rest of the work.”

      “You just had to remind me.” Joren laughed and ran a hand through his damp hair. “Another year older.”

      “Yet still the youngest admiral our fleet has ever had. You worry too much about your age. You’re only forty, mate.”

      “Perhaps you’re right. So, what are your orders then, Captain, if I’m to be relieved of my duties for the day?”

      Camden took him by the shoulders, turned him around, and pushed him away from the rail. “Dance,” he said, as Joren practically flew toward the midline of the deck.

      On cue, several sailors struck up a lively tune with wind instruments and drums. Before Joren could unceremoniously kiss the deck, Cara caught his arm and laughed. Like her twin brother, she struck an imposing figure, several inches taller than Joren’s six feet.

      He sighed. “Not you, too.”

      “Come on. I seem to recall you like dancing.” She led him in a merry dance, twisting one way and whirling in the other with their arms linked at the elbows. On the next pass, he traded off with another sailor, while Cara joined arms with young Kenneth, who blushed with pleasure to be in her company. He’d been harboring a wicked crush on her for over a year, but Cara never dated anyone under six and a half feet, including Joren. That had bothered him until he realized he saw her as more of a cousin than a love interest.

      More men and women surged from hatches and doorways to join them, until Joren lost track of whose hand he took.

      Soon the scent of spiced fish filled the air. Thanks to their recent visit to Samahara’s southernmost port, Naruk, their hold held casks filled to the brim with curries and dried herbs, bolts of silk, and other trade goods. Cara and Jamal came up with a wine barrel and soon everyone had a mug in hand.

      Joren managed to slip away from the dance long enough to get his own serving of sweet red, and ducked over to the rail where Camden had escaped, as well. “Did you do all this?”

      “I might have had a hand in it, but Cara was the mastermind. She said you hated parties back at the Collegium but since we were at sea, you couldn’t escape this one.”

      “Ha! I should have known.” He chuckled and sipped his wine, which tasted like rich berries laced with honey. Almost too sweet for his liking, but still pleasant. “Well, she’s right; this is one party I can’t escape. Lucky for her, I don’t want to try.”

      “Lucky for me? Lucky for you.” Cara strolled up between them and flung an arm around each man. “I have keys to your cabin, which means the only other escape around here is the water. You could go swimming with the giant jellyfish if you really want.”

      “I’m good, thanks. And thank you for this, both of you.” He slipped his arm around Cara’s waist and gave a squeeze, while toasting Camden. “To another year.”

      “To another year,” Cara and Camden echoed.

      Another year of peace, he hoped. Their trip to Naruk had been for more than trade, now part of their patrol route set by the kingdoms united by the Compact. In two more days, they’d be relieved by a vessel manned by their Mordenian allies, the Stalwart Champion, and then they could sail for home.

      Joren liked the sound of that. No matter how much he loved the sea, the feel of the ocean breeze through his hair, and the salty air on his skin, he missed his little niece and nephew. Rapunzel’s twins were learning to shift, according to her most recent correspondence, and he’d missed their first transformation.

      That was indeed another downside of the naval life. While rewarding in many ways, it wasn’t kind to a man seeking a bride or building a family with a wife he’d already secured in marriage.
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        * * *

      

      The captain aboard the Giddy Madeleine had to be the most striking man in all the seven seas, eyes brighter than the skies and hair shining like golden sugar cane beneath the setting sun. These days, Caecilia only admired from afar, an observer of attractive men who wouldn’t utter more than five words to her in passing. As her coveting Captain Henri had resulted in his death, and James Hook had cast her aside for a bug, she knew better than to interfere. Not that anyone aboard the vessel would glance twice at a hag like her.

      Watching would have to suffice. She liked to watch the villagers of Wai Alei as well, their celebrations always grand and heartfelt. Only two weeks ago, she’d observed a group of young women undertaking their rite of adulthood, becoming huntresses. A week prior to that, Caecilia watched a bonding ceremony between lovers expecting a child.

      Almost four years had passed since she last yearned to have a man, James Hook being the last. That had backfired upon her in a spectacular fashion.

      Something about this naval officer drew her, like a moth to a flame, but she couldn’t figure out why. He didn’t remind her of a single lover she’d lured away in the past, too fair and too cheerful for her usual tastes. Perhaps it was that very difference which fascinated her. His smiles reached his eyes and he treated everyone with warmth and respect. Kindness. As she watched him stomp across the deck in a rowdy jig, she wanted to be on the receiving end of such a smile.

      But that could never happen. If a single one of them spotted her, the fun and laughter would vanish, replaced by fear. Such was her lot in life now.

      Wishing she could be among the sailors dancing with their captain, Caecilia sank beneath the waves and swam off in pursuit of supper.
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        * * *

      

      As the afternoon wore on, crewmen swapped roles, partygoers returning to duty and new revelers taking their places. There was never any shortage of work on a ship, especially in the evening.

      Then a cry shattered the peace. “Ship to the starboard!” Kenneth called down. “She’s flying Ridaeron colors.”

      The music stopped and everyone abandoned the celebration, rushing to their stations. Joren quickly scaled the rigging to have a look for himself.

      The ship came from the west, using the setting sun to hide her approach. Kenneth had exceptional sight to have caught a glimpse as early as he had, from the deck instead of his post in the crow’s nest. She was still a fair distance off but moving fast.

      “The winds are against us,” Cara muttered once Joren returned to the main deck.

      “Then we’ll call up our own,” he replied to the mage. “Baptiste!” he barked out. “Shield our aft end. I don’t trust them not to strike a blow as we make a run for it.”

      “Why run?” asked Cara. “I say bring the fight to them if that’s what they’re after.”

      He paused and flashed his companion a quick grin. “Think we can handle them?”

      She cocked a golden brow. “Absolutely. Or have you forgotten the force of my fireball?”

      He’d have to be daft to forget that. He grunted, remembering all too well the last time he’d gone up against her in a sparring match. Cara had immense power and stamina when it came to casting offensive spells, though she was a glass cannon who couldn’t conjure a lasting personal shield to save her life when facing an opponent of equal skill.

      “Get to your post on the forecastle. Baptiste has the quarterdeck. Let’s do this.”

      Excitement buzzed through him at the prospect of taking a Ridaeron ship after more than a year of silence from their enemy. There was no doubt in Joren’s mind that the other kingdom knew, or at the very least could have speculated, that something was amiss with his father—that the dearly departed King of Eisland had been a puppet for a sinister force. And even if they were innocent of wrongdoing there, they were still dirty, unscrupulous slave traders, and their reign of terror on the Viridian had to end.

      Energy crackled over Joren’s fingertips and flew across his knuckles as he prepared an electric spell in advance of their enemy’s arrival. Typical battles against the other kingdom meant their mages flung spells back and forth, wearing one another out until they came within cannon range.

      At last, he saw her name and his blood ran cold. He’d heard tales about the ruthless Green Giant before.

      He glanced aft from the waist of the ship toward the quarterdeck where Camden had already dashed to deliver orders to their support mage. No one crafted magical barriers better than Baptiste.

      Right on cue, a semi-translucent barrier spread over the Giddy Madeleine from the stern to the bow and shimmered, just as fire rained from the sky in a sizzling flurry of firebolts. Joren swore as a dozen flaming spears shattered against their shield.

      “Not even the honor of a damned warning shot!” Camden bellowed from below. “Fire, men!”

      Their cannons roared, and a dozen sixteen-pound iron spheres rocketed toward their foe. They crashed against a shield of matching durability and slid ineffectively into the water, harmless as rain off a duck’s tail.

      “Blast,” Joren muttered. “Offense, Cara!”

      Cara raised her hands toward the sky and returned the assault, bringing down a sweltering tempest. The difference between the two mages was that several spheres crept through the Green Giant’s shields and three fireballs crashed to her main deck. Ridaeron sailors with buckets rushed to extinguish the fires.

      While their shields were hurting and sore from her spells, Joren released an invocation of his own. Magic raced from his fingers and arced across the water, crossing dozens of yards with ease. Three bolts from the chain lightning spell slipped through cracks in their barrier. Two were harmless, but the third struck a Ridaeron sailor and danced from him to the next man. Then to another. Then another until at last the arcane energy petered out seven or eight men down the line.

      That was how it went for several turns: cannons volleyed back and forth, magic lighting the sky and turning the ocean orange.

      From the main deck, Joren saw the captain of the enemy vessel strike their mage with a bullwhip, spurring him on to cast harder and faster.

      For reasons Joren didn’t know, the Ridaeron Dynasty had no mages of their own and chose to abduct them in large quantities from the other kingdoms of the gulf, using them as beasts of magical burden. This one had the look of a Samaharan about him, a dusky-skinned man with silver-streaked hair and a weathered face, his frail body bowed against the pain of magical overuse and the whip on his back.

      Monsters. Joren looked forward to skewering the captain himself, if he couldn’t control his temper and lock him in irons for the brig and a hanging once they returned to Eisland.

      They wore each other down with cannon fire and spellcraft, always trading one or the other, while archers took positions and fired arrows. It should have been easier, given the offensive mage on the Ridaeron ship had a brutal taskmaster at his back and Joren had joined Cara’s assault, but their opponent was a magical juggernaut.

      It made Joren wonder about those unfortunate mages. What led him to obey his abusive master when he could decimate the entire crew with a finger snap?

      Sweat poured down Baptiste’s flushed face. He channeled new energy into the Giddy Madeleine’s barrier as fast as the other side shredded it to pieces.

      Then the sky exploded, or at least appeared to explode, brighter than a comet’s fall. At the same time, the mage on the other deck collapsed with blood streaming down his face, his hair a white shock of matted tangles behind him.

      “Siel’s Tears!” Cara shouted from the forecastle. “They’ve killed him!”

      Though the mage had cast until his mind and body gave out, the magic still poured down from the sky like molten starlight interwoven with the occasional electrical bolt. Then their barrier gave out and lightning struck the main mast, the flash blinding against the night sky. The wood splintered, raining down on the Madeleine and the choppy waves beyond. Flames engulfed the shredded sails.

      “Abandon ship!” Joren ordered. “Get the skiffs in the water and abandon ship.”

      “But Your Highness—”

      “Go, Camden. Get the others to the boats. I’ll grab the crew belowdecks.”

      Without giving his second-in-command time to argue, Joren ducked down the hatch. Each cabin he passed, he called out the order to abandon ship. With sparks and flames dripping from above through the planks, he didn’t have to give them much urging.

      He caught the ship’s chef making his way up with his large arms full of cookware.

      “Lucky, what in the name of Eisen are you doing?”

      “My pots. I cannot leave them. They were made by the master artisan Cho Shi—”

      “We’re abandoning the ship. Leave them. I’ll buy you a whole new set, mate. Just get your arse to the boat.”

      With an expression suggesting Joren had kicked the man’s only kitten, the large fellow dropped his cumbersome burden and moved past Joren to the ladderway.

      Refusing to leave a single man behind, Joren dashed through the ship and flew down each passage, even delving into the lower decks where he found young Louis, their cabin boy, in the cargo hold attempting to haul a mother goat and her young kid from the livestock stores, one under each arm. He’d personally nursed her back to health two weeks ago when she’d nearly died after the birth.

      “I can’t leave them, Admiral. They’ll drown!” he protested, tears streaming down his pale face.

      “We will drown with them, son. We have to leave them.”

      “But—”

      “Report to the main deck now. We can’t waste another moment.”

      “Please.”

      Joren groaned. He couldn’t deny the boy, no matter how much his senses urged him to haul Louis up the hatch by the seat of his trousers. “Gods. Take the kid. If she’s like any human mother, she’d prefer you take him over her. Now go. I’ll try to bring the mum.”

      Louis hustled away with the kid clasped against his chest, and Joren followed with the heavier mother. The hold had been the last place on the vessel to hunt down missing crewmen. As they reached the next ladderway, something crashed above them, no doubt another mast falling to the deck. Gods. If that mast slipped over the rail and carried their canvas into the water, they’d capsize.

      His pulse thundered, the drumbeat of racing adrenaline turning him superhuman. He scooped Louis and the kid against him and pounded up the steep ladderway, thanking every god in the pantheon that he didn’t throw out his back, or worse, tumble them down again to the bottom.

      The battle hadn’t ended. Cara remained on the forecastle, and he saw why once he reached the rail. She was the diversion to keep their rescue boats safe. Arrows rained against her shield and cannon fire tore into their ship, obliterating wood, but the Ridaerons couldn’t take her down. Another fireball bowled across the Green Giant’s deck, taking out at least a half dozen of the Ridaeron men, now that no mage was there to protect them.

      Gods. That was his job. His duty, and if going down with the ship had to be his last, he’d do whatever he could to guarantee the rest of his crew survived the encounter. His first mistake that evening had been giving in to his vanity and meeting the Ridaeron ship in combat. They should have run.

      “Drop him,” Baptiste urged Louis. “And I will catch him with magic.”

      The little goat plummeted over the edge, and the mage caught him with a levitation spell. “Now you. Come on. Quickly now.”

      Joren pushed the mother into another crewman’s arms, then leaned over the rail and shouted to Baptiste. “You’re in charge. I’m going to relieve Cara. Get all of these people to Neverland. It isn’t too far from here.”

      Giving his lieutenant no chance to disagree, he dashed to meet Cara—and then crushing pain crashed into his ribs, and he heard the battlemage’s scream. The world around him whipped by at astonishing speed, the deck no longer beneath his feet. His body struck the water and floating debris split his skull, the shock of cold making him gasp as the broken mast and tangled rigging pulled him under, taking the burning wreck of his ship farther and farther away before it was doomed to capsize.
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      Ridaeron’s silence for the past year had made Caecilia lax, especially since Eisland had joined forces with Creag Morden and Samahara in patrolling the Viridian Sea.

      It was nice to have a break, to relax after three centuries of constant vigilance, though she wished for company at her side. Days like this made her long for Croc’s companionship.

      Foolish, short-sighted creature.

      Caecilia sighed and banished the dead reptile from her thoughts. Croc had made his choice, and no amount of wishing would bring him back. After all, she’d pleaded for him to leave James Hook be, even if the pirate had broken her heart. Clearly, she’d underestimated Croc’s devotion to her.

      She stretched across a strip of beach on one of the uninhabited southern isles, eager to soak up the warmth and let her mind drift. Part of her wanted to return to the ship, to see if their celebrations continued and enjoy the show. Her rational half decided it was too big a risk.

      A brilliant flash of color on the horizon caught her attention, but it was the taste of magic on the wind that prickled her skin in warning. From this distance, she could barely make out what was happening, until the sky seemed to split apart and fire rained down.

      Swift as the currents, she rushed underwater to investigate, but it was too late. A bolt of lightning exploded down the ship’s mast with a strength she hadn’t seen since her father raised a mighty tempest to take down an ancient evil plaguing the ocean centuries before her exile. But this hadn’t come from Triton. Men and women threw themselves overboard to escape the raging inferno. Four escape boats splashed down not long after, and the surviving crew hauled themselves into the safety they offered.

      Caecilia scanned the water, trying to spot any sinking bodies. Then something heavy splashed, blazing bits of wood and burning sail also collapsing into the water.

      “Joren!” someone screamed from one of the skiffs as he rose and shucked off his jacket, intending to jump into the water, only for another man to grasp him by the arm.

      They argued, shouting at each other, gesturing with their hands.

      One of the other emergency boats vanished beneath a wall of illusory magic, blending into the rippling night reflected on the Viridian. Expecting the other boats to do the same, she went for their fallen crewman. As a water serpent, she saw with flawless vision and recognized his face in an instant.

      One captain’s life for another, Caecilia thought. There would be a time for handling the Ridaerons later. The fragmented mast and heavy rigging carried Joren deeper into the abyss as blood streamed from his open head wound. All the while, she imagined the water filling his lungs and the limited time she had to take him to dry land.

      Favoring the giant body of her water serpent form, she transformed and knifed through the water, grasping the dying captain in her mouth. He didn’t react to her presence, not so much as offering a feeble shove of a palm against Caecilia’s snout. With no time to guarantee the safety of his crew, or to warn them that she had him, she raced for the islands and slithered onto dry sand still warm from the sun.

      After gently dropping the injured fellow on his back, Caecilia returned to her haggard body. If she was to save him, she needed her hands. He looked so still and helpless, his face pale, lips blue, lids half-open to reveal lifeless cobalt eyes. She pressed on his chest to expel the water, not that it did any good.

      Something must have struck him after the mast, for she saw the back of his head had been split, spilling salty blood on the sand from torn flesh and fractured bone. Drawing parallels between beautiful Henri and the fallen captain on her lap now made her wonder if everything she coveted was doomed to meet an early demise.

      Weeping for a man she didn’t know, a man who had been so vibrant and full of life only hours ago, Caecilia cradled him on her lap. He was only moments dead, but so cold it hurt her to touch him. Perhaps the soul wasn’t even gone from his body. As a demigoddess, she’d grown indifferent to the loss of mortal life through war and battle, but his loss stabbed with an acute ache in the center of her chest.

      Her father would have forbidden her from interfering in the natural order and tampering with death, but her father had also forsaken her and turned his back. What Triton wanted no longer mattered.

      What mattered was whether or not Caecilia had the power to pull off the impossible without her divine gift. Healing a lethal wound required a magical expenditure of equal measure; an equivalent exchange. For the islanders who came to her, she’d always demanded a price of something precious, a sacrifice to use as fuel for her later spells, a fraction hoarded in the hopes of one day having enough energy to break Triton’s curse on her own.

      She wondered who he was, and the friends he’d leave behind. If he had a family, a wife, and maybe even children awaiting him at home. She wondered if he’d be missed nearly as much as she missed her father and her kingdom, the people who no longer acknowledged her existence at all.

      If the celebration they’d thrown him was any indication, he was a man well-loved, and she would send him back to them.

      I won’t let Death have him.

      Caecilia summoned her phylactery from the grotto. The glass jar appeared between her hands in a flash of shimmering blue-green light. She flipped up the lid and every ounce of magic collected over the years poured from her little jar of soul particles and energy. Every happy thought, every hope, dream, and memory. Each wish and fallen tear, the essence of everything granted to her stores—gone in a blink for one human soul.

      It was the least she could do.

      Captain Joren wasn’t hers to keep, but just the same, he was worth saving if it repaid an iota of the debt she’d incurred against her soul the day the Queen Priscilla’s Passion sank.
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        * * *

      

      Joren awoke to rough sand beneath his cheek and blistering heat on his back. No amount of coughing cleared away the dry and salty taste in his mouth, and the base of his skull throbbed.

      “Do not move. You have injured yourself,” a feminine voice spoke from behind him. Cool fingers smoothed down his arm, contrasting the unforgiving sun.

      “Where—” He coughed again, which jarred him and sent pain reverberating in his skull like an echo in a cave.

      The voice shushed him again. A moment later, a shadow fell over him and gentle hands touched his cheeks. He blinked open his gritty eyes and looked into the face of a woman with dark skin, bold streaks of crimson and blue painted across her cheeks in an elaborate pattern that reminded him of waves.

      “Drink,” she said. It finally clicked in his foggy brain that the woman spoke the Eislandic tongue, though a bit stilted. She dribbled refreshing water into his mouth from a water skin as he licked his dried, cracked lips and savored every droplet. Before he could sate his thirst, the woman withdrew, though he leaned up and followed after the water sack, hoping for more.

      “You will sicken with too much. Come. You must leave the sun.”

      Help from her got Joren on his feet, but he staggered to the side until her muscled arm looped around his waist.

      “A minute, please,” he rasped, eyes closed against the dizziness.

      His rescuer had the patience of a saint, waiting alongside him as his silent support. Eventually, the world ceased spinning wildly and he blinked his eyes open again. The woman barely reached his shoulder, but her golden arms held him effortlessly, untiring and toned with enough muscle to compete with some of his sailors. As she helped him away from the beach, he glanced back, unable to shake the feeling of being watched.

      Finding no one on the beach but them, he picked out pieces of flotsam and battered wood matching the color of his glorious ship, shattering any hope that the vessel had survived the ordeal after all.

      “My crew. Did you pull anyone else from the water?”

      The woman’s brow creased. “Only you.”

      He had no idea how far they traveled from the beach, though he measured the time by the breaks his guide allowed him. Three, so far. As they took shelter from a gentle rain beneath a thick copse of palms, Joren finally felt aware enough to study his companion.

      “I never thanked you for rescuing me,” he began. “I don’t even know what to call you.”

      “I am River Crane.”

      “Where did you learn my language?”

      “Hook teach us.”

      His brows shot up, the gesture immediately sending pain shooting through his head. He winced and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You mean James Hook?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is this Wai Alei?”

      “You are strange sailor, to not know where you are.”

      “It’s just, we were nowhere close. Our ship was south of the archipelago. How did you pull me from the water?”

      “I find you on shore after tide sweep in.”

      “Which island is this?”

      “This is southwest island. Alu Teppe.”

      He tried to think back and recall what happened after he was pulled underwater but drew a blank, unable to recall more than the rescue boats beside the burning ship and incredible pain. Frowning, Joren raised his shirt to look at his ribs, expecting to see one hell of a bruise. Nothing was there.

      “Come, rain is gone and we reach town soon. You have sun sickness.”

      The sun had reached its highest point in the sky by the time Joren and River Crane reached the village. His pulse throbbed behind his eyes, pounding harder than the bass drum of the Jonquilles Marching Band. He became dimly aware of voices greeting them, first in welcome, and then in concern. He stumbled, and cool hands lowered him to the ground in the shade as the world around him faded to blobs of gray.
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        * * *

      

      Quiet words spoken in an unfamiliar language roused Joren from sleep. He blinked open his eyes, vision blurry, and groaned. The voices stopped and soft footsteps drew closer until a woman with a solemn face came into view. Orange and white markings in the shape of flowers framed her eyes.

      “Rest,” she said, laying her hand against his chest. “You need to heal.”

      “How long have I been here?”

      “My huntresses brought you to me two days ago. You must be hungry.”

      The mere mention of food, even broth, made his stomach gurgle in anticipation. His caretaker helped him sit up, then she brought over a bowl and spoon fed him like a child. The flavorful broth went down easily, quelling the gnawing ache of hunger in his belly until his stomach cramped. Joren groaned and held up a palm for her to stop.

      “I think that’s enough for now. Thank you.”

      The woman nodded and set the bowl aside. Joren expected her to shush him back to bed again, but instead, she leaned forward and studied him, elbows braced against her knees and hands loosely clasped. “What should I call you?”

      “Joren.” Remembering his manners, but unable to thoroughly demonstrate them as he preferred when meeting a lovely woman, he settled for a proper introduction instead. “Prince Joren of Eisland. And whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?” In an incredibly awkward and painful situation he’d sooner forget, because he realized he was not wearing pants beneath the thin linen sheet pulled up to his waist.

      It was very difficult to be princely and hold on to his dignity when not wearing pants.

      “I am Tiger Lily, High Chieftain of Wai Alei.”

      “Ah, a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. I only wish the circumstances were better.”

      Tiger Lily bowed her head. “Yes, I am sorry to hear of your misfortune. I have already sent word to James. I expect he’ll turn up over the next few days.”

      “Can you get word to Eisland?”

      She shook her head. “Our birds do not know your kingdom, but they know the Jolly Roger.”

      “Of course, but I should try to get my own message out. The Eisland fleet must be made aware.” He swung his feet from the bed and immediately grimaced as pain shot through his skull. The room swam in his vision for a moment, and Tiger Lily’s cool hands steadied him by his shoulders. She guided him back against the bed again.

      “You will rest, Prince of Eisland. Messages can wait until James arrives. Until then, you will remain in our care.”

      “Seems I have little choice,” he gritted out, waiting for the pain to pass. Something cool and damp settled over his scrunched eyes, filling his nose with the soft scent of flowers. The soothing fragrance helped quell the rising nausea.

      “Sleep. I will check on you again soon.”

      “Thank you,” he said, managing to lift the cloth enough to give her a final glance before she left. “I won’t forget this.”

      Tiger Lily smiled, and then left him to his sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Recovering on an island paradise might have been pleasant under any other circumstances. Tiger Lily finally gave Joren the all-clear to venture outside, so long as he had someone with him. The fresh air helped, as did moving around. Even as a child he’d hated to be cooped up when ill.

      Today’s nanny was a boy no older than ten or eleven, with ginger curls and big gray eyes set in a freckled face. Aureus skipped ahead of Joren onto the beach, going as far as the surf where it washed up over the sand. A moment later he rushed back with an opalescent seashell held high over his head.

      “That’s a pretty one.”

      Aureus grinned. “Juma,” he said, patting the shell. Unlike some of the older islanders, the child didn’t speak Eislandic. In fact, Joren didn’t recognize his native language at all.

      The boy pushed the shell into Joren’s hands and raced off once again. While he played, Joren helped himself to one of the hammocks slung between two palms. He lacked the energy to walk more than a few yards at a time before needing rest.

      His caretakers had been kind about that, expecting nothing of him and even loaning Joren clothing in their colorful style. The sun had burned him crisp and red until Tiger Lily slathered an unfamiliar, pale green medicinal gel on him the previous day. He wore a traditional island man’s garment that reminded him of one of Muir’s tartans, though it was bright blue and decorated with white birds.

      Twice more, Aureus brought him some treasure from the tide pools, including a delicate starfish with long, brittle arms. The beautiful creature shone a brilliant shade of cobalt blue striped with vivid yellow.

      “That’s pretty, but it needs the water to live.” He gestured back toward the ocean. Aureus wrinkled his nose and laughed, but he took the starfish back to the waves.

      Tiger Lily stepped into view, hands clasped loosely behind her back. “You are good with him.”

      “He’s a nice kid. Inquisitive. Where does he come from?”

      “Far away.”

      “That’s not really an answer.”

      His lovely hostess smiled, her eyes bright as she watched the boy. “It is the only answer I have. He does not come from any of the lands you or I know. Like many, he was rescued from a slave ship.”

      “The Ridaerons.”

      “Yes.”

      He sighed and rubbed his nape, careful to avoid the lump on the back of his skull. “Any word from James?”

      “Not yet, but he will come. As for you, prince, I think you’ve had enough air. You are pale again and must rest.”
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      Brooding was second nature to Caecilia. After a morning spent watching Joren and a young boy from the shadows of the reef, she ventured out to a rarely visited stretch of rocky shoreline and dragged her heavy body onto the sandy pebbles. The radiating warmth of the stones did little to pull her from the morose mood haunting her day.

      She often missed sitting in the sun. In the days before her curse, she could spend hours on the shore, brushing her hair and singing while the gulls cried over the sea. But Triton had taken all of that from her, not content to merely steal her beauty. He’d taken her voice, one of the most precious gifts any siren could have.

      “A lovely day, wouldn’t you say?”

      She twisted around to face the source of the voice, a local shaman named Ghost Hawk who was blind as a bat and absolutely harmless. The old fellow picked his way across the shore, using his staff to feel out the ground before him. She watched his slow progress without acknowledging his greeting. Maybe he’d leave, thinking no one was here.

      Yet still he moved forward, his uncanny path coming straight for her and a sinkhole in the ground.

      Caecilia sighed. Conscience won every time. “Two steps to the left, old man, lest you break an ankle.” Why in the void is he here?

      “Many thanks.”

      Ghost Hawk adjusted his course and eventually made his way to her side. Caecilia shifted slightly, keeping her long, sinuous tail out of his way. The old man lowered to the rocks and set his stick aside, his milky gaze trained on the ocean beyond. For a moment, she wondered if he could see anything at all. His vision must have been reduced to shadows and light, or even vague shapes, just enough to perceive her presence.

      “I like to listen,” he said.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “No, of course you didn’t, but I know the question on your mind.” He turned his unseeing gaze toward her and smiled. “You wonder why I am here. There is much to listen to, when one forgets everything else. The ocean has stories to tell of the memories preserved in its waves.”

      She scoffed. “I don’t come here to listen to stories.” She came here to be alone, which typically worked, until meddlesome island men intruded and spoke to her in riddles.

      “Why do you come?”

      “If you know the questions on my mind, you should know the answer to your own.” Annoyance with his incessant babbling tempted her to leave it at that. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away, watching the surf foam and crash against the shore. Ghost Hawk kept his silence, a patient companion.

      Somehow that irritated her even more.

      “I come here to think,” she finally said.

      “You’ve chosen a good spot. I myself have come here from time to time to clear my mind.”

      “And what thoughts would an old man like you need to clear?”

      “I have my own past, much like you. The real question is what brought you here today? You’ve been…skulking closer to the village than you usually do. Why? To check on the human prince you rescued?”

      “I didn’t—” she caught herself and frowned, unable to finish the lie. At the time, she’d thought him to be captain, not the kingdom’s admiral and prince. “Have ghosts been whispering in your ear?”

      “As I said, the ocean tells many tales to those who listen. Why your interest in this man?”

      “I wanted to be sure my effort was worth the time it took,” she replied in a flippant manner. “He seems to be well taken care of.” It was worth every speck of magic. Every drop. Watching him with the rescued slave boy cemented her conviction.

      Ghost Hawk chuckled. “You could venture into town and see for yourself. Speak with him. I know you’ve given yourself legs before.”

      A dry, humorless laugh escaped before she could hold it back. “I could, but why bother? The pain of such a thing would hardly be worth the effort. He knows nothing of me and the villagers would all run scared. The mere sight of my approach terrifies them.” Someone had once spread lies about the sea witch eating little children who wandered too close to her lair. Most knew it to be false, but the tale persisted, passed from one generation to the next.

      Ghost Hawk’s brow creased and his thin lips turned down. “Pain?”

      “It matters not.”

      “No, please, tell me.”

      Would it be so bad to speak with another mystic? And who would believe him if he chose to share her secrets?

      “I have given myself legs, but each step feels as though I walk on jagged glass shards.” Caecilia didn’t think it was an intention of her father’s curse, but a byproduct of twisting her body. She didn’t want to believe he could inflict intentional pain on her.

      “I am sorry. I had no idea.”

      “Why should you? I am what I am. People only come to me when they want something.”

      “And now you want something but are afraid to take the risk.”

      If she had legs, she might have stood and stormed off. “I fear nothing.”

      “Only loneliness.”

      “I—” She blinked rapidly and stared the old man down. “Why do you say so?”

      “You’ve lost the only companions I’ve ever known you to have. Your crocodile and the pirate. One to death, one to love and the open sea.”

      “James was never mine to have. And Croc…” Rather than the usual stab of pain and loss, she felt only a dulled sense of melancholy. “Croc made his choice and acted against my wishes when he attacked the Jolly Roger.”

      “Yet you miss him.”

      “I do,” she replied softly. “There was sweetness and kindness in his soul. My appearance did not frighten him.”

      “You don’t frighten me.”

      “Your blindness shields you.”

      “Ah, I see. You think this man will be frightened to see his true rescuer, so you are content to hide. Might I ask you a question?”

      “If I say no, you’ll only ask anyway, so you may as well.”

      “Why do you protect this island? If you frighten the people, why bother? You could leave the gulf and cross the vast ocean to anywhere else in Terraina—even find another island you wish to call home.”

      Over the centuries, she had asked herself the same question numerous times. “It’s my duty.”

      “Oh? Did the great Triton himself set you to the task?”

      “Don’t speak to me of Triton,” she spat. “He gave me nothing. He directed me to do nothing.” He punished me and left me without hope.

      “Then why?”

      She shrugged, though he couldn’t see the gesture. The end of her tail twitched back and forth across the rocks. “I…owe a debt, and that’s all I wish to say on the matter.”

      “Ah, I see. So you protect them out of obligation, but you also prey on them.”

      “I do not prey on them,” she hissed, offended by the word. “The sea is both cruel and forgiving. It brings death and it brings life. Such is my nature, and I never cause them undue harm. If they don’t wish to pay my price then they go without or they find their solution elsewhere.” She glanced at him. “They go to you.”

      “They do. Like the sprite.”

      Rocks scattered across the shore, launched by the annoyed lash of her tail. “I offered her a fair trade. Her wings to become human.”

      “You wanted to take away the essence of what she was.”

      “And you took the remaining years from her life, leaving her mere days.” She sighed, shoulders drooping. “It no longer matters. Siel intervened, and James is gone now. He now has a wife and he’s…happy.”

      “But you’re not.”

      “Should I be? I’ve long given up on James Hook, and I am even happy for him.”

      “Generous of you.”

      She scoffed and glanced away. “Despite what you believe, I’m not a horrible person.”

      “I never said you were, only misunderstood. Perhaps you should give the villagers a chance to see there is more to you. See this prince and get to know him.”

      “I’ve already told you why I cannot walk into town.” Her patience finally dwindled, leaving irritation in its place. “Take your foolish platitudes and bother—”

      “I can give you legs.”

      Caecilia’s reply stuck in her throat like a stone. She twisted around once more to face him, only to find his gaze trained on her face as if he could actually see her. His smile widened.

      “What trickery is this?”

      “No trick. There will be a price, of course, but I can give you legs without pain. More, I can make you look as you did before.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I spoke nothing of looking different, shaman,” she spit at him.

      “The villagers may have forgotten how you came to be here, but others did not. Your story is known to me.”

      “Then why would you help me?”

      “Because everyone deserves a second chance. No one should be without hope.”
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        * * *

      

      As the moon rose over the Viridian Sea, Caecilia made her way to the shaman’s hut. True to her earlier words, each step sent pain shooting through her legs, white-hot sparks of agony exploding from the core of her bones and sizzling down each nerve. She considered it part of the price she had to pay. Now she wondered what more would be asked of her.

      Herb-scented smoke billowed from the old man’s hut and rose toward the moonlit sky. She drew aside the furs hanging over the doorway then stepped inside the dark room. Candles set on shelves and a small fire beneath a cauldron provided the only light, sending tendrils of sweet smoke curling toward a square opening in the ceiling.

      “Good. You came,” he said, never looking up from the roots he crushed in a mortar. “The potion will be ready soon.”

      “You knew I’d come?”

      “I know a soul in need when I see one, so to speak, and my aid is yours so long as you are willing to pay the price the magic demands.”

      “Which is?”

      Ghost Hawk scooped the paste he’d made into the cauldron before turning to face her. His ability to know exactly where she stood was uncanny. “I can restore your beauty and provide legs without pain, but in trade you will lose your voice.”

      She raised a hand to her throat. “What good is beauty if I can’t speak to him?”

      “There are other ways to communicate. Actions speak louder than words.”

      Her frown deepened. “That’s it? My voice?”

      “I regretfully admit there is more to lose than the use of your voice.”

      She scoffed and looked away from him, ready to return to the ocean. “Of course there is. Well? Out with it.”

      “You will become human. And as a human, you’ll regain your former appearance at the cost of both your voice and your magic.” He held up a hand, silencing her as she was about to protest. “The latter is needed as fuel for this enchantment, a vital component to deflect Triton’s curse. His divine power and what remains of yours will be bound together by fate and spirit, neither able to exist freely without the other. I must use your magical gifts to capture and subdue Triton’s will.”

      Caecilia swallowed. It sounded too easy. Too good to be true. “Will I never be able to use magic again? Gone forever?”

      His features softened. “No, not forever. Only for the duration of the enchantment. I will give you the means to retake this current body at will, as needed, should an emergency arise.”

      “How many times will this be allowed?”

      “As often as you like, until the two moons align in the northern sky.”

      “That’s only three months,” she muttered. “Three months of happiness, only to become a hag again forever.”

      “No, I am afraid it is not so easy. I sense the original stipulation of Triton’s curse, and that is not something I can remove. It will remain, regardless, but should you fail to find someone who loves you for who you are inside, you will die as the sun rises on the final day, becoming seafoam and lost forever to this world. The price of magic is the rest of your life. Succeed, and you will live.”

      The choice seemed impossible but she had nothing else to lose. The real question she had to ask herself was whether she had anything to gain.

      Her thoughts turned to Joren and the laughter she’d witnessed on board his ship. She wanted to be a part of that—desperately.

      “I accept your bargain.”
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        * * *

      

      Joren’s fever returned with a vengeance. He had vague recollections of the village shaman tending to him, Tiger Lily’s worried face, and even a brief visit from Aureus. Then everything became blurry and incoherent.

      When he finally woke, his cozy beachside hut had changed to wooden walls and a firm bed. The tranquil rocking motion of a ship confirmed he was no longer on dry land.

      “Good, you’re awake,” a sultry voice murmured from his left.

      He blinked and turned his head, trying to bring the approaching figure into focus. The vague silhouette of a tall blonde coalesced into familiar features, hazel eyes and a stern mouth set in an oval face.

      “Eliza?”

      “Nice to see you remember my name. That’s a good sign, Your Highness.”

      “Of course I remember you. We shared a meal only two months ago. Or was it three?”

      “Close enough. I’m pleased to see your memory is intact.” Eliza smiled and took a seat beside him. “You took a nasty wallop to the head and have been tossing these past two nights. Your fever broke this morning.”

      Two days onboard. He hadn’t been able to say goodbye or even express his gratitude to Tiger Lily and her people. Then again, it meant he was two days closer to home.

      “I need to speak to James.”

      “No, you need to rest before you overexert yourself. I managed to reduce some of the swelling but there’s only so much magical healing can do.”

      “I’ve rested long enough. I need to explain what happened. Get ships out looking for my men.” The moment he tried to stand, the whole room spun out from under him and pitched upward. His stomach protested the movement, dropping him like a stone back on the bedside, where he groaned and let his head fall between his knees. Eliza stuck a bucket out and offered no judgment. When he finished heaving, he lay back down without complaint.

      “James has been in here at your side, I assure you, and as soon as I deem you fit to move, you can leave this stateroom. Until then, stay put. Heal. Everything else can wait.”

      “But my crew—”

      Her eyes softened. “We know. You spoke of it plenty in your delirium, Your Highness.”

      “Then you know I must get to them.”

      She laid a gentle hand over his, her touch warm and soothing. “They need a strong and healthy admiral, and more help than the Jolly Roger can provide. Rest, and once we return to Eisland, you can begin your plans for a rescue.”

      Her quiet words lulled him into a relaxed state, but it wasn’t until exhaustion dragged him to the edge of consciousness that he realized the ballsy wench had cast a sleep spell on him.
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        * * *

      

      The rats in the belly of the Jolly Roger made good playmates, but the cats were kinder and gave better cuddles, especially at night when a chill settled in the cargo hold from the enchantments designed to keep perishable goods in prime condition until reaching their destination.

      A considerable amount of smoked salmon and jarred preserves made up the provisions, all of which became a delicious temptation to Caecilia during the four days she spent hidden onboard. Were it not for the vast amount of dried meats and the exotic desert fruits, she might have starved.

      Nothing had gone according to plan and now she wondered if stowing away aboard the Jolly Roger had been a foolish idea. Leaving the island had not been part of her impulsive plan.

      An orange tabby with golden eyes meandered around the crate she used as a backrest. He bumped his wide head against her leg and rubbed along her thigh, loud purr rumbling like thunder rolling across stormy skies. She stroked his back and enjoyed the companionship.

      Eventually, the cat helped himself to her lap and rose up on his hind legs, front paws on her shoulders, and sniffed the shell dangling from a woven cord around her neck.

      She gently coaxed him away from it by rubbing his cheek. The big cats inhabiting the island were her faithful companions, unafraid of her and fond of swimming in the grotto. Occasionally, one even brought her a slaughtered bird or a fish, and most of the pieces were intact. Even the smaller cats brought to the island on the ships didn’t run away, though they favored the Lost Boys and Girls.

      Eventually, he lost interest in the shell and curled in her lap for a nap. Caecilia didn’t fancy discovering what would happen once it opened. Ghost Hawk had captured all of her power, the essence of her withered divinity within the pale pink clamshell, promising if she were to open it, his glamour would come apart and restore her true self.

      Her ugly true self.

      She sighed and dropped her fingers from the pendant. She’d made her choice and there was no use wallowing in self-doubt. She had three months to make a miracle.

      Somewhere above, voices drew closer. Careful not to disturb her snoozing friend, Caecilia drew her legs in and squished her body between a barrel of curry spices and a crate of pomegranates. The hatch above the storeroom opened and footsteps stomped on the wooden stairs. The laughter of two men filtered down.

      “Don’t forget that cask of spiced meat for Cook,” one man called in Eislandic, while the other started moving around the barrels and crates.

      “About time we get more than fish. Tired of blasted oyster soup and grilled lemon fish fillets,” the man in the room grumbled, sounding as though he was drawing nearer. “Bloody boring shite.”

      When Caecilia scooted to her left, her furry friend protested. In his leap from her lap, his back claws dug into her skin and left red furrows. She startled back, rocking the crate and knocking over the basket perched above it.

      “What the—? What are you doing, Scamp? Cook will cook you if you mess up her spices. Gods, I hope the lot of you didn’t get into the curry again. Smee almost had my hide for that last time, with all that product we had to toss overboard.”

      She held her breath, hoping the sailor would believe the cat responsible and leave. Fate had other ideas. The man came closer, pausing to scoop up the cat, then stepped around the crates—presumably to see the damage—and froze.

      “Um…” He blinked and reached up to scratch his head, rubbing a stump against his temple. Then he swore under his breath and set the cat down. He wandered back to the ladderway and tilted his face toward the hatch, his remaining hand cupped beside his mouth. “Hey, uh, Nigel. You may want to bring your arse down here to look after all!”

      “Why?” came the responding shout.

      “Trust me on this one, mate.”

      Footsteps thumped above them.

      Caecilia shrank back smaller against the crate, desperately seeking an escape route.

      Any doubts that she’d harbored about her impulsive plan popped like soap bubbles at that moment. She couldn’t afford to be captured and taken back to Wai Alei. Not yet. The urgency of her three-month window meant she needed to reach Eisland.

      Much too large to follow the felines through the narrow gap between several stacked barrels of fruits and vegetables, Caecilia squeezed herself into the corner and debated opening the sea shell.

      No. Not enough space. Not only would it blow her cover, but she’d be helplessly unable to maneuver among so many crates. Her magic would only wreak havoc and the last thing she wanted to do was endanger another ship and crew.

      “What’s this all about, Tom? Did the cats get into things again? Please tell me we won’t be feeding more curried kitty shit to the sea.”

      “Oh no. Definitely not. You go and have a look over yonder.”

      Caecilia heard Nigel’s heavy sigh.

      Blast. She knew that man was Hook’s second-in-command, a handsome enough fellow who had never liked her, vociferously laying the blame at Caecilia’s feet for Croc taking James’s hand. Approaching boot steps indicated his approach. When Nigel turned the corner and saw her, his brows shot up toward his wavy blond hair.

      “Who are you?” he asked. The seconds of persisting silence deepened his frown, but she sensed frustration more than anger. He pinched the bridge of his nose and asked again, this time using the islander language. His accent needed work.

      “She hasn’t said a blasted thing. Looks afraid, if you ask me,” Tom said.

      “Well, she can’t stay here.” He stepped closer to Caecilia and held out a hand. “I won’t hurt you, I promise, but I need you to come with me.”

      With no other option available, she held her breath and took his hand.
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      Joren had slept on and off for days, letting his body recuperate. Aside from brief meetings with James and Nigel, he’d spent much of the time on his back propped up by pillows like an invalid. Eliza had forbidden him to join them in work.

      The way she spoke of his injuries made it sound like he’d been at death’s door.

      He wondered if he had been. But if such were true, how had he survived at all, washed ashore as he had been? He had many questions and no answers.

      Knuckles tapped against the door to his small stateroom, then it crept inward and Nigel peeked inside. Years ago, before everything fell to shit in Eisland, Joren had been familiar with every captain and almost all the officers under them. He’d considered it his duty as prince to know the people sailing for them. What he recalled of Nigel Gaumond indicated he was a noble fellow with keen wit and a good sword arm before he vanished with the Jolly Roger years ago to explore a life of piracy alongside Hook. Joren held no ill will against any of them anymore, relieved to discover the lies fed to him over the years couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      “How are you feeling, Prince Joren?”

      “Less like my skull has been split in half with an ice pick. Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing wrong. James just wanted to know if you were up for a chat in his cabin.”

      “Gods, yes. Anything to have an excuse to leave this bed. Eliza’s as much a spitfire as I remember.” And quite breathtaking, though she played on the same team as him and had no interest in men. A shame. He found her intriguing. And also a magician, one of the rigid “loose requirements” he’d set when he first began his bride search years ago. As misfortune would have it, no enchantress seemed willing to bind herself to him in marriage. And all women thereafter had an equal disinterest in him.

      It was enough to shake a man’s confidence.

      “Ha, I thought so. I’m to see you there safely. I’d offer to carry you as well, if I didn’t think you’d smite me for the suggestion.”

      “Then I’m glad you’re not offering.”

      He did, however, accept Nigel’s assistance in rising to his feet, suffering the loss of pride, as it was far better than cracking his head open on the cabin bulkhead.

      Nigel led the way and spotted him up the ladderway through the hatch. It would have been most embarrassing if he tumbled down it and cracked his skull open anew.

      The captain’s cabin had changed dramatically since the last time Joren was aboard the Jolly Roger, the wealth of its owner on display from one shelf to the next. It amused him to see James still made model ships and had added to the collection over the years.

      James met him not far from the door and gestured Joren ahead of him toward a pair of plush, overstuffed armchairs and velvet divans arranged around a low table. “Ah. Great. So you were up to leaving your sickbed again after all, Your Highness. Please, have a seat.”

      Joren grimaced. “I’ve been ready to leave it since Eliza put me into it.”

      The former pirate laughed. “She can be a bit heavy-handed, but she means only the best. Enjoying your voyage aboard the Jolly Roger otherwise, I hope?”

      “It’s always a joy to sail with you, James,” he said, as his host offered a teacup and saucer. He took both, looking sadly at the contents. “Even more so now, though this could stand to have some brandy in it. Or even a little rum.” He gave James a pointed look then shifted his gaze toward an enormous crystal decanter. The base resembled a flower, and the stopper was a kneeling fairy.

      “Considered it, but Eliza says no alcohol for you until you’re on the mend.”

      Joren sighed. “Very well. I’d hoped you would have pity for a fellow admiral, but so be it.” He sipped the rich brown brew and glanced around the updated stateroom. Flowering vines crawled up one wall of it and filled the air with a sweet scent. Some of them shimmered, providing light. Ivy spiraled around the bed posts, and the bedding was all green. “You’ve certainly upgraded the Jolly Roger since I was last aboard,” he said, also taking in all of the lace and frilly adornments.

      “This wasn’t my doing. Belle went on a redecorating spree after the wedding. Said it was stuffy and boring.”

      A frown twitched on Joren’s lips. “Our ships are never stuffy or boring. Well…to a fae, I suppose they would be. Don’t let Rapunzel hear you say it, though.”

      “It was kind of your sister to allow us to keep the Jolly Roger. I hate to say it, but she’s grown on me over the years. I’m too attached to relinquish her to Eisland, though I know she rightfully belongs with you lot.”

      “Think nothing of it, old man.” Joren laughed, though it hurt his head a little. “Besides, my sister harbors a soft spot for you. After the aid you gave us, I believe you could sail into our harbor at this moment, request one of our warships, and she’d fly out to ask which you fancied most.”

      James laughed and ducked his head. “I’m happy with what I have, and pleased she’s found the same happiness in her life as I have in mine. How is her husband adjusting to his new role?”

      “Muir takes to ruling well. He’s a far better king than I would have been, that’s for certain. I never enjoyed the idea of running a kingdom. Never wanted it.”

      “I think you would have made a good king. A touch reckless, perhaps.” The former pirate poured two small glasses of rum, barely adding more than a splash to one. “Still, I understand. You’re more at home on the sea. In that, we’re much the same.”

      “I’ll toast to that.” Joren accepted the glass with the meager contents and raised it to James’s. Sipping the liquor sent a pleasant trail of warmth down his throat, smooth and rich, and quite unlike most rums he’d tried before.

      “You like?”

      “I do. Where’s this from?”

      “Wai Alei. They only make enough for themselves, obviously, but I’ve never tasted its equal. Tiger Lily always gives me a cask.” He paused, then added, “Don’t you dare tell Eliza I gave in.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me, if…” Joren held out his glass for a refill, to which James obliged. “Now that I’ve been allowed to leave my sick bed, will you finally tell me what’s going on?”

      James’s smile faded, thinning into a grim line. “You sure you’re up to it? Eliza said we shouldn’t stress—”

      “I am, especially if your news has to do with the attack on my ship or the state of my men.”

      “Yes, well, about that—”

      “Hook. We have a problem,” Nigel announced as he stepped inside.

      “Can’t this wait?” James asked. Joren fully agreed with him, irritated by the interruption.

      “Sorry, Captain, but I don’t think it can.” He led a young woman into the cabin. From the looks of her, she couldn’t be more than twenty-three or twenty-four.

      She also had the face of an angel born from the sky goddess, Siel. That was the only word Joren could think to describe her. As beautiful as the snow nymphs native to his land, but with an islander’s warmth and coloring. Her brown hair fell in soft waves down to her waist and her lips bowed in a perfect pout. Upon seeing James and Joren, she balked at proceeding until Nigel’s hand between her shoulder blades urged her forward.

      Joren’s annoyance vanished in an instant.

      “I don’t recognize you,” James began, his voice pleasant but puzzled.

      “As though you know every soul on that island,” Joren objected.

      “True enough.” James laughed. “What do we call you, milady, and why are you on my ship? You’re not the first stowaway I’ve ever had, but certainly the oldest.” At Joren’s questioning glance, he added, “The children. More than a few have tried to join the crew like Peter.”

      The woman opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came forth. She snapped her lips shut again and frowned.

      “Don’t be frightened, you’re not in any sort of trouble,” James continued. “But I do need to know your name so I can let Tiger Lily know.”

      She remained silent, bare toes curling against the wooden floor.

      Nigel’s brows drew close together. “I don’t believe she’s able to speak, James. She hasn’t uttered a word since Tom found her. We thought she must be starved, getting by on what’s in the hold these past days, but she wouldn’t say a thing.”

      James was a tall man, dwarfing the younger woman, but his experience with the children gave him an advantage. He bent enough to put himself on her level, his smile unintimidating. “Is that so? If you’re unable to speak with us, simply nod your head.”

      She nodded, then ducked her head shyly.

      “Ah. Progress. She’s mute, but not deaf. Appears to understand us just fine without watching our lips.”

      “What should we do? It isn’t too late to turn around—”

      “It’s far too late, Nigel. We’re four days out from Neverland, and Joren is in no condition to remain at sea for a prolonged time.”

      “Now wait a—”

      “Your injuries may be healing, but you have men to recover. Every day spent returning to the islands would be a day wasted.”

      Joren sighed. “Quite true.”

      “She’ll simply have to come with us.”

      The young woman clapped her hands together.

      “Well, someone approves of the plan,” Nigel muttered, giving her a sidelong glance. “We’ll bunk her with Eliza, and ahh, hope she’s got appropriate garments on hand to share before we put the young lady to work. I imagine she’ll enjoy the fishing lines. Never a better fisherman aboard the Jolly Roger than when we have Little Wolf or Dancing Willow with us.”

      Again, she clapped.

      “Once we have a name from her. How do we know what to call you, young miss?” Joren asked.

      A wide smile split across her face. She opened her mouth, paused, and then sighed, as if irritated with herself. Then she glanced down at the clamshell pendant resting against her bosom and touched it.

      “Shell? Clamshell?” James guessed, earning a deepening frown from the woman.

      Joren squinted at the shell and its color. It was a soft shade of blush pink, almost coral, so he hazarded a guess. “Coral Shell?”

      She nodded.

      “Coral Shell it is. If you’ll go with Nigel, he’ll see you situated.” James set his hand on her shoulder and gestured to his second-in-command. At his gentle nudge, she stepped away, but not before looking back at Joren, a deep furrow in her brow. Then she was through the door and beyond his sight.

      “Bloody stowaways,” James muttered, pouring himself another glass. After a moment’s pause, he splashed some more into Joren’s glass. “What in Triton’s domain put such an idea in her head, I wonder?”

      “Have you ever wondered if some of them seek a life of adventure beyond their island?”

      James gave him a peculiar look, cocking a brow. “No. Why would they? They’re safe there, free of disease and poverty. No one starves. No one rapes. On the rare occasion when someone is out of hand, the community takes immediate action. What would be the point of leaving that behind?”

      “Curiosity. They’re not all identical, mate.”

      “Perhaps. Anyway, I should let you get back to resting.”

      Joren cocked a brow. “Already? You wouldn’t be trying to get out of our earlier conversation, would you?”

      “Guilty as charged.” He sighed heavily and reclaimed his seat. “Your men are safe on the Pink Unicorn, as we had no additional space aboard my vessel.”

      Joren sagged in relief. That was an Oclander ship under James’s command. “How many?”

      “Three dozen.”

      Less than half his crew. His stomach twisted, threatening to bring the rum and tea back up. He dropped his head, drew in a deep breath, and counted backward from ten to calm his nerves.

      “You all right?”

      “I need more of that.” Joren thrust the glass out, and James obliged. “Tell me.”

      “Your mage managed to cloak his boat and one—”

      “He? You mean Baptiste then. What of Cara?”

      “I’m sorry, my friend. Cara wasn’t among those rescued.”

      “What about Camden?”

      James shook his head. “I’m sorry. Baptiste reported that the Ridaerons captured the other longboats before he could conceal them. He had no line of sight to assist them and wagers the remainder drowned when the ship capsized.”

      “No one else washed ashore?”

      “Not that we’re aware, and Tiger Lily certainly would have mentioned it. The distance was incredible between the location of the wreck and where you washed ashore, Joren. The gods must have truly watched out for you that night.”

      “I wish Triton had watched out for the others too. That would have been a better birthday gift.”

      “Bloody hell, I’d forgotten it was your birthday.” James’s expression immediately sobered. “Your sister would have been devastated to lose you. No matter the source of your fortune, I pray this is a sign your luck will be looking up.”

      “I hope so as well. I’ll need it if I’m to recover my countrymen from Ridaeron. I won’t leave them in enemy hands.”

      “You can’t be serious. Joren, that ship is in Ridaeron by now.”

      “I know. However, given that they attacked us first, it may be time to take the war to their shores.”
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        * * *

      

      Nigel took Caecilia to another cabin and passed her into the care of the ship’s healer, a woman in sleeveless white robes, her flaxen hair bleached pale from the sun. She styled it in a single braid wound into a bun atop her head and she wore no makeup, contrasting what Caecilia had always expected of Eislandic women from James’s descriptions of the kingdom.

      But she was kind, and her compassion mattered more than her attention to fashion. Like most of the rest of James’s crew during his days of piracy, Caecilia had only seen her in passing—never meeting her for an actual conversation.

      “She understands Eislandic but doesn’t speak. Seems to go by the name Coral Shell.”

      “Pretty name,” Eliza said.

      “That it is. See if you can clean her up and get her dressed appropriately for ship work.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Eliza shut the door behind Nigel and turned to face Caecilia, smiling. “Well. Seems you and I shall be bunkmates for a time. I’m Eliza, as you must have heard. So…” She moved to a chest at the foot of the bed and tossed open the lid. “I have tunics, leggings, and pants a plenty, some of which I’ve had tailored for Dancing Willow when she sails with us. You and she are almost similar in height.”

      Pants. Caecilia frowned as she regarded the strange garments. Even the men on the island rarely wore them, preferring loose-fitting garments they could easily shed to go into the water. She stepped back from the offerings and shook her head, then smoothed her hands down the dress Ghost Hawk had given her.

      “This is a pretty dress, but it’s in need of a wash, yes?” Eliza asked, gesturing to the floral-themed white and red dress. “Let’s get you into a hot bath, and then we’ll figure out what to do about clothing. You must be longing for one.”

      In other words, she stank. While she’d been aware of it and absolutely miserable living with the smell of four-day-old sweat on her skin while hiding from the crew, she’d been equally petrified they’d discover her and return her to the island.

      Eliza led her behind a wooden screen painted with butterflies and tropical blossoms. A porcelain tub awaited her with a deep basin, sitting on four little feet. The healer knelt there, turned the two gilded knobs, and water poured from the gleaming pipes.

      Caecilia gasped and darted over to admire both and twist them, delighted by the ingenuity.

      Humans truly could make wonderful things.

      “Careful, you’ll make it too cold if you keep that up. See? This one controls cold and this one hot. I prefer a nice, steaming soak myself. Would you like me to hold onto that pendant, too?”

      Caecilia clapped both hands over the pink shell and shook her head.

      “Very well then. I don’t suppose a few suds and a little soap will harm it.”

      Lacking human modesty, Caecilia stripped out of her dress and tossed the linen skirts onto the floor. Eliza made a quiet noise of surprise—or had it been admiration? The tub wasn’t as deep as the grottos she liked to soak in around the island, but the warmth was a delightful change. Then Eliza added the soap, revealing the tub’s true magic: bubbles. The delicate spheres released the scent of flowers each time one burst.

      “I see you like it. Good. I’ll let you soak while I wash your dress. In this heat it should dry quickly.”

      She wished she could express her thanks but the most she could do was bow her head. It must have been enough, because Eliza smiled before leaving her to bathe alone. She sunk down and doused her hair, taking complete pleasure in washing away the dust and sweat. By the time her water began to cool, Eliza had returned and introduced her to the wonders of scented lotion and silken powders. Then she brought out the clothes again.

      Caecilia did not care for the leggings or the boots. She sighed, ran her fingers through her damp curls, and eyed the plain white shirt tucked into fitted black pants.

      “I know. It isn’t the height of fashion, but options are limited when on a naval vessel. I don’t like to tease the men. They’ve got self-control enough that I could walk out stark naked and they wouldn’t touch me, far better than other kingdoms whose womenfolk aren’t even allowed on a ship except as bedroom playmates.” She made a disgusted sound in her throat. “Honestly, I couldn’t work with my skirts blowing up in my face anyway.”

      Caecilia stared glumly at the dull shades and nodded.

      “You know, I might have a scarf or two you can tie around your waist for some color. Let me grab—”

      The door to her cabin banged open, framing Nigel. “Eliza! You’re needed in the prince’s cabin. Something’s wrong with him. He’s taken a sharp turn for the worse.”

      “What? But he was mending!”

      Eliza grabbed a satchel from the nearby table and darted from the room, so Caecilia followed on her heels. The prince’s room was just down the passage, and a group of sailors had gathered there, one of them an older man wringing his hands.

      “By gods, he’s not looking well at all, Eliza,” the old fellow said. He whipped his spectacles off and cleaned them on his shirt. “Puke everywhere.”

      The smell hit Caecilia the moment she stepped inside to see James and another sailor lifting Joren from the floor onto his bed. The front of his shirt was stained with vomit.

      “I’ll send someone for the mop,” Nigel muttered before his steps thundered up the ladderway.

      “Why does his breath also smell of rum?” Eliza asked, leaning close enough to put her face to face with the prince.

      Neither Joren nor James answered.

      Eliza narrowed her gaze on James. “I specifically gave orders that this man isn’t to have any alcohol. The nature of his brain injury will only amplify the effects of liquor and inhibit his recovery. Did you give him rum?”

      “Maybe…I mean, it may have been a little bit—”

      “James, how could you?!”

      “It was only a little alcohol. Barely more than I would give a child.”

      “James—”

      “We’ve given more to Peter!”

      Eliza stared daggers at him. “Get out.”

      “Eliza, I had no idea—”

      “Out, out, out! Go make something useful of yourself, you witless git. Honestly, why should I even serve on your vessel if you disregard my orders as the ship’s physician?”

      Caecilia shrank back out of the way as James hurried from the cabin and into the passageway. She’d never feared humans before, not in all her centuries as a goddess, and certainly not when she’d been a powerful yet hideous hag. Lacking her magical gifts changed that. Everything became frightening when one was absolutely defenseless.

      “That man is going to be the death of me one day. His wife needs to hurry back and rein him in,” Eliza muttered. She twisted around, lips pursed, and scanned the room. “Could you fetch me some clean cloths? There should be some in that chest.”

      Grateful for a job to do, Caecilia fetched the cloths and brought them to the healer. Then she moved to the other side of Joren’s bed, out of the way, and stroked his damp hair back from his brow. He burned with fever.

      And she had no magic to help him.

      Eliza continued to mutter under her breath. She yanked herbs and powders from her satchel, then an inscribed bowl. Caecilia recognized runes meant to conjure heat. Once the healer poured water within, curls of steam swiftly began to rise. The clever use of magic delighted her and gave hope that this woman could actually help Joren.

      “Here, bathe his brow with this,” Eliza directed in a gentle voice as she passed over a dampened cloth.

      Joren shuddered beneath his blankets. Nothing calmed him. When he thrashed against the sheets and groaned, Eliza clenched her jaw. His tremors strengthened until his entire body shook. Eliza put both hands against his shoulders and rolled him to his side. Unsure what to do, Caecilia rubbed his back in a desperate bid to lend what comfort she could.

      What seemed to stretch on for ages actually lasted only a moment, then his body sagged. Eliza wiped his face and gently returned him to his back on the mattress. His pale face resembled a corpse’s death mask, ashen with little color in his cheeks.

      “We’ll have to change his shirt for him, the poor dear.” Eliza began unfastening the buttons, revealing inch after inch of sun-bronzed skin. “Are you going to help me or ogle him, Coral Shell?”

      Caecilia jerked and hurried to Eliza’s aid, guiding the prince’s arms from the sleeves. Exposed from the waist up, he was all muscle and brawn, his chest chiseled in a way she hadn’t expected to see in human royalty.

      Admiring such a fine man made her realize just how much she’d missed intimacy. How much she’d craved it over the decades, and how much she’d taken sex for granted.

      Eliza tossed the foul shirt aside while Caecilia wiped down his face, neck, and upper chest. Then the rest came off, and Caecilia’s face burned hotter than the lamp oil. Afterward, they tucked him in then stepped away from the bed where he lay resting, far too quiet for Caecilia’s liking after the way he’d seized and shaken like a dying fish.

      “For his safety, he’ll need to be watched.” The healer sighed and rubbed her temples. “I suppose I’ll work up a shift rotation.”

      Caecilia took hold of Eliza’s arm and gestured to herself.

      “You want to watch him?”

      More than anything, but since she couldn’t speak the words, she nodded instead.
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        * * *

      

      Gentle fingers brushed Joren’s hair back from his forehead, the touch warm and delightful in an otherwise cool room. Then he made the mistake of blinking his eyes open, exposing them to the blindingly intense light of the lamp beside his bed.

      “Gods, that lantern is brighter than the sun.” He squeezed his eyes shut but heard someone scrambling, the touch retreating from his brow. Seconds passed, and then the light seeping under his lids dimmed. Sweet relief. “Thank you.”

      Joren dared to seek out his nurse, expecting to see Eliza’s disapproving face. Instead, he gazed into soulful brown eyes framed by the thickest, darkest lashes, set in russet face. He plucked her name out of his foggy memories despite the sensation of a mallet pounding his temples. Coral Shell.

      The name fit her.

      “Thank you,” he said to her again. “I truly appreciate your kindness. Where are the others?”

      Coral gestured to the door.

      “Left you with the invalid, did they?”

      Her mouth flattened in unveiled disapproval.

      He couldn’t help but think of himself as one, useless as the injuries had made him. He hadn’t even imbibed more than two full shots of rum, but that had been enough to set him on his ass, and now he was miserable, almost in enough pain to wish death would claim him.

      Trying to sit up made it worse. His head swam as if he’d been shaken, and the world spun out of focus, dizzying. He groaned and became aware of Coral’s soft hands on his chest, her touch silky and smooth.

      Then his cock realized Coral’s hands were on his chest and jolted straight upright, thankfully concealed by the blanket—regrettably large enough to create a noticeable bulge beneath it.

      Coral Shell glanced at him, back to his tented bedcover, and to his face again. Her brow rose.

      I’d like to die now. Now would be nice, Joren thought.

      After a knowing, too-sweet smile, she propped a few pillows behind his back. Gods bless the woman. Any time Joren moved, his head punished him. Lying still appeared to be the only relief.

      As he focused on breathing, she lifted a shallow bowl from the bedside table and offered it. He only managed a few sips of broth before his stomach threatened to rebel. To his relief, she didn’t force him to finish the rest, but she did set the bowl aside and offer water, which he also turned away.

      “In a little bit, I promise.” He closed his eyes again and waited for the nausea to pass. After a while, he cracked open one eye, expecting to see her gone, the room was so quiet. She remained in the same spot, watching him. Rather than discomfort, he felt a sense of relief at not being left alone, even if she couldn’t speak with him.

      “Eliza must be furious with me.”

      Coral’s mouth turned up at one corner and her eyes crinkled as she shook her head. Then she mimicked Eliza, finger pointing and all, in a silent scold to an invisible figure.

      “Ah, poor James. I imagine he’s used to her rants by now, but I feel sorry for him all the same. I’m the one who asked him to break her rule.”

      Her shoulders lifted and fell, drawing his attention. Everything about her was slender and graceful, even in men’s garb. Maybe it was his delirium, but he thought he’d never seen a woman so lovely before. Not even his sister, renowned for her beauty as much as her long, silver hair.

      “I’m sorry you’re saddled with playing my nurse. I imagine you’d rather be out there.” When she shook her head, he blinked. “No?”

      Coral touched her throat then gestured to him. She took the cloth she’d been dabbing his brow with and dipped it into a nearby bowl.

      “Thank you,” he said, humbled by her kindness. “Your people have generous hearts. We’ll see you returned home safely, I promise.”

      His silent caretaker only shook her head and stroked his hair. The soothing gesture lulled his already drowsy mind into the blissful embrace of sleep.
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      From a high balcony overlooking the recent delivery of Eislandic cargo, High King Gunnar watched the spectacle down below in the quarantine pits. Some of their fresh slaves arrived feistier than others. As they proved unwilling to mind their manners, they didn’t receive the privilege of a roof over their heads.

      Instead, they were left exposed to the elements, given oilcloth tents and little else, left to work in the quarry until the slavemaster decided their next destination—or they died. Many did not leave the quarantine pit.

      That was their own fault.

      The gods of battle and victory had truly showered their blessings over the Ridaeron Dynasty in recent days. The high king considered their latest accomplishment on the Viridian Sea as proof of receiving Odin’s divine favor. How else could they have crushed their opponent so ruthlessly, slaughtering half of the Giddy Madeleine’s crew and capturing dozens more?

      On top of that, they’d killed their enemy’s new admiral.

      “How badly do you suppose they regret attacking the Green Giant?” he mused.

      “With all their hearts, no doubt. Foolish of them to poke the dragon’s nest.”

      “Arrogant of them.”

      “Just the same, they’ll make good, strong thralls,” his queen murmured, lacing their fingers. Brynhildr smiled up at him, blue eyes twinkling. “Once they have been trained to obey, that is. They are so willful now.”

      “As expected of warriors. Would we want them if they easily surrendered to our control?”

      Brynhildr chuckled. “No. I suppose not. Does this mean I get to have my pick of them?”

      “Of course, my love. When they are ready. One never knows what sicknesses these filthy Eislanders bring.” He gazed toward the quarry again, where the sailors toiled under the threat of a whip and going yet another day without food. They hadn’t eaten in three, allowed only what rainwater they caught. Their trainers employed all methods to force their compliance, but found fear and threat of starvation to be the best tools. “After they are broken.”

      “But I want to break one personally,” she crooned, leaning forward to get a better look at the new stock. Her gloved hands curled around the metal rail.

      Gunnar hesitated. “It would be dangerous.”

      “Was I not the strongest shield maiden across the territories prior to our marriage?”

      “You were,” he agreed quietly, rubbing his chin. “Still are.”

      “Then let me choose. Consider it an early birthday gift.”

      He could never deny her. Worse yet, he owed her the gift, having come so close in the past to losing his remarkable bride. Prepared to relent, the king sighed. “Very well then. We—”

      Fire erupted from the center of the quarry in a brilliant mushroom-shaped cloud of embers and smoke. Gunnar would have jerked Brynhildr behind him if she hadn’t beaten him to providing protection, poised before him with her shield out. Down below, their captives were staging a miniature uprising. The mage’s manashackles had fallen to the rocky ground, and flames surged around her knuckles. Prisoners who should have been weak from starvation turned to using rocks and their pickaxes as weapons to overthrow their oppressors.

      “Blasted Eislanders,” Gunnar growled. It would be a shame to lose some of their fresh stock before they ever reached the markets, but such was the cost of doing business. The moment he reached for his axe, Brynhildr set her hand on his wrist.

      “Allow me.”
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        * * *

      

      A true shield maiden carried her weapon of choice at all times, and their queen was no different. Brandishing sword and shield, Brynhildr vaulted over the balcony railing and plummeted thirty feet to the rocky ground—a pittance, considering her great height. Most citizens of the Ridaeron Dynasty had been blessed with impressive stature, but those closest to their ancestors rarely stood less than seven feet tall. She measured in at just under eight.

      She landed with a heavy thud, raised the round shield, and then exploded forward into the cluster of sailors. The smallest Eislanders flew backward, hurled across the quarry grounds, while the stronger men stumbled off-balance. If she could help it, she would not waste a single life, but that depended on how hard the little cretins wanted to fight.

      How much they needed her to put them in their places beneath her.

      A line of fire raged down the rock and grit-covered ground, splitting the surviving wardens into two distinct groups, a standard strategy they’d seen from the Eislanders in the past. They loved the divide and conquer approach, penning their opponents in with lethal magic on one side and forcing them back into flame walls or incredible, instantly freezing blizzards.

      By using her foul witchcraft, the mage had painted a figurative bullseye on her face. Brynhildr cleared the flame wall in one jump and landed among the sailors, swinging with the flat of her blade toward the backs of their legs. They gave startled cries, toppling when she broke their ranks and punished their unprotected knees. Another fireball streaked across the quarry and splashed against her shield, repelled by a rare wood naturally impervious to magical essence, whether it was flame, ice, or any other variety of vile spell.

      With Brynhildr fighting among them, the remaining wardens rallied to her side.

      “Cause no lasting harm to the thralls!”

      Her side fought with sword pommels and shields, larger and stronger, but less agile than their smaller foes. Brynhildr had never seen such fighting spirit before in an Eislander, despite the number of them sent overseas by the late Lady Gothel in trade.

      Gods, she almost missed the trickster despite her abominable talent. Gothel had been the mother of all witches—another proven reason to distrust magic—and yet she’d made the Ridaeron Dynasty great again, allowing them to rise from the crushing defeat dealt by King Harold’s predecessors.

      But Brynhildr had loathed the woman, not merely for being who she was, but for her unspoken threats if they didn’t cooperate with her grand schemes and send aid. The current reigning King and Queen of Eisland had done Ridaeron a favor by destroying her.

      The nameless mage grew desperate, bringing down a magnificent wave of magical hail. As the sky above them darkened and roiled with her unnatural craft, a storm of jagged ice shards rained down on them, each one sharper than a dagger. One crashed into the top of a warden’s skull, piercing through.

      “Shield wall!” Brynhildr roared.

      Wardens rushed into formation, raising their shields into a tight barricade. It lasted for an eternity, long enough that she admired the sorceress’s stamina.

      She’d be a useful tool.

      Another volley of hail pressed down upon them, too fierce, hard, and unrelenting. A particularly large bolt of ice fell into the rear portion of their defensive barrier. One of Brynhildr’s men stumbled too close to the flame wall, and then orange-white tongues of fire lapped over him like a living, breathing force of its own.

      Blast! She can control one element while casting another?

      Fire consumed the unfortunate warden, licking from his back and spreading over him before he had a chance to realize he’d stepped too close. His skin bubbled and blistered.

      Brynhildr narrowed her eyes. The little mage bitch had demolished their wardens and laid waste to the quarry. The fight had to end.

      With her shield angled toward the furious sky, Brynhildr launched herself across the field of slain Ridaerons. Ice glanced off her shoulder. Another nicked the heel of her boot.  Still she ran, until she was clear of the spell and among the enemy.

      One moment, Brynhildr mowed through the defenses of the slaves attempting to protect their sorceress, in the next, the queen was upon the woman, slamming her back with one brutal crash of her shield. It hit the mage in the face and chest, and might have been lethal if Brynhildr hadn’t shown restraint. Her opponent fell like a stone, completely insensible with blood trickling from her nose.

      The magical wall withered and collapsed, leaving little more than ashes and smoke.

      “Cara!” a man screamed. A big man. The only man among the Eislanders who looked like a real man.

      Brynhildr grinned. “Forward!” she bellowed, leading the charge as the wardens retook their quarry. Above them, her king watched. His gaze never left her, the man radiating pure adoration.

      Gods, she loved it when he watched.

      Armed with the swords from one of her fallen wardens, the blond man rushed her. She deflected his attack with her shield, then he blocked the riposte with an easy swing, graceful and beautifully effortless.

      She tested him again, and he met her swing for swing, fending her off without straining. He must have been their leader, for he was not only the strongest and the largest among them, but the most skilled with a blade.

      One by one, as she engaged their leader, his smaller brethren fell, no longer with the benefit of numbers or a mage on their side. Then reinforcements arrived and crushed the final crumbs of their resistance, royal guards battering them into the stony earth.

      But none dared step between their queen and her opponent. She had eyes for no one but the skilled warrior who’d dared to challenge her. She didn’t dare underestimate him, but her guards also knew better than to shame her by interfering. Good thing, as he took the upper hand and snuck past her defenses with a swift swing. Pain sliced across her thigh. When her shield struck him, he glanced another blow against her ribs, leaving a deep groove in the tough leather but failing to penetrate the flesh beneath. It smarted like hell, bruising her.

      She and the gorgeous specimen traded blows again, testing each other’s defenses. All around them, any hope of escape was extinguished, his fellow slaves subjugated by booted Ridaeron feet on their backs or necks and swords pointed at their throats. Though the odds weren’t in his favor, this one man still fought. Her regard for him skyrocketed, but he couldn’t be allowed to prevail.

      With her quicker reflexes, Brynhildr spun behind him, sweeping with the shield and taking his legs out from beneath him. She saw his startled expression, the bewilderment in his eyes as his feet flew up and he hit the pebbled ground.

      Brynhildr placed her shield on her back again, but she never removed her weapon from his neck. “Secure and send everyone to the sunken fields. They’ve lost the privilege of sunlight.”

      “What about the mage?” asked one of the wardens, fingering the hilt of his sword and eyeing the unconscious woman. “Should we trust she won’t manage to break the shackles again, Your Majesty?”

      “We won’t waste good flesh. Clasp new manashackles on her first, then bring the little bitch to me. I have a lesson to teach her, and a suspicion to confirm.”

      The sergeant of the guard stormed over and clasped a new set of magic-repelling maethrana cuffs to their prisoner’s wrists. Her head lolled and blood congealed around her swollen nose, forming a dark stain against the bruised purple skin.

      “Smelling salts, Your Majesty?” Sergeant Halvard asked.

      Brynhildr smiled. “Yes, my dear. I need her awake.”

      It took less time to revive the sorceress than it had to put her down. Her lashes fluttered, eyes swollen and unfocused. She blinked a few times, then seemed to realize what had happened. Looking at her now, with the heat of battle behind them, she picked out the similarities between the two: the same fair complexion, golden hair, bright blue eyes, and scattered freckles on their blood-smeared cheeks. Matching expressions of indignant defiance glared at her.

      “Ah, now I see. I believe we have a pair of siblings here,” Brynhildr said.

      “If you hurt my brother, I’ll—”

      Ah, the mage spoke their language. Unusual. “You’ll what?” Brynhildr drew her sword and placed the point to the male’s neck. “You’re all out of steam, witch. I don’t know how you managed to slip those shackles, but I truly do not care. We underestimated your strength, but it won’t happen again.”

      “I won’t stop fighting. I won’t stop fighting until I’m dead or we’re free.”

      Brynhildr applied an ounce of pressure with the blade until a single ruby drop welled to the surface and rolled down the male’s stubbled throat. “What a pity you’ll both have to die then,” she said in Eislandic, deciding to clue the other sibling in on their conversation.

      The mage’s eyes flared open widely. “What? Wait—”

      “It would pain me, the waste of such a handsome man, but we can’t have thrall uprisings. Perhaps this means the entire batch is tainted, and all must be purged.”

      “The revolt was my idea. I told them to use their picks on my shackles. No one else is responsible for it.”

      “But they obeyed you,” Brynhildr said sweetly. “So they must share in your punishment. As will he. I am no fool to believe he wasn’t part of your wild scheme, witch.”

      “He wasn’t. I came up with the entire thing. I made the plans. Don’t hurt him. I’m the one you want to punish. He had no idea what was going on until it all started.”

      “Don’t listen to her. I broke her shackles myself and devised our strategy for escape. Cara is innocent. I made her agree to help.”

      Brynhildr cocked a brow, then she tossed her head back and laughed until her belly hurt. Of course, it was all lies, and she wasn’t an idiot to be strung along by their ploy. They’d both crafted the plan, both decided to execute it, both led the revolt, and thus neither could be trusted. But she saw their loyalty and wondered if they realized they’d handed her the key to controlling them.

      “I have decided to spare your lives; however, there will be consequences. If one of you misbehaves, the other will die. If you trouble my guards at any time or slip those shackles again, I will kill your brother.” As the young man’s eyes grew larger, she turned to him and smiled. “If you attempt to escape, I will kill her and hang her carcass for the gulls.”

      “No, don’t! Please, don’t hurt my sister. Hurt me, not my sister.”

      The mage blinked. “Camden—”

      “Shut up,” he hissed back to her.

      “I won’t. As long as you behave.” Brynhildr sheathed her sword. “I’ve chosen. I’ll take this one. I like his personality and spirit.” And his body. What she saw of his chest through his tattered clothing appealed to her, his torso rock hard, his biceps sculpted and thick with muscle. She’d come to expect all Eislanders were scrawny, undersized little boys. Centuries of breeding with their island’s aboriginal people had robbed them of strength. These two still showed some of their Ridaeron ancestry.

      “Take him away to be bathed,” Brynhildr said to one of the remaining guards. “He’s been under quarantine long enough.”

      Gunnar waited for her at the edge of the quarry. When she reached him, he slipped an arm around her shoulders and kissed her temple. “Well done, my queen.”

      She tilted her face up and smiled. “When have I ever given you anything less?”
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      The sun always cast a blinding glow across the Viridian Sea at dusk, lighting it aflame in hues of vermilion, white, and gold. Shielding her eyes from the glare, Eliza stepped onto the quarterdeck and joined James at the helm.

      “We made better time than expected,” she murmured.

      “Thanks to your mastery of wind magic. Little Wolf taught you well.”

      To their left, a few miles from the portside bow, a tiny island provided the only break in the endless blue as waves crashed against its white pebble and sand beach. Eliza knew the landmark well, and always looked forward to its sighting. It meant they’d soon reach Eisland’s shores.

      “Beautiful sight to see after so long from our homeland, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” she agreed, wondering when the landmark had become synonymous with home. “Should arrive by morning, you think?”

      “By sunrise, if not earlier. I suspect Rapunzel will be at the docks waiting to receive us, given the letter you wrote about her brother.”

      Eliza grinned. “That’ll serve him right for disobeying my orders. I’m not so happy with you, either.”

      “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I turn into an idiot when Belle isn’t here.”

      “You do.” Eliza pursed her lips, considering the change in atmosphere that fell over the ship whenever their captain’s beloved wife tended to her responsibilities away from the ship. As a great fairy, she had her own duties of vast importance. “Any idea when she’ll return?”

      “None at all. She speaks nothing of it to me, of course, but something’s happening in Cairn Ocland, and it’s drawn all of the great fairies out.”

      Eliza cocked a brow. “Have you spoken recently with the king and queen?”

      “They’re also bewildered. Queen Anastasia suspects the possibility of war with Liang is troubling them as much as it troubles us; after all, those woodlands are home to the sprites and fae. If Liang comes with gunpowder…” James’s shoulders moved with his heavy sigh. “It won’t be pretty.”

      “They’ll burn the entire forest and crush it with war machines.”

      “Precisely. As Samahara was ruled by cowards hiding behind the grand enchantress and was unwilling to mobilize an actual army, Joaidane has his work cut out for him, but if it comes down to a war, they’re on Cairn Ocland’s side.”

      “What a bloody mess.”

      “Ye gods! Come look at this!” a shout came from below on the main deck.

      Eliza snapped her gaze toward the waist of the ship, where their stowaway gleefully—and almost singlehandedly—hauled a net bulging with a bounty of pink jellyfish from the water.

      “Strong bird, that one,” James said, appearing equally impressed.

      As strong as one of their crewmen. An uneasy feeling simmered in Eliza’s gut as she watched. For days, she’d been cabin partner to Coral Shell, observing the girl’s unusual mannerisms and behavior.

      “You shouldn’t be pulling that alone, Miss Coral!” Tom objected, rushing to her side.

      “You can injure yourself!” came another shout, this one from Osrim, a burly former slave liberated from one of Ridaeron’s ships. The chest-length braids of his blond beard bounced as he thundered across the deck. “You’ll hurt the lady bits inside you doin’ something like this, lass. You have to call and have us help you.”

      Eliza would have laughed, if Coral wasn’t so fixated on her task, hauling the net aboard the ship without their assistance. She had the build of a Wai Alei woman, the strong and muscular arms, the sturdy frame, and the long legs, but something about their guest’s mannerisms troubled Eliza. She couldn’t put her finger on it.

      “Lady bits,” James repeated, snorting back a laugh. “Next time you’re on fishing duty, perhaps you should try that…Eliza?”

      She snapped her gaze from the spectacle, glancing back up at him. “Hm?”

      “Everything all right?”

      “Sure. Fine.” She folded her arms and shook off the uneasiness with a dry, forced laugh. “There’s no denying that girl is useful. Intuitive, too. You can’t see the jellies beneath the waves, but she predicted an excellent time to close the net around them. Her gift is almost supernatural.”

      “It certainly appears to be. She’s a blessing to have aboard the ship.”

      “Did you send a letter to Tiger Lily?”

      “I did. The bird hasn’t returned yet with her response, but I’m eager to know if we’ve made off with one of their famed huntresses. She speared a bloody shark yesterday twenty feet from the bow. You were below deck tending to Joren. Missed it.”

      She grunted. “Heard of it. No one would shut up about her aim.”

      “Or the strength of it,” James added. He cocked his head and studied her, expression softening. “Eliza, are you jealous?”

      “Jealous? What? No!” If only it were petty jealousy. Envy could be understood and overcome. Something else stirred in Eliza’s chest whenever she looked upon Coral Shell socializing with the rest of the crew, laughing without sound, eyes twinkling brown in a face that struck her as eerily familiar.

      “We’ve never had another woman aboard the Jolly Roger,” James pressed.

      “There’s Tink.”

      “Belle doesn’t count, as she was a sprite for the majority of the time until her transformation.”

      “Dancing Willow has sailed with us.”

      “On rare occasions. But she doesn’t enjoy life on the sea as you do and prefers the island. And of course, there’s the greatest difference between them. Dancing Willow is quite smitten with you and taken. Coral Shell appears to have no such attachment and has been courted eagerly by every bachelor here.”

      “I’m not jealous.”

      “All right,” James said too easily, a glint in his eyes. “Did you come to relieve me from the helm or to glower at the water?”

      “To relieve you, jackass.”

      As he stepped aside for Eliza to take over the wheel, a shadow fell over them from high above. She glanced up as Tiger Lily’s red sea hawk swooped low and landed on the starboard rail. The handsome creature ruffled his gold-tinted plumage and screamed for attention.

      James stepped over and fished in his coat pocket, removing a dried sliver of meat he kept on hand for the many messenger birds. “Why hello there, good friend. About time you brought us news.” They exchanged their gifts, meat for a rolled sheet of dried animal flesh.

      Eliza strained to read it from the wheel, frowning as James’s smile faded. “Well?”

      “I’m still reading.”

      “Summarize as you read.”

      His blue gaze drifted farther down the sheet. “She knows nothing of a villager named Coral Shell. At least, not on her island.”

      “Maybe ‘Coral Shell’ is an approximation of her actual name, as she’s unable to speak.”

      “Tiger Lily thought of that. In my letter, I mentioned the girl is mute but not deaf and wearing a scarlet and white dress, matched by a coral pink shell pendant. She’s suggesting Coral could come from another island. There are at least a hundred villages spread throughout Wai Alei, and she could be from any one of them. She visited the settlements nearest to where we dropped anchor, and still, no one knew of her.”

      An awful gnawing pulled at the pit of Eliza’s belly. “What happens now?”

      “She’ll inquire at the next meeting of the village elders. Someone there will know her identity if her friends and relatives don’t inquire about her disappearance first.”

      Down below on the main deck, Coral tossed her head back and soundlessly laughed at something Osrim said to her. The enormous fisherman had a big grin on his face.

      “They’re doing all that for nothing, you know,” she said in a quiet voice.

      James rolled the note and slipped it into his coat. “What do you mean?”

      “Have you seen her with the prince?”

      “She’s a good caretaker. Most are on Wai Alei. A whole village will come together to care for the ill when needed.”

      “No, that isn’t what I mean.” Eliza licked her lips and considered her observations, how Joren came alive and seemed to brighten with newfound vigor the moment Coral entered his cabin. “He’s fond of her.”

      “So?”

      “And she is fond of him.”

      James raised one dark brow. “You think he’ll take advantage of her?”

      “No, James. I’m worried he’ll break her heart without meaning to.”
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        * * *

      

      No one allowed Joren to walk at any time for more than a few steps, and James had assigned some enormous brute with arms thicker than oak trees to be his minder when Coral wasn’t present. Like he was a child.

      Once the Jolly Roger docked in Jonquilles, a pair of men placed Joren on a litter of clean white linen between two long rods and carried him from his private cabin. No matter how many times Joren protested his legs worked just fine, no one listened to him. Ah, the humiliation, unable to disembark from a ship on his own two feet.

      Bloody Eliza. She’d terrified the entire crew somehow, despite a great portion of them being beastmen.

      Though it felt amazing to breathe in the crisp scent of snow wafting down from the mountains, the bright sunlight hurt Joren’s eyes, making him flinch. A few concerned murmurs in Oclandish rumbled across the deck. He wasn’t yet fluent, but he’d picked up enough to know they pitied him. Those strong and powerful shapeshifters from Cairn Ocland must have thought him pitiful and weak in comparison. One of them would never abide being treated like a child.

      Thanks to James sending a messenger bird ahead with word of his cargo, a royal welcome awaited them on the pier with his worried sister at the forefront. Muir was nowhere in sight, though Joren wished the even-tempered griffin was present to rein Rapunzel in. If his head injury didn’t kill him, she might.

      “Joren, thank the gods you’re all right.” Rapunzel leaned over him, her fair brows drawn close together. “When Eliza’s message reached me, I feared the worst.”

      He groaned. “Ratted me out about drinking against her orders, did she?”

      “No, but you just did, you great big asshole.” She scowled, but the frown only lasted a moment, her worry stronger than her annoyance. She never managed to stay mad at him for long, even when they were young.

      The procession through the town only worsened his mood and layered another whale-sized load of guilt on his heart. People lined the streets, some cheering for his survival, joyous families reuniting with survivors, and others crying for the loss of their loved ones. Their words pained him the most.

      Then a warm hand settled over his. Coral walked beside his litter with her gaze trained on his face, his merciful caretaker an anchor in unsteady seas. The words of the crowd blurred in his mind and he focused on his angel’s face, until the bliss of sleep took him over once more.

      He’d fallen asleep to her being the last image in his vision a dozen times, and yet it had yet to get old.
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        * * *

      

      The city’s professional healers, with their unlimited resources and combined efforts, had him back on his feet in only three days. His only concrete memory of their care were the moments when Coral sat by his bedside, but those recollections were fuzzy.

      Rapunzel was waiting for him outside his chambers when he emerged, feeling more alive after a proper bath and a change into clothes that were clean and his. She smiled and searched his face, concerned lines creasing her brow.

      “Welcome back, brother. It’s good to see you on your feet again.”

      “It’s good to be back. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

      “Please, as if I need a reason to see my brother. Walk with me?”

      He offered his arm. “For you, anything.”

      Rapunzel guided their path to the gardens, keeping her silence, but he could tell with a glance that she had plenty to say. Bless his sister’s patience and her considerate nature.

      They made their way to her favorite bench, where the flowers she’d been named for grew in abundance. Silence stretched between them, his heart heavy in his throat, and no words sufficient for the apology he owed her.

      Gods, he’d failed her during his first great voyage as an admiral. Maybe he didn’t deserve the title after all.

      Joren swallowed to loosen the hard tension in his throat. It didn’t help. “I’m sorry about the Giddy Madeleine.”

      “I don’t care about the loss of the ship, Joren. I care about you and the all the souls lost. Triton himself must have watched over you.”

      “I wish he’d done the same for my crew. All I can do now is go after them myself.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I cannot in good conscience leave them to suffer in Ridaeron hands. I plan to take whatever ships you can spare and go after them.” If she trusted him with another Eislandic vessel. He wouldn’t blame her at all if she knocked him back to the rank of captain.

      “No. It’d be foolish of you to return to the sea now. Not only have you just recovered from a near-death experience,” she said, placing unnecessary emphasis on the words, “but they’ve already beaten you and one of our best vessels.”

      Her words sliced into what remained of his confidence. He’d lost her faith, after all. “I did my best, Rapunzel, I—”

      “I know you did, brother. I know. It isn’t your leadership or magic that failed you. From what I understand, these mages enslaved by their kingdom are whipped and shackled, blackmailed into service. They are pushed beyond the limits of safety until their bodies fail them. What happened to that unfortunate man is typical of Ridaeron’s barbarism toward sorcerers. Many die at sea, disposable and unvalued.”

      “Where did you learn this?”

      “Grand Enchanter Joaidane. He’s spent many years studying the Ridaeron Dynasty and learning all he can about them.”

      “Will he be helping us?”

      “He will, in fact. After what happened when…Gothel took control of Eisland,” Rapunzel said with difficulty, “and he came to help us, he returned to Samahara and commissioned several warships. Ridaeron has always been their enemy.”

      “I recall from our history lessons. Isn’t Samahara where they’ve abducted most of their mageslaves?”

      “It is. It pains Joaidane greatly to see his own people in bondage this way. He wants to help now that he has control of the kingdom.”

      “So you’re asking me to leave our people in the hands of these…these murdering slavers for weeks longer?”

      “Brother, I’m asking you to wait, so that when we do launch this attack, we’re not merely conducting a rescue mission—we’re ensuring there will never be another raid from Ridaeron again.” She rose from her seat and offered him a hand. “Come with me. There’s something I must show you.”
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        * * *

      

      No fewer than two dozen men worked on what had to be the largest warship in all the Viridian Sea. It put even the Queen Anne’s Revenge to shame with its beauty and power. The design called for at least a hundred cannons spread throughout three gun-decks.

      Joren counted. No. Far more than that. This behemoth beauty would need one hundred and forty-four cannons.

      She had all the best traits of the civilized kingdoms, their greatest strengths, and no apparent drawbacks—the size of a Ridaeron dreadnought, the gun spread of a Mordenian destroyer, and a sleek forward bow that belonged on a much smaller, faster ship. Someone had etched protective runes in gold on the dark silver ghostwood hull, a rare tree grown only in the Ridaeron Dynasty and prided for its ability to absorb magic. It must have all been imported during his father’s reign.

      In all his years, he never thought a ship could arouse him as much as a woman, but life was full of new experiences for Joren lately.

      “Welcome to your new command vessel, Joren.”

      “My gods,” he breathed, staring up at the majesty before them.

      “What do you think?”

      “I’m harder than gnomish pipe right now.”

      “Ew!” She punched his shoulder lightly. “I did not need to know that.”

      “You asked my thoughts. She’s beautiful. Whenever did you start building this beast?”

      Grinning, his sister took him by the hand and led him up a ramp aboard the ship. “Muir found the blueprints in the royal archives almost two years ago. He spends lots of time in there, trying to learn more about our country. I actually think he knows more about Eisland than you or I.”

      He chuckled and ran his hand over the railing to his left. The wood gleamed, sanded as smooth as silk. “Difficult to believe something this majestic was hidden away in our kingdom.”

      “Well, technically it was a joint effort. The original design wasn’t plausible, more wishful thinking than anything. I mentioned it to James, and he told us of a ship-designing prodigy among his crew, so we sent a copy to Cairn Ocland. Even Tinker Bell offered her expertise.”

      “How did I not know about this?”

      “I wanted it to be a surprise. It’s been in the plans since long before the twins were born.” She aimed an impish smile at him. “But seriously, how do you like it? Be honest.”

      “I was being honest. There’s no ‘like’ involved, Rapunzel. I love it. This is… It’s a fantasy come to life. She’s everything I could have ever wanted in a ship and dreamed about.”

      “Quite a bit of magic was required to cobble this many elements together. If she’s successful under your command, we’ll have many more built like her.”

      “How many crew can she hold?”

      “Early estimates are eight hundred. Perhaps nine if we’re frugal with stores in the hold.”

      Joren swore.

      “That was my reaction.” Rapunzel nibbled her lower lip, gazing up at him. “She’s a birthday gift for you, Joren. At least, I’d intended her to be your gift, and to retire the Madeleine. I know that you blame yourself for what happened, but the truth is that she was old and long past her sailing prime. This is the vessel you deserve.” She took his hand, squeezing it as she once did when they were children.

      “I had a gift for you, too. It’ll be at the bottom of the sea now,” he murmured.

      “I need no gift or riches. It’s enough for me that you’re alive. Having my brother home to me safe and sound is the greatest gift of all, Joren, incomparable to any other.”

      Rapunzel hugged him tight, the way he suspected she’d wanted to hug him all along since he returned from the catastrophic voyage. That she wasn’t disappointed in him for losing one of their prized ships meant everything. “I love you, brother. Never forget that my faith in you is unshakable.”

      As relief swam through him, he relaxed against her. “Thank you. Your words mean everything to me.”

      “They should, as I’m your twin and no one’s opinion is more important.” She leaned back and beamed up at him. “At least, no one’s will be until you take a wife.”

      “We both know the likelihood of that happening is lower than me sailing a boat to one of the moons.”

      Rapunzel rolled her eyes. “Always such a pessimist. Belle shared something with me once. Do you know what she said?”

      “What?”

      “‘The best things in the world are made of faith, trust, and faerie dust.’ Don’t make me write to her and ask for a liberal dose of the latter to make this thing fly you to the moon.”

      Joren put on a short-lived scowl. “Just because you’ve found your ideal match doesn’t mean the rest of us should believe in preposterous romantic outcomes. Real life isn’t a fairy tale, Rapunzel. Not everyone gets a happily ever after.”

      “You’ve been like this since Anastasia turned you down, you know.”

      “Victoria,” he corrected her. “Losing to a bloody bear-man is where I draw the line.”

      “Why should any woman want you if you’re going to be this negative?” She tugged him by a hand to the hatch. “Come on. Let’s tour the lower decks and work our way back up to the top. You’re going to scream when you see the admiral’s quarters. It’s a mansion.”

      “I don’t need a mansion—”

      “You’re going to love it.”

      He grunted and followed her.

      The neat and orderly passages had a spacious design uncommon for an Eislandic ship, where sailors and supplies were packed in like sardines. They started in the hold, working their way up from the belly of the ship. The spacious brig had reinforced cells, and the bars had been inscribed with mystical glyphs.

      Joren gaped. “These came from the Collegium of Arthras. I recognize the master’s work.” He curled his fingers around a steel bar and felt the magic traveling up and down the metal, tingling under his grip. “This is spectacular. It’s…I sense magic-repressing charms and some powerful spellcrafting here.”

      “When I told him it was for you, his favorite pupil, he leapt at the opportunity. Space is limited within this particular cell, but you’ll be able to contain a magician with ease. It should even interfere with a shapeshifter’s ability to transform and theirs is a divine gift.”

      “How do you—”

      “Muir found it incredibly difficult to maintain form.”

      He turned to her. “Rapunzel, I can’t believe you did this.”

      “There is no expense too great for my brother.” She beamed at him and tugged his hand. “Come on. I have so much more to show you. I’ve been along for this project since the very start, so I know every inch of the ship.”

      She took him for a brief tour of the offices in the orlop deck, then to the lowest gun deck. They climbed a ladderway to the middle deck, visited the spacious galley, traversed a passage toward the stern, and peeked into the officers’ cabins and wardroom.

      “That’s a large room.”

      “Plenty of space for your officers to relax and enjoy a good meal when they’re away from duty. Furnishings are still under commission, to be carried aboard once this lovely lady is completed.”

      They visited the admiral’s day cabin at the stern of the upper gun deck, a place for Joren to perform his duties as well as entertain people of importance. The cabin spanned a quarter of the deck but remained functional for war, with concealed gun ports on both the starboard and portside bulkheads.

      “I picture the dining room here for you and your favorite officers, the men and women you cherish most,” Rapunzel said, sweeping her left arm over the generous space. Magic glittered and formed the outline of a long table, numerous chairs, tapestries, and draperies.

      “Perhaps a table in the style of Cairn Ocland,” Joren said, sweeping his right hand toward the room, reshaping the shimmering illusion into a round table.

      Rapunzel clapped her hands, laughing. “Taken by their style, are you?”

      “It’s welcoming and inclusive. I like the idea of it. If they’re friends enough that I want to dine with them, why not add a personal touch?”

      Her smile widened. “I’ll send a note to the craftsman. Perhaps one of those new designs that allows you to twirl the table edge to expand and narrow it as necessary for additional space.”

      “You’re brilliant, sister.”

      “Naturally. Now, through here is where I think we’ll have your office. You’ve got a window right here with a fantastic view, unlike the other portholes.” Her eyebrows bounced up and down. “A romantic view.”

      “Shut it.”

      “I’m only saying, should you find a female fond of sea travel willing to accompany you, she’ll be in comfort. Leadership is stressful, brother. A good woman will—”

      “Please, Rapunzel.”

      “All right. All right.” Relenting, she slipped her arms around him. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, Boogers.”

      The hug instantly ended, and she punched him in the chest. “Don’t use that name! Certainly not around Muir.”

      “What?” He grinned, glad to have the attention off his love life. His sister hated the nickname he’d dubbed her when they were children and she’d taken so ill, their doting father assigned a team of nursemaids to her care, one of them for the sole purpose of cleaning the young princess’s nose, because gods forbid she do it on her own.

      “That accursed name, you asshole.”

      “Apologies, Boogers, but I think it only fitting your dear husband know the horror that awaits him when you fall sick.”

      She chased him, but he beat her up the ladderway onto the main deck to explore the forecastle and lastly, the captain’s cabin on the quarterdeck. Differing from many of their neighboring kingdoms, it had long been a standing tradition of Eisland for an admiral to sail his own flagship while commanding the fleet, though they often had a captain on board to assume command in the event of illness or death. Joren’s captain had not been among the survivors rescued by James. He prayed Camden awaited rescue, and that more of his men had been taken captive than drowned that night.

      “Will you be keeping this cabin for yourself or…?”

      He knew where Rapunzel was going before she finished. If not in use by a captain, an admiral usually kept his family aboard with him, his wife often a source of motherly comfort and friendship to all who sailed aboard her husband’s ship.

      “It’ll be for Cam. Once I rescue him. Is it the sails we’re waiting on?”

      “Yes. Enchanted canvas to hold up against the strongest winds and even resist fire. You won’t have to expend nearly as much magic because they’ll have runes meant to capture the wind. I commissioned the thread from the Collegium of Arthras, and our finest sailmakers are hard at work to get everything exactly right.”

      Sails couldn’t be rushed. Now he understood, though it killed him to leave his crew to suffer. “How many ships can we bring with us?”

      “You’ll have a dozen from our fleet to take up a patrol, half as many from Creag Morden, three swift sloops from Joiadane, plus the Jolly Roger and the Twilight Witch, according to James. In addition to them, the Oclanders have two ships built.”

      “Ships full of shifters. That’s an advantage right there,” he countered.

      “True. The Ridaerons have no such ability, and I doubt they’re even aware of the Oclanders. Several of the griffins have already volunteered to sail under your flag. They began training days ago and are eager.”

      “I’ll be glad for their help.”

      “Then it’s settled. I assume your new friend will be joining you?”

      The sly tone in her voice was all too familiar. He turned to face her, subject to her scrutiny. “I’ve promised to see Coral Shell home and since the islands are on the way, it only seems proper. This cold climate doesn’t suit her.”

      “So I’ve noticed. She wears furs even indoors, so I’ve done my best to make her room comfortable. There’s a fire going in there at all times now, and we’ve given her blankets with charmed thread enchanted to hold heat.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Why did she come, do you think?”

      “I’m not sure, but since it seems I’ll be waiting another few weeks, I’ll have plenty of time to find out.”
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      Eisland, while a beautiful country, differed greatly from Caecilia’s expectations. Then again, it had been centuries since she’d ventured anywhere close to the northern kingdom, and James wasn’t a typical specimen of their native people.

      Everywhere she wandered in the palace, gracious staff and courteous guards greeted her. No one hesitated to offer her assistance navigating the labyrinthine halls, whether it was to show her to a particular destination or offer her a meal. Eislanders apparently enjoyed their food at any hour of the day, because she never lacked for a meal or snack.

      What she did lack was company once Joren was back on his feet and attending to his duties. No longer needed at his bedside, she stuck to her room or explored the castle grounds. In some ways, it reminded her of her father’s home—grand and beautiful.

      Blessed pearls, she missed the palace. And her seven sisters. Days of observing the playful interactions between Rapunzel and Joren reminded her of yet another thing she’d lost.

      Thinking of them brought on a wave of melancholy. No one had tried to visit her since her banishment, not that she could truly blame them shunning her to avoid their father’s wrath, but still, it hurt just the same.

      Hoping to chase away the morose thoughts on her mind, she set the book aside and crossed to the door. A miniature adventure was in order, even if she didn’t dare journey outdoors onto the palace grounds in their inhospitable northern weather. She hurried to the door and pulled it open, then soundlessly shrieked at the sight of Joren on the other side with his fist poised to knock.

      “Uh. Good afternoon, Coral. Apologies, I didn’t mean to scare you. Ah.” He glanced up and down the hall, then at her. “Are you headed somewhere?”

      She shook her head and opened the door wider, gesturing him inside.

      “Actually, I rather hoped you’d like to join me for a little shopping. Since it seems we’ll be here a time, you’ll need warmer clothes. Clothes made to fit you.”

      She looked down at her borrowed dress. The hem was too short, showing her ankles, and the bodice was a little too loose, meant for someone with fuller breasts.

      “I’m guessing by the smile you like the idea,” Joren said, laughing. “Well, get your cloak and we’ll head out.”

      He didn’t have to ask twice. Once in her heavy cloak, Joren escorted her outside to their waiting transportation. She hurried ahead, not to rush into her seat, but to approach the beautiful dappled gray horse hitched to the carriage. He shook his dark mane and twitched his ears, but he didn’t shy away. She stroked his velvet nose, delighted by the soft warmth. They had no horses in Wai Alei.

      “This is Borealis,” Joren said as he moved up beside her. “He’s one of the calmest horses you’ll ever meet, and a glutton for sugar.”

      She glanced at her companion and quirked a brow. He answered with a grin, then took her hand and set two crystalline cubes in her palm. Borealis perked his ears and nickered. With Joren’s guidance, she held out her hand and let the horse have his treat.

      “Now you’ll be fast friends.” Joren patted the horse’s neck then stepped back and offered Caecilia his hand, which she gratefully accepted. He assisted her into the carriage, settled a blanket over her lap, and gave the driver the go-ahead.

      “I know you’ve explored the castle but has anyone taken you into the city?” When she shook her head, he continued. “I’m sorry for that. I appreciate all the kindness you’ve shown me and sincerely apologize for, well, the loneliness you must have experienced these past few days.”

      She ducked her gaze, touched by his heartfelt concern, and wished more than anything she could tell him she understood. Her fingers brushed against her pendant. One little flick and she could have her voice back, but with it would come her grotesque appearance. He’d never understand, and he’d hate her on sight.

      But if she could break the curse, if he could fall in love with her as she was, Joren would never need to know.

      Caecilia dropped her hand and looked up to find him watching her.

      “Do you have anyone missing you at home?” he asked, his voice gentle and coaxing. When she shook her head, Joren’s eyes widened. “You lived alone? Is that why you came aboard the ship?”

      The corner of her mouth raised. He made it sound so innocent, when they both knew she had snuck on the Jolly Roger, but she appreciated his tact and nodded in the affirmative before gesturing with one arm to the passing landscape. The carriage moved at a leisurely pace, granting them a scenic ride from the palace to the city, and it was quite beautiful, even covered in patches of frost.

      “You’re quite adventurous, you know. That’s a trait I can admire. Once we get you outfitted properly, it’s my hope you’ll be more comfortable exploring my homeland. Jonquilles is the royal city, but in my opinion, it’s also the grandest and most beautiful in Eisland.”

      At the end of a downward slope from the icy mountains, they entered the city itself. Pedestrians paused in their walks or conversations to wave at them in passing, making it clear to her how beloved Joren was by his citizens. That affection was mutual, shown in the way he smiled and waved in return. He exuded genuine warmth, and it wasn’t a show for the crowd.

      Joren truly loved his countrymen. He addressed several people by name as they passed, asking about crops or families, or whatever other matter pertained to them.

      Her father had been a god, yet she doubted even he had known the names of so many of their citizens in the underwater kingdom.

      Eventually they reached the main square and the carriage drew to a halt. Joren stepped down first, then offered her a hand. She braced herself for the cold before pulling off the blanket. It wasn’t horrible, with the many buildings blocking the wind, but a chill started at her ankles and crept up her legs.

      Joren opened the door of a shop with coats and dresses displayed in the window. She stepped inside, instantly smitten with the wondrous colors laid out in neat stacks on the counters. Several dresses seemed to float in the air, but a quick inspection revealed the wire forms supporting the garments. She’d never seen anything like it.

      An older man with pale blue hair approached and bowed low. “Prince Joren, you honor me with your presence in my humble shop. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “It’s Master Jericho, correct?”

      A flush reddened the man’s cheeks and he bowed again, this time sweeping an arm out. Caecilia thought he’d topple over if he bowed any lower. “It is, my lord.”

      “Please, there’s no need to bow. I’ve come to find a dress for my friend, Coral Shell.”

      Master Jericho’s gaze darted to Caecilia’s left hand. She wondered why, noticing the color rising in Joren’s face afterward.

      “I see. Anything in particular?”

      “She’s from Neverland and accustomed to a warmer climate than our snowy winters. What are you able to do for her?”

      “You are in luck. We’ve just concluded our fall line, and I have some lovely warm garments.” He removed a length of ribbon from around his neck and gestured to Caecilia. “If I may?”

      She looked to Joren, uncertain.

      “He’s going to measure you for sizing. Painless, I assure you,” Joren said.

      Master Jericho led her to a raised platform and instructed her to stand tall and remain still. Then he fussed around her, using the ribbon to measure her at various points, moving her much like a doll to suit his needs. The entire process was as painless as Joren promised, though a little awkward, but soon enough the tailor stepped back with a satisfied smile.

      “I have something I think would fit her nicely. In fact, I only finished it this morning, a new style I’ve been toying with in designs. I’d be most honored for her to be the first to wear it.”

      Master Jericho hurried to one of the counters and pulled out a bundle wrapped in thin paper from beneath it. “Clara, I need you to help with a guest,” he called.

      A young woman, barely more than a girl, stepped into the room from the back and dipped into a curtsey the moment she spotted Joren. Then her gaze darted to Caecilia for a brief moment before her attention turned to Jericho. He passed the bundle to her, then laid out a few other items across it, including boots. He practically loaded the girl’s arms and Caecilia wondered how she could see around them.

      “Clara will assist you, Miss Coral Shell.” Jericho gestured for Caecilia to follow his assistant into a side room with curtains hanging in the doorway. Joren gave her an encouraging smile and turned to speak further with the shopkeeper. Once past the curtains, their low voices were lost to her.

      “Come with me into a changing room, miss,” Clara said. She had already laid the dress across a divan and stepped over to handle the laces at Caecilia’s back. The girl worked in silence and Caecilia wished she would talk, about anything. Most likely the girl thought her aloof and snobbish, a sobering thought.

      Had she been aloof in the past? She supposed she had, never seeking out any attachments beyond Croc and her attempts with Hook. Whenever an islander dared to seek her for help, she sent them quickly away once she gave them what they sought, and she made little attempt to disprove the damning fables passed down through the generations.

      Silent minutes passed as she first undressed and donned the new outfit. Jericho had provided everything, including stockings, which she found both odd and brilliant, if a little difficult to put on. They did, however, warm her legs and help the tall, wool-lined boots slip onto her feet effortlessly. Then came the dress. In addition to laces at the back, the bodice sported hooks at the front, cleverly disguised beneath the lacy floral accents sewn onto the velvet. Her assistant showed her how they worked.

      “A perfect fit,” Clara said in a quiet voice.

      With no other way to thank her, Caecilia took the girl’s hands in hers and smiled, before dropping into a shallow curtsey as she’d seen the servants do around Icedale Castle whenever Rapunzel or a noble entered a room. Clara blinked, looking to their hands then back to Caecilia’s face. She smiled shyly in return and gestured to the curtain.

      “Go let them see how you look, miss. I imagine the prince will be struck speechless.”

      The thought of Joren without words amused her, but even her laughter was silent, little more than a breathy rasp. Clara pulled aside the curtain for her. The moment Caecilia stepped through, Joren rose from a nearby chair. True to Clara’s prediction, his mouth opened and closed like a fish for a few seconds, not a single word coming out.

      “Yes, quite magnificent and as beautiful as I expected,” Master Jericho said. He clapped his thin hands together and held them steepled beneath his chin as he circled around her. “I had worried the hem might be too long, but it seems perfect as it is.”

      “It most certainly does,” Joren murmured. He shook off his stunned expression and smiled.

      “These mittens look to be the right fit.” Jericho passed them to Clara, who helped Caecilia pull them on. Like everything else, they were soft and warm, and unlike anything she’d ever worn before.

      “That looks lovely on you. Do you like it?” Joren asked.

      She spun around in front of the mirror set against the wall, running her fingers down the thick fabric of her dress. The softest fur she’d ever felt lined the inside of the skirt, warm against her bare legs. The same fur lined the matching boots and mittens. Had she anything to give, she would have eagerly traded it for the opportunity to express her gratitude in words.

      “One of my finest creations, I must say,” Jericho boasted. “The cold should not bother her at all in this, Your Highness.”

      “To be sure, I’d like to add a matching capelet. Something with a hood.”

      “Of course, my prince. I’ll fetch one.”

      Once the man left, Joren stepped beside her. “The color suits you.”

      Did it? She admired herself in the mirror and considered his observation. The color reminded her of the berry wine made in Wai Alei. Hints of dappled crimson peeked from beneath the hem.

      She did look good.

      Not once during her many centuries had Caecilia ever worn so much clothing. No one in all of the merfolk kingdoms wore clothing underwater as more than anything but a decorative statement, believing garments designed for modesty to be a needless human invention.

      Occasionally, she’d donned a dress while walking on two legs among the mortals, wanting to blend in with Wai Alei society, but those were never more than light cloth. They had no velvets, no silks. Everything came from the fibers harvested from the islands’ flora or woven from the creatures that lived on them.

      The Eislandic style should have weighed her down beneath pounds of fabric. Instead, every layer surrounded her like a warm hug, a sensation intensified when Jericho draped yet another garment over her shoulders. A decorative clasp shaped like a golden flower held it closed below her throat. Thrilled, she burrowed her face into the luxurious sable fur trimming the edge of her cape.

      Joren stepped in close beside her. Her head snapped up, and their eyes met. He had the most beautiful, clear blue-green eyes she’d ever seen, reminding her of the Wai Alei shoreline at high noon, though she’d have sworn they were more like blue ice before.

      He touched the fur attached to her shoulders and raised a hood over her head. “There. Your cheeks shouldn’t be so cold now.”

      Without any concept of Eislandic money, she had no idea how much Joren spent on her comfort. Judging by the jingle of coins in the pouch he set on the counter, and Jericho’s pleased grin, she surmised it was a great sum.

      All for her, a near-stranger.

      Joren offered his arm to her again and escorted her from the shop. As they wandered down the lane, he played the role of a guide, pointing out popular boutiques, a market, and introducing her to a confection with the fluffiest layers of pastry filled with chocolate and cream. He purchased ribbons for her hair, beautiful silken strips in jeweled colors. All without asking anything from her in return beyond her company.

      “I wonder if you’d enjoy a visit to the spa,” Joren mused. At her raised brow, he grinned. “It’s one of many places frequented by women across Eisland. My…a woman I once knew would go twice a week. Sometimes more often than that.”

      A woman he once knew? The monstrous specter of insecurity arose, tearing her newfound confidence to bloody shreds when she realized how little she knew about the prince. Did he refer to a friend, a former lover, or some lady who had helped occupy the hours following his return?

      For the first time since she’d embarked on her journey as a mortal, she felt a fool. How silly of her to assume the man didn’t have a woman waiting for him at home.

      Whatever the spa was, she lost any curiosity for it. What did it matter if she was beautiful if the prince’s heart wasn’t free to be given?
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        * * *

      

      After their day of shopping, Joren invited Coral to dine with him, but she declined and indicated the need to rest. So he let her be, but not before ensuring the servants had orders to provide dinner in her bedchamber.

      Something had changed in her, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on what. Her bright smiles had faded toward the end of the day, but he sensed it had been from more than simple weariness. Worry gnawed at his stomach, leaving him to wonder if he had done or said something wrong.

      Unable to solve the mystery, he set it aside and hoped for a clearer picture come morning. Not wanting to eat alone, he joined the guardsmen and caught up on everything that had happened in the palace during his latest absence. They raised a glass to their lost and fallen comrades on the Madeleine, which only further strengthened his resolve to recover their brothers and sisters.

      “There you are,” Muir’s distinct voice carried down the hall.

      Joren froze midstep and pivoted around. “I wasn’t aware I was lost.”

      Muir grinned. “Lost in thought from the looks of it. You never walk so slowly unless you’re thinking deeply.”

      “Guilty as charged. Did you need me for something?”

      “Rapunzel and I would welcome a visit, as would the children. You’ve been scarce these days.”

      “Sent you out to fetch me, did she?”

      “Keeping my wife happy guarantees a pleasant household.” Muir shrugged, a grin on his handsome face. “Besides, I think she has an ulterior motive.”

      “Of course she does. Even so, I’d love to join you.” Joren closed the distance between them and walked at Muir’s side. “How is the new aerie? Are your people settled?”

      “Aye. Your mountains are a good fit for my clansmen.”

      When Muir remained to become Eisland’s new king, many of his fellow griffins had followed, choosing to make a new home with their leader. Watching them fly from the mountains and dive in the ocean to fish was still breathtaking and wondrous to behold. The Oclanders, bless them, showed abundant patience to their adoring spectators and had won their way into the hearts of citizens across the nation.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Was that Sòlas I saw yesterday giving children rides on the shore?” Joren asked.

      “Him or Eilidh. They both enjoy the children. I believe it’s their way of hinting to Faolan to find himself a mate and give them grandchildren.”

      Joren snorted, followed by a quick, apologetic smile. “They’ll have a long wait if they keep pushing him.”

      “So I keep telling them.”

      Muir pushed open the door to the royal suite and gestured Joren through.

      “Unk Yuh-ren!” cried Elodie, rushing him. She barreled into his knees following the enthusiastic greeting, followed by her brother. He swept both into his arms and put them each on a shoulder while they squealed and pulled on his hair. He’d only missed their second birthday by a month, but they were large for their age and rather advanced. Were he not pacing in the corridor on the day of their birth, he’d have believed they were at least three or four years old.

      “Missed you little chicks so much.” Months out at sea meant each time he came home they looked different, growing too fast. Rapunzel had kept them out of his bedchamber during his recovery, and then days at the Jonquilles naval command had occupied his time.

      It felt good to hold his niece and nephew again and to feel their little faces snuggling into his neck. He cuddled them for a while and settled in a chair beside their mother, occupying both with stories of the sea until they tired of him and returned to their games.

      “They’re more beautiful each time I see them, Rapunzel.” He watched the twins playing on the floor, Elodie with a griffin figurine and Soren with a toy carriage. He bent over while rolling it along the floor, making the clip clop noises of a horse, only to wobble at the end of a sharp turn. A gentle nudge from his father kept him upright, but Soren abandoned his game and lunged into Muir’s arms, gleefully giggling the whole time. Not to be outdone by her brother, Elodie followed his example and pounced in her griffin form, bursting out of her pretty dress. From what Joren had learned, it took years to master shifting without ripping one’s garments to tatters.

      Muir fell back in his chair with exaggerated defeat beneath his children.

      “Beautiful and equally mischievous,” his sister said. “You’ve visited at a fine time. They’ve both had long naps and are ready to play.”

      “That’s because I’m too smart to visit when they’re grumpy and whining. The privilege of being an uncle.” And only an uncle, never a father, as he could find no woman wanting a second-rate magician. If they hadn’t wanted him when he had a claim to the throne, they certainly wouldn’t want him now. As Eisland’s admiral, he could offer them nothing but nights of worry and loneliness. He stole a quick glance at Rapunzel and found her watching him speculatively.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You’re a great uncle,” she said. “A great brother.”

      “Of course I am.” He played off his moment of introspection with a broad grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      Some unspoken agreement passed between his sister and her husband. Muir scooped both children up in his arms, asking if the pair wanted to raid the kitchen for the chef’s famed tarts. Their unanimous giggles and cheers were lost behind the closing door.

      “All right then, out with it, sister.” He leaned back in his seat and stretched his arms across the back of the couch.

      “Don’t be like that, Joren. I only wanted to talk.”

      “Alone. Which means things you don’t want your children to hear.”

      She scrunched her nose. “It’s not as if I plan to yell at you.”

      “No, only meddle. Go on, I’m ready.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” she grumbled, but after a moment of silence, she released a pent-up breath and continued. “Fine.”

      “I knew it.” Try as he might, he couldn’t hold back his smug smile. “So, what did you want to discuss?”

      “Your stowaway.”

      The fine hairs on his nape rose. “What about her? She’s made no trouble.”

      “No, no, it’s nothing like that,” she said quickly, moving from her chair to sit beside him. “I only meant that I haven’t had a chance to spend much time with her, but I hear you’ve more than made up for that.”

      “She’s a stranger to our kingdom and she showed me incredible kindness during my illness. Introducing her to the city seemed the least I could do as repayment.”

      “I wasn’t criticizing, brother, only remarking. Her new dress is lovely, but if I’d known of her need, I would have loaned her something.”

      “I doubt anything you own would fit her, but the offer is appreciated.”

      “Well, the offer stands. Anything she needs, even if only my cloaks. Those should work well, regardless.”

      He relaxed again, only then realizing he’d tensed and leaned forward. “Thanks, Rapunzel. Truly.”

      “Of course.” She leaned against him, bumping their shoulders together. “All I ask is that you be careful.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s strange for an islander to leave their home, isn’t it?”

      “I have no idea. James says it doesn’t happen often. They’re safe there. That doesn’t mean they aren’t curious about the rest of the world. Without a voice, I have no idea what drove her to stowaway on the Jolly Roger but…I’m appreciative of her company.”

      “Well, I can’t begrudge you that.”

      “Not that I need your permission, but thanks.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek.

      Her eyes lit with enthusiasm and impish mischief. “Whatever her reasons, I hope you’ll show her the best that Eisland has to offer.

      “That’s the plan.”
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      Between the darkness of the ship’s hold and days of sleeping in a windowless cell after his quarantine, Camden had no idea how many weeks had passed before arriving at his newest prison. Because, as lavish as it was, his new room in the palace was a prison. A gilded cage, complete with bars over his windows. He traced a finger along the scrolling design and frowned, wondering if they were enchanted, or if even that use of magic was too offensive for the Ridaerons. Cara would be able to tell with a single glance.

      She’d been the lucky one born with their grandmother’s magical gift. The goddess of fortune hadn’t blessed him with the talent for magic.

      “They swing open, you know,” a sultry feminine voice spoke from behind him.

      Camden resisted the urge to spin on the spot but dropped his hand from the window. “Not very smart, giving your prisoner a way to escape.”

      “Who ever said you were a prisoner?”

      As he turned, he drew up his left sleeve and bared the dark blue tattoo they’d forced on him. The triangular knot framed an unfamiliar rune. “Your brand says different.”

      Queen Brynhildr chuckled and took a seat on the divan near the hearth. Her gossamer-thin skirt parted when she stretched her legs out over the velvet couch. Against his better judgment, his gaze followed the draping fabric and bared skin from her hip all the way to her red painted toes. When he snapped it back to her face, he found her watching him with a knowing smile.

      “That mark ensures no one will cause you harm, Camden. You can come and go throughout the palace as you please.”

      “Then I’d like to see my sister.”

      “Your sister is not here.”

      His spine stiffened. “You said she wouldn’t be harmed.”

      “And she hasn’t been, but she’s dangerous. A living weapon. I have her someplace safe and secure—close, should it become necessary to punish her for your transgressions.”

      “I won’t do anything that will cause you to harm her.”

      “Good.” Brynhildr’s smile widened and she beckoned him over. Once he drew close enough, she hooked her fingers in his waistband and tugged him the remaining distance, until his legs bumped into the cushioned seat. “You’ll find that your time here can be quite pleasant.”

      While his resolve to resist her endured, his body had a mind of its own. Despite his cock stiffening beneath her wandering hand, he forced an impassive expression to his face and refused to give her the reaction she wanted. “I’d find my time more pleasant if I saw my sister and verified your claims of her safety,” he said, tone even, almost bored. “I want to see Cara. Otherwise, you won’t get another word out of me.”

      “You will see her soon. You behave, she behaves, no one gets disciplined. You each have your roles and you’d be wise to get used to them.”

      Godsdammit, she made it difficult to be aloof and disinterested. His silence held for a full minute before he caved. “My role as…what, exactly? Guest? Pet? If you want someone to fuck you,” he said, hoping to get a rise out of her with his vulgar language, “then you have a husband for that.”

      “Does it matter?” Her finger skimmed over his abdomen. “You are mine.”

      Blast. That hadn’t worked. Taking a risk, he stepped back, moving beyond her reach and no further. Brynhildr let him go, but her mouth curved with unconcealed relish, determination blazing in her steel blue eyes. “What will be done with her?”

      The high queen relaxed against the cushions and drew one leg back, sliding her foot along the velvet in a leisurely motion. He struggled to keep his gaze on her face.

      “Mages are neither to be trusted nor depended upon. They make you weak. Dependent. Your people rely on them to sail the oceans, do they not?”

      “You do the same, but you whip yours and push them close to death.”

      “They are a tool to be used when needed, and sometimes tools break when disobedient or weakened. Our captains don’t rely on magic to navigate the open seas. We do that through hard work and sweat. Through knowledge of the stars and the currents. Tell me, how often is your sister called upon to fill your sails?”

      “We had another mage for that purpose.”

      “The question still stands. How often?”

      “Anytime the winds weren’t with us,” he answered with reluctance. “What does it matter?”

      “Could you even sail the ship without a witch at your beck and call?”

      “Of course we could,” he snapped.

      “Efficiently?”

      Camden opened his mouth to answer, but the words died on his tongue. The smug satisfaction in her gaze only irritated him further.

      “You still haven’t answered my question. What will be done with my sister?”

      “She’ll be used. To what end, I couldn’t tell you. Certainly not on a ship. My husband intends to keep a close eye on her and he’ll assess where she’ll be of most use. As I said, mages are tools. Crude, but powerful.”

      “Most would disagree with the term.”

      She leaned forward, studying him with more focus. “But not you.”

      “I’ve never called any mage crude.”

      “Perhaps you’ve never said the words, but you’ve thought them. You must have, growing up in your sister’s shadow. Your kingdom values the ease of magic over a man’s labor and the sweat of his brow.”

      Tension worked its way into his jaw until he broke eye contact and looked away. Brynhildr rose from her seat and moved to the door. She’d won, and she knew it.

      “We’ll speak again soon, you and I. Be a little kinder and perhaps I’ll arrange to give you a glimpse of your sister.”

      The door shut behind her. Camden waited a full minute before crossing over to test the lock, only to find it open as promised. A peek outside revealed an empty corridor without a single guard in sight, filled with unnerving silence that seemed more a trap than anything. Despite his senses screaming for him to remain behind safe walls, he stepped out and ventured down the hall.

      He’d never been timid, even in new surroundings, and he wouldn’t turn to cowardice now.

      Steinblomst Keep had always been described to them as imposing and dark by those slaves who escaped it, constructed from stone and wood, not a slab of marble to be seen, nor a thread of silk damask on the walls. Elegance existed in other places, however, displayed in the vibrant murals of grassy knolls and flower-speckled countryside painted across the high ceilings. While he couldn’t tell where one painting ended and the next began, he recognized their quality and wagered the artists’ skill rivaled the masters in Eisland.

      Still unchallenged, he ventured down a grand staircase built from white polished stone, every step of it sparkling brighter than diamonds, and set out to explore the ground level. Stained glass windows lined the next corridor and Camden slowed to admire the sheer beauty of the rainbow lights dancing across the walls. Nothing was as he expected.

      Eventually, he reached the castle’s entrance hall, an enormous room with vaulted ceilings, its doors guarded by two armored giants, even bigger than the wardens in the quarry. When Ridaeron sent their sailors onto the Viridian, they sent their runts. He wondered why.

      Neither man did more than glance at him in passing, both still as statues when he pushed open the doors and stepped outside to encounter two more sentries.

      This time of year in Eisland, a chill clung to the air. That same cold had permeated the quarry, with the hellish bonus of being wet and miserable. Here, the air smelled sweet, carrying the scent of flowers on the pleasant breeze, and the sun shone warmly against his face. For some reason he’d always expected Ridaeron’s countryside to be hard rock and bleak landscape without any color or life. What few accounts they’d received from rescued slaves were at odds with the tranquil landscape before him.

      Meticulously groomed hedges stretched as far as he could see, sculpted to form a maze-like pattern. Even farther beyond them, green meadows gave way to rolling hills, and finally snow-capped blue mountains on the horizon. Camden followed a black stone path, passing flower beds full of tulips in varying shades of red, yellow, and orange. The effect reminded him of a sunset, both beautiful and peaceful.

      He must have walked for an hour, exploring the different paths, before the tulips became purple and crimson roses guiding him to the center. Several men and women, in similar attire to him, sat around a fountain carved from black stone. The central figure featured an enormous woman he could have mistaken as Brynhildr, if she weren’t covered in furs and propping a double-headed hammer against her armored shoulder.

      “Hello,” he said, wondering if any of them even understood him.

      A young man with dark skin and black hair stepped from the group and bowed at the waist. “Please forgive them. I am the only one here who speaks the Eislandic language. My name is Liran.”

      “Camden. You don’t look like my countrymen.”

      “No, I hail from Samahara, though I remember little of it.”

      “How did you end up here?”

      “My mother fled the kingdom when I was only a child and we came upon these shores. She entered the queen’s service, and the seneschal took me as his own.” Pushing up his sleeve revealed the tattoo on his forearm, three black circles linked together in a line.

      “I haven’t met him. What does he have you do?”

      “Translation. I speak and read all seven languages of the gulf.”

      Camden’s brows shot upward. “Impressive. I speak three myself.” He’d learned Mordenian as a child and picked up the Oclander tongue in the recent years when Muir came to be their king. Ridaeron hadn’t been his priority, something he learned in bits and pieces, enough to grasp the gist of it but speak it poorly if necessary. Joren spoke it fluently, but the man was a perfectionist who always strove to be the ideal naval officer.

      “The queen must see promise in you. Not many are given her mark. In fact, I’ve only seen her take two over the years, and both are women.”

      His gaze dropped back to his arm and the tattoo. He hated it. Hated what it meant and that it would be forever with him unless he wanted to scrape a finger’s length of flesh from his forearm. When he looked up again, he found Liran studying him.

      “I’ve never seen this castle before. How far do the grounds spread? I don’t see a city or town anywhere.”

      “Miles,” Liran replied, “but why would you care? We have everything we need here.”

      “I’ve just never seen a castle without a city, is all,” Camden replied carefully. “It’s different. I’m unfamiliar with the lay of the land.”

      “Ah, I understand. I have vague memories of crowded streets and loud people, and I do not miss them. Here we have peace and harmony. To reach Gyllendalen takes a four-day ride by horse and carriage.”

      “And the coast? Where is that?”

      “Another two days southwest of Gyllendalen lies the port of Kaskadehavn. Why do you ask?”

      The wariness in Liran’s voice made Camden silently curse himself for his lack of artifice. The last thing he needed was some loyal house slave tipping off the queen. He forced a quick smile he didn't feel and ducked his head. “Sorry. I’m a sailor by trade, and I’m used to knowing directions or smelling the salty air. Being so far inland, as I presume we are, is unsettling for me. I find it difficult to relax.”

      The other slave’s tense features relaxed. “I understand. Give it time and you’ll come to think of this place as home.”

      When Triton boils the oceans, he thought, but forced another smile for Liran’s benefit. “Thank you, but I should head back now, I think.”

      “Come see us again. We always take our afternoon respite here at the fountain. Tell me, what languages do you speak?”

      “Oclander, my native Eislandic, as you can hear, and Mordenian. A smattering of Samaharan, though you’d find me a poor conversation partner.”

      Liran nodded. “Elizabeth and Cate are Mordenian,” he said, gesturing to a pair of brunettes sipping tea on a stone bench. “Come back soon, and they’ll be happy to share your company as well. It’s been a while since we’ve had anyone join us with knowledge of their tongue.”

      “I’ll do that.” If only to learn more about the castle and its occupants.

      With a wave to the others, he turned and headed back the way he’d come, retracing his steps through the gardens and then the palace. No one stopped him at all, exactly as the queen had said.

      Now all he needed was to find a way to use that to his advantage and escape to find his sister, even if the queen likely expected that very thing. He’d only need to outsmart her at her own game.
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      Servants for every purpose saw to Caecilia’s needs while in the palace. They supplied logs for the private hearth in her bedchamber, brought her food whenever she desired, and gave her free rein of the grounds when her restless spirit needed to roam.

      But they could not give her love, and they could not give her Joren. Two weeks passed in the blink of an eye, and though she had ample time remaining to fulfill the stipulations of Ghost Hawk’s spell, each passing day figuratively brought her one step closer to death’s door.

      Perhaps it had been a foolish notion to sneak away from her island and her self-imposed duty to protect Neverland, all for a prince who had more important things on his mind than her. Not that she blamed him. She knew too well the keen blade of loss. She missed her family and to Joren, his crew was his family.

      She curled up beneath a blanket on the settee closest to the hearth, a book in her lap. The Eislandic culture had flourished in the centuries since her exile. Even then, she’d only swum to the cold, northern land once to visit an older sister, but she remembered a smaller city and less colorful people who didn’t wear powdered pink wigs or sport blue eyebrows.

      Not that Joren followed the ridiculous fashion, donning tailcoats and handsome fur-lined cloaks instead. The man could have worn a paper sack and looked handsome, though what she wanted to see him in most of all was his bare skin.

      Gods. A few centuries of forced celibacy and now she couldn’t get one man off of her mind.

      Shaking it off, she looked down at the colorful illustration adorning the open page. Someone had captured the likeness of a mermaid with exquisite detail, as if they’d seen one of her sisters themselves. Maybe the artist had. She traced the emerald tail with a fingertip, missing her own tail. Not that drab, heavy thing she’d been cursed with, but the flexible and shimmering one she’d lost.

      For a moment, she considered giving up and leaving to enjoy what remained of her life in the tropical waters. At least in Wai Alei, she’d be happy. She touched the shell pendant and glanced toward the window. All she needed to do was wander to the shore and transform.

      Coral would disappear and become a muddled memory in time, leaving these people to the greater concerns of war. The journey that had taken a week by ship would be only days for Caecilia once she had her magic again. No vessel could compete with the speed of a sea serpent.

      A knock on the door snatched Caecilia out of her bleak introspections. She set the book aside then went to answer the door, expecting the usual maid asking her preferences for the evening meal. Instead, Joren waited with an amiable smile on his face.

      “Good evening, Coral. I trust I’m not disturbing you.”

      Only if by “disturbing” he meant always on her mind. For once, she was glad she couldn't speak, because the prince made her feel like a babbling girl. So she smiled and opened the door wider, welcoming him inside.

      “Thank you.” He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “Are you comfortable?”

      She nodded and gestured to the fire, then to the seats.

      “Actually, I thought you might wish to join me for dinner. Besides, there’s something I want to show you, but you’ll need your coat.”

      Excitement put a spring in her step and had her dashing to collect her outerwear. Joren assisted her by fastening the heavy cloak around her shoulders, and then he offered an arm, asked her to close her eyes, and led her through the palace.

      “Only a little farther. We’re stepping outside now.”

      She had no idea what he planned for a surprise. She’d been outside plenty of times and had walked the palace gardens more than once. Cold air brushed her face when they stepped out, but this time there was something different. Something soft, not quite wet, and chilly touched her nose. Joren turned her, hands on her shoulders, and then he stepped away.

      “Open your eyes, Coral.”

      Snow fell from the sky in dazzling clouds of white fluff. Caecilia held out her hands and tilted her face upward, fascinated and delighted by the beautiful, puffy flakes drifting on the evening breeze. Each time one fell against her cheek it felt like a frosted kiss.

      “I thought you might enjoy it,” Joren said from his place beside her. Unlike her, he wore only a light coat against the chill, the dark blue reminiscent of the deep ocean waters where she grew up. It made his eyes seem brighter. “It’s the first snowfall and official end of our harvest season. It’ll only become far colder from this point onward.”

      Upon first arriving, all she’d known about the snow was how white and cold it was. Dull, almost. Snowfall was different, and she spun around in place, reaching up to catch the flakes. They only lasted a moment against her gloves before melting away, but not before she appreciated each unique crystal’s shape.

      “When you’re ready, I thought we could go eat in town. Perhaps enjoy some music in the city square?”

      She abandoned her play in the snow and hurried back to his side, excited by the prospect of another trip into their city. No, excited to spend more time alone with him, each minute in his company another chance to earn his love. She clasped his arm and tilted her smiling face up to meet his gaze. Then Joren stroked her cheek, brushing aside the moisture left behind by the snow, and her knees wobbled.

      “Cold?”

      She shook her head and her hood fell back. Joren gently drew it back up. For a moment, they remained there, staring at one another, and hope bloomed in her heart. Hope that he would kiss her. Hope that he might care for her as more than a wayward stranger to be coddled and entertained out of duty.

      Then Joren stepped back and the moment was lost, but her hope remained.
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      It had been a year since Joren last enjoyed the entertainment and fine cuisine in the city. Longer still since he’d shared the experience with anyone other than his sister or his officers. He escorted Coral through the main square, where a quartet played and two dancers put on an acrobatic display, leaping and tumbling with silken scarves trailing behind them. While he had always appreciated their street entertainers, seeing the wonder on Coral’s face made him watch with new eyes.

      Her enraptured gaze followed the pair back and forth across the square, and she swayed slightly, moving back and forth in time to the music.

      “Do you like to dance?” he asked, voice quiet. She ducked her head and stilled, shy again. “No, please don’t stop. I’m glad you enjoy it.”

      Coral glanced up, her lower lip caught between her teeth. Her plump, kissable, beautifully rosy lip. With gargantuan effort, he pulled his thoughts from that dangerous musing and turned his attention back to the performance. Except his mind kept wandering, returning to the silent enigma beside him.

      “I know it’s hard right now for you and me to communicate, but I’d like to know more about you,” he coaxed, nudging her shoulder in an attempt to resume her earlier sway. “I’ve been to a dance or two in my time. Some say I’m rather good at it.”

      She peeked up at him with humor restored to her brown eyes. Not brown like dirt, but golden as the lime flower honey collected from Eisland’s green valleys. He offered his hand. Even in gloves, her hand fit in his, proven when she laced their fingers together. Joren drew her in, wrapping his free arm around her waist, and began to move to the music—slowly at first, in the guiding steps of an easy dance.

      “See? I haven’t stepped on your toes once. I’m not nearly so much the blundering oaf as my illness aboard the Jolly Roger would have you think.”

      Her smile was worth her first few clumsy steps. A quick learner, she set her free hand on his chest over his heart. Soon, they were waltzing along the square’s borders. Applause broke out the moment they finished, bringing the world back into focus around him. Until that moment, he’d forgotten the people around them, lost in the music and Coral. She had utterly bewitched him, and he couldn’t care less who saw them, who gossiped, and whether his likeness ended up in the morning edition of the Daily Blizzard, speculating that Prince Joren was yet again on another bride hunt.

      “You’re a siren,” he whispered as her dark eyes opened wide. Before he could lose his nerve, he ceased resisting and gave in to the impulse that had been driving him from the moment he saw her face. The moment his lips settled over hers, Coral tensed in his embrace.

      Joren realized his mistake too late and by the time his brain and his body caught up to one another, she’d taken a step back.

      It wouldn’t be the first time he’d completely ruined a date and put a young woman off. With Anastasia, he’d been foolish enough to mention their kingdom’s backwards laws regarding women and sorcery—since changed by his sister, who was every bit as skilled as he, if not his superior in magic. With Victoria, he’d come on too strong.

      With Lady Ainsley, he’d spoken of children on the first date, foolish enough to mention wanting a half dozen, since he and Rapunzel had been lonely throughout their childhood despite having one another. The atmosphere swiftly crumbled afterward, her liveliness and smiles flaking like dry pastry.

      He’d learned later from her older brother that his sister was barren, an unfortunate side effect of a childhood illness. Her youth had been peppered with an unusual number of diseases, her fragile constitution plaguing her with every sickness from Blue Flux to Wyvern Pox.

      The girl should have been raised in a bubble.

      After that, he’d had an awful series of dates, courting noble girls throughout Creag Morden and Eisland without hope.

      Now there was Coral, the latest victim of his romantic curse. What the hell had he done?

      Coral no longer looked at him, her longing gaze fixed on the snow flurries tumbling from the sky. “Coral?” he murmured. Her gaze snapped back to his face. He cupped her cheek in his gloved palm. “Have I upset you? Did I read you wrong?” Worse, he wondered if he’d imagined something that didn’t exist, mistaking Wai Alei kindness for mutual attraction.

      Coral shook her head.

      “I’m sorry. I realize you can’t speak, and it’s more difficult for you to express yourself. If I’ve overstepped boundaries, there’s no danger in telling me to keep my lips to my—”

      Her mouth was against his again, claiming it in a kiss that lacked any subtlety, all fire and heat that should have melted the snow around them and scorched the earth. The rest of the city faded from Joren’s awareness, and for that moment, his entire world stopped.

      It was just them, and the softness of her body pressed close, her hands in his hair anchoring him in place. He met the stroke of her tongue with his own, gaining confidence to wrap his arm around her waist and hold her sweet curves against his harder, leaner body.

      Eventually, her lips drifted over his cheek, dusting little kisses against his jaw, then his chin, and then she stood on tiptoe and tilted her brow against his forehead.

      That much he recognized from the islanders as a gesture of affection, though he’d only observed it a handful of times during his brief stay. The cold tension in his shoulders thawed, and the hard knot of dread in the pit of his stomach finally loosened, because for the first time in too many years, he had not sent a woman fleeing his company.

      “Every day in your company is a blessing, Coral. Thank you for coming into my life.” Joren laced their fingers together, chest tight from a heart so full he thought it would burst. He didn’t want the night to end. “Now, shall we stop for hot chocolate?”
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      Bundled in her new outfit, Caecilia decided to venture from the palace grounds and head into the city on her own since Joren’s duties as admiral had pulled him away from the castle early that morning. A steward offered to fetch her a carriage, but she waved him off, indicating her desire to walk. She wanted to see everything at her own pace and without guidance—to experience Eisland as a lone tourist would see the city.

      The sun shone overhead in a cloudless sky, barely more than a whispered breeze stirring through the air—a perfect day for a walk. With her gloved hands tucked within a fur muff, she started down the packed earthen road. Horse-drawn plows had already come down the road and many more servants had salted the path.

      Wildflowers shaped like pale lavender stars and blazing orange trumpets grew in abundance in the adjacent meadow. They must have been tenacious things to survive the snowfall unwilted and thriving, despite being surrounded by fluffy white clumps. Delighted by their understated scent, she paused to pick one of each. Flowers grew in abundance on the islands of Wai Alei, but a single blossom could fill a room with its overwhelming, intoxicating smell. She preferred the delicacy found in Eisland, the subtle fragrance reminding Caecilia of her lost home.

      Two guards snapped to attention at the city gates as she passed. She smiled at both and waved, then continued past into the city proper. While she couldn’t recall the names, she did recognize a few faces from her trip with Joren. A young girl, no older than eight, ran over from a nearby market stall and offered Caecilia a chocolate croissant. Caecilia remembered her from her last visit, and gave the girl both wildflowers, tucking them into her blonde curls.

      “You were here with the prince,” the girl said. “Are you his wife? We saw you kissing yesterday!”

      “Janine, it’s not nice to pry,” the girl’s mother said, coming up behind her. She smiled at Caecilia and laid a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Hello again, miss.”

      Caecilia dipped in a curtsey and offered a coin from her pouch for the pastry, but the woman waved her off. “It’s a gift.”

      “How come you don’t speak?” Janine asked, again making her mother gasp and flush in embarrassment.

      Children in Atlantis and on the surface had quite a bit in common. Despite her mother’s flustered reaction, Janine’s inquisitive nature brought a smile to Caecilia’s face. “Please forgive her miss, she’s a curious thing. Always asking a question of someone and getting into mischief with her mouth. Forgive us.”

      Caecilia waved it off again and knelt down to Janine’s level. She touched her own throat and shook her head.

      “That must be hard,” the girl said. “How do people know what you want?”

      It was hard, but then it occurred to Caecilia that she’d been getting on rather well without a voice. She pursed her lips, thinking, and then shrugged. Using her empty hand, she gestured between Janine and her mother, then bowed her head, before gesturing to the pastry. Janine’s eyes lit up and she giggled.

      “You’re nice. No wonder you’re the prince’s girlfriend. I hope you both come buy from us again.”

      Caecilia nodded and traced her finger across her heart. When she stood, Janine laughed again and skipped back to the stall, followed by her mother.

      Little more than a few crumbs of the treat remained by the time Caecilia left the market square and ventured down a road lined with red lanterns. Joren had detoured around the area during their visit, and now she understood why. Despite the chill in the air, scantily clad men and women lingered in doorways and windows. They called out to people passing by, offering massages, dances, and other entertainment. Colorful signs announced shows on stage, musical performances, and sultry delights. She took it all in, fascinated. The entertainment district was like nothing she’d seen before. Wai Alei had pleasure retreats, but they were modest and didn’t need to flaunt their purpose. Not like this.

      Curiosity sated, she started her way back toward the main square but took a different path. Fewer shops occupied the back streets, but she did pass a jeweler and a silversmith. Caecilia paused to admire a pair of hair combs in the window. Both would look good against the rich mahogany of her hair, but she’d refused to take more than a few coins from Joren in their currency and doubted the handful of coppers and silver would cover the cost.

      The door to the silversmith swung open, its bell jingling noisily, and a young woman hurtled out with a package in her arms, practically bowling Caecilia over in her rush to leave. They both knocked into each other, and their booted heels slipped against a solitary patch of ice on the sidewalk.

      They must have been a comical sight, the two women flailing, grasping on to each other for balance. Caecilia regained her footing first and held the young lady upright by both upper arms.

      “Oh, please forgive, miss! I should have been more careful.” Beneath the girl’s drab winter cloak, she wore the silver petticoats and rich sapphire overdress of a servant employed by Icedale Castle. The bright silver embroidery above her left breast said Margaux. In a blink, recognition of Caecilia dawned in her gray eyes, bringing a fresh flush to the maid’s cheeks. She curtsied deeply enough to almost touch the frigid stone. “Doubly sorry, milady. Please, don’t have me punished.”

      Punished? Margaux’s frightened plea touched something deep inside Caecilia’s heart. In the years since she’d assumed the role of the benevolent but terrifying sea witch, she might have charged those who came to her a tough fee for her magic, but she never did so out of malice. She never set out to hurt anyone. Never wanted to punish them for daring to have desires beyond their reach.

      Wanting to assure the woman of her safety, Caecilia touched her arm and smiled. The girl’s shoulders sagged in relief, and the breath whooshed from her lungs. Sea cucumbers. There were tears in her eyes.

      What in the name of Poseidon was happening in that castle to nearly make a servant weep on the side of a busy street?

      “Thank you, miss, you’re too kind. I should be getting back to the palace before my mistress wonders where her delivery is.”

      Answering with a mute nod, Caecilia released Margaux and stepped back. While the servant hurried off, Caecilia gave one last longing glance at the hair combs, then turned away to head home herself.

      As it would be nice to enjoy the return journey with company, she hastened her steps until the young woman came into view a block ahead. Two men called after Margaux, cat-calling her, but the servant hurried past with her head ducked.

      They chuckled for a moment at their apparent victory, then the pair broke apart, each ambling a different direction down the walkway. Whistling merrily, the man coming toward Caecilia tipped his top hat in passing, but otherwise left her alone and continued on his way, while his sketchy companion followed Margaux down the narrow lane. Something about his manner and way he matched her pace set off warning bells in Caecilia’s head. She hesitated, lip caught between her teeth, and watched. If she managed to get a guardsman to follow and was wrong, she’d look like a fool. But if she was right…if the young woman was in danger, she’d never forgive herself.

      Lacking a way to quickly explain the situation to anyone with the power to help, she went after them herself. Both had disappeared around a corner and part of her wondered if she was about to stumble upon a romantic rendezvous. She’d already caught glimpses of more than one while exploring the castle, maids and butlers exiting cramped linen closets with rumpled clothing or moans beyond bathroom doors. A sharp, frightened cry abated that worry and sent apprehension fizzing through Caecilia’s stomach. Lovers didn’t make that sound.

      Caecilia sped around the corner without a plan to find the stranger pinning Margaux against a building wall, a knife in his right hand. She quaked, tears streaming down her ashen face and parcel clutched tight to her chest.

      “Give it up and you don’t need to be hurt.”

      “Please, sir, I can’t. Matron Nathalie will flog me if I don’t return with her order.”

      “I’ll do worse than a flogging if you don’t give me what I—” The man flicked his gaze toward Caecilia and smirked. The expression did nothing for him, giving his lean, angular features a feral look. “Keep walking, little bird, there’s nothing for a lady of your quality here.”

      His dismissive, cheerfully spoken words sent a chill running down her spine. As though it was common for nobles or the entitled to simply ignore such circumstances. Her brows drew together. Joren would say something. He’d do more than say something, halting the situation itself before it progressed. But Joren was not here, and intuition told Caecilia in the time it would take for her to fetch the guard and drag them to the alley, Margaux would be dead.

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get out of here while you’ve got the chance,” the brigand said. “Pretend you seen nothin’, like all your sort do.” He pushed with the blade a little, sharp point indenting his captive’s fair skin but not cutting. Yet. Nothing guaranteed he wouldn’t slit her throat and run with the goods the moment Caecilia left. Or worse.

      A panicked gaze pleaded for Caecilia to stay. Their thoughts were the same.

      It would be easy to walk away and mind her own business.

      It’d be easier to return to the castle and pretend she’d seen nothing, the remainder of her evening spent in peaceful repose before a crackling hearth.

      But nothing about Caecilia’s life for the past three hundred years had been easy, each day since her banishment from the underwater kingdom a day of hardship. Life was struggle and suffering, atonement and misery.

      Realizing she couldn’t abandon the girl in good conscience, Caecilia searched for any object to improvise as a weapon, even though she hadn’t held one in centuries, not since her father exiled her from the underwater kingdom. Worse, she lacked her magic, and the clamshell pendant pressed against her like a lead weight, urging her to use it. To just open it and blast the cretin out of his shoes.

      Indecision broiled within her for a split second before the best course arose from her impulsive mind. Armed with only her hands, she hurled the fur muff into his face to confuse him and dove forward, driving her fist into his jaw. The sudden attack took the man by surprise, and he released his victim while staggering back, swinging at Caecilia instead.

      Run, girl, she thought, wishing with all her heart for a voice to be heard.

      The knife flashed in the dim light cast by the alley’s only lantern, and pain exploded across her palms. Blood splattered over the snow-trampled ground, dotting crimson against gray slush.

      “Help! Someone help!” Margaux shrieked, booted footsteps clacking over the stone. “He’ll kill us!”

      When he lunged after the girl, she evaded his grasp and darted away on quick feet, fleet as a fox. “You little bitch. You lost me my mark,” he roared at Caecilia, advancing on her. He swung.

      Spotting her opening, Caecilia grasped his wrist and yanked him off-balance, toward her. She head-butted him, cracking him in the face with her brow. Whatever spell Ghost Hawk had cast, it did nothing to impair her strength. Or maybe the strength had been there all along, and not part of her divine heritage.

      “Fuck!” the would-be thief barked, stumbling back with a bloodied nose. His desperate slashes, no doubt half-blinded by the tears in his eyes, sliced across her belly and split fabric. Without knowing why, she thrust her hand between his legs and squeezed harder than an islander woman milking the liquid from coconut pulp.

      He backhanded her away, but she held on tighter, twisting.

      “Ye gods, let me go you crazy bint, let me go!”

      “Here, sirs! They’re in here!” the girl’s voice echoed down the alley.

      Caecilia’s aggressor swore and punched her with renewed resolve to free himself, snapping her head back. Still, she held on. Just a few moments more, and the city watch would be there.

      He hit her a third time, pain exploding across her face. Bitterly determined, she squeezed harder. Her victim shrieked like a small child. On the next strike from him, she lost her grip. Freed from her, he leapt up and grasped a rung on a ladder suspended from the building ledge. His dark coat fluttered around him as he made his swift exit, vanishing over the edge of the roof. She was mad enough to follow, jumping and swinging her hands at the ladder. On her fifth attempt, when she did grasp it, the slick blood on her hands sent her tumbling down, her feet slipped out from under her, and Caecilia’s ass met the icy ground.

      Three city watchmen burst into the alley.

      “Where is he?” the leading watchman asked, pivoting on a foot with his blade drawn. His gaze searched the shadows. Upon finding no one present but Caecilia, he sheathed the sword. “Are you all right, my lady?”

      “Seems he’s gone,” said the second, glancing down at the blood trail and man-sized foot tracks in the snow leading to the escape. “Injured and gone. I’ll go after him. You both stay and look after the little ladies.”

      Little? Caecilia started to puff up, until she realized they were certainly much larger than she and Margaux.

      “Doesn’t look like an Eislander,” one of the guards said. “Looks Samaharan to me.”

      “Nah, mate. Samaharans are a touch darker than she is, hair black as pitch usually. She looks like one of them Neverland folk. See the flower in her hair? Used to see them every so often while I was in the navy, piloting their own little boats on the Viridian. Bloody good fishermen, that lot.”

      “What’s she doing here then?”

      “Good question. Somewhere we can take you, madam? You got a sponsor, maybe? A host?”

      “Speak up, miss. Cat got your tongue?”

      “Perhaps she’s in shock. Attacked by an arsehole like that, can’t much blame her for being unwell.”

      “Too true. Gods, look at all of this blood. She’ll need to see a healer.”

      Caecilia blinked down at her palms and the angry, raw and open wounds. He’d sliced her so deeply across her right palm that attempting to close her fist brought tears to her eyes.

      Funny how she hadn’t noticed the pain until he pointed it out.

      “She can’t speak to you,” Margaux said. “She’s a mute.”

      “You know her then? Praise be. She looks wealthy, like someone’ll miss her. You wouldn’t happen to know where she calls home, would you, miss?”

      “The palace, sir. She’s a guest of the prince.”
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        * * *

      

      Joren paced outside of Coral’s bedchamber. He’d been at the shipyard organizing a rescue operation with six other captains when the urgent news reached him from the palace runner—flyer, technically, as the young man was one of Muir’s people—and said his guest had been viciously assaulted in the city.

      His mind jumped to the worst outcomes.

      The moment his sister stepped from the room, he was at her side. “Well? How is she? What happened? No one has been able to give me a clear picture.”

      “Perhaps because you look like a man about to murder someone and everyone is afraid to speak with you.”

      Her blunt reply made him stop and blink. “Do I?”

      “You may as well be breathing fire.”

      Rather than argue, he drew in a calming breath and closed his eyes, only then realizing how tense his shoulders and back were. Rapunzel waited patiently while he got himself under control with a few moments’ meditation—a trick taught to mages with temper management problems at the collegium. He’d been one of them, quick to anger.

      “Please, how is she?”

      “I did what I could to soothe her pain until an expert arrives from the healing house,” Rapunzel said, voice low. “Some salve, some heavy bandages to stop the bleeding. He cut her fingers deeply on the left hand, and I’m afraid there may be permanent damage if I were to try. I don’t want to risk it.”

      “No, I don’t blame you. Healing isn’t my wheelhouse, either. What else did he injure?” he said, carefully phrasing his question.

      “Thanks to magic, the bruises are already fading, but she has a minor concussion. I think. Again, I’m not the best healer.” She bit her lower lip.

      Finally, he couldn’t bear another second of waiting in the dark. “Bruises where?”

      “Why, her face, you git. Where did you think I—? Oh. Oh. Gods, no, Joren. I’m sorry. I would have said that straight off. It began as a robbery. Margaux gave us the clearest picture of what happened, said she had a package to deliver to Matron Nathalie, and this…cretin stalked her into the alley she took for a shortcut.”

      His brows hitched. “Was Coral with her?”

      “No. They crossed paths just prior. Coral must have followed her, which is lucky for Margaux, or she might have been found in a ditch. They both could have died, Joren.”

      Her prediction sliced him like a blade to the heart. “Is Coral ready for visitors?”

      A faint smile touched Rapunzel’s lips. “She’s always ready for a visit from you. Haven’t you noticed?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

      His sister clucked her tongue and muttered something under her breath. Then, after an exasperated sigh, she gestured to the door. “Yes, she’s awake and able to have company.”

      “Thank you.”

      Joren knocked on the door. After a while of waiting and knocking a few more times, he remembered she couldn’t answer and that her hands were bandaged.

      Shit. He stood there, torn between instinct and manners, the latter requiring a man to always patiently wait at a woman’s door until she permitted him entrance, instinct telling him Coral wouldn’t want to be alone, that his company may be welcome.

      “Rapunzel, I—” He turned and noticed he was alone. “Blast.”

      With few options left to him, he chose concern over decorum and opened the door.

      “Coral? It’s only me. I don’t mean to intrude on your privacy, but I realized you couldn’t grasp the knob.” He searched the spacious bedchamber, spotting her on a divan near the hearth with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, her features in profile. A dark watercolor of bruises spread from her temple to her cheek.

      When a sharp breath hissed between Joren’s teeth, she jerked away and put her back to him, hunching her shoulders, curling inward on herself to hide her face.

      Did she blame him? He wouldn’t blame her if she did. Their last night on the town had been magical, and then he’d spent the entire day absorbed in his work without so much as a message inviting her to dinner.

      “Coral, please look at me.” Her shoulders trembled. “Please,” he requested again, voice softer.

      He touched her chin and turned her face toward him. Before Rapunzel’s healing magic, the eye must have been swollen shut. In the seconds since his first glimpse of her, regenerative magic had already faded the magenta contusions until they were green and faded yellow. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

      She said nothing, as he’d come to expect.

      “What you did was a very brave thing. To go up against an armed man when you have no weapon of your own to defend someone weaker than you is the very definition of heroism.” Gods above, he wanted to kiss her. There was nothing sexier than a fearless woman, even if he wanted to throttle the man who dared to hurt his Coral. “You may have saved Margaux’s life, and I find that very—”

      “Joren?” Rapunzel called, rapping on the door. “Healer Adelaide is here. May we enter?”

      A response rested on the tip of his tongue, but he glanced at Coral first. She nodded, barely dipping her chin. “Yes. I imagine she’s quite ready.”

      Rapunzel and Healer Adelaide entered, the latter an older woman with rosy cheeks and bright blue eyes, the very image of a jolly sweetheart. The healer’s snowy hair fell around her shoulders in a cascade of ivory silk, and she wore bright pink robes with fluffy white fur trim. She knelt before Coral and set her leather bag of supplies at the young woman’s feet.

      “May I?”

      Without looking at him further, Coral gave Adelaide her full attention and offered her bandaged hands. Joren resisted the urge to resume pacing and took up a position beside his sister.

      Seeing the bruises hadn’t prepared him for Coral’s hands. The flesh had been rent open, slicing through muscle down to the glistening white bone. Joren had seen worse injuries, but the sight of them took him by surprise just the same. For Coral, he forced a stoic mask on his face when her gaze drifted toward him.

      “You were right to call me here, Your Majesty. The damage is extensive. Severed nerves and sliced tendons. Healing them with a rapid regeneration spell would have crippled her.”

      Coral blinked a few times, eyes glistening. She didn’t need to speak for Joren to know what was on her mind. As an islander, she needed her hands to participate in their active way of life.

      “Can it be fixed?” Joren asked, masking his rage behind what he hoped was an even expression.

      “Yes, though it will take time.” Adelaide tilted her face up to Rapunzel. “You did an excellent job of cleaning these, my dear. You were always my favorite pupil. Now, if you’ll both step out, I’ll begin.”

      Clinging tenaciously to both decorum and his patience—he wanted dearly to hunt down the animal who’d hurt her and slowly carve out the man’s intestines with the same knife—Joren nodded curtly and rose, only to notice a tug on the edge of his coat. Coral had grasped it between both of her stockinged feet, tugging him back.

      And then any fury, any need to rage at Coral’s transgressor, melted like candy floss in the rain. “You’d like me to stay?”

      She nodded.

      “Then I will.”

      Joren sat beside her on the divan and wrapped an arm around Coral’s shoulders while Adelaide tended to her decimated hands, poking the wounds with steel instruments, cleansing them anew with ointments and healing tinctures.

      “I’ve applied a pain-dulling salve, but I can’t numb you entirely, as I will need you to move your fingers on occasion,” the healer murmured to Coral. “I apologize in advance for any pain that I may cause, my dear.”

      Coral nodded again.

      He dried her face when she cried, rage building anew and simmering inside him. Every soundless whimper, every sharp exhale, was one punch he vowed to inflict upon her assailant. One time he’d kick the ever-loving soul out of a man vile enough to attack two women in a dark alley.

      Three hours later, Adelaide finished. By then, Coral was trembling against his chest, soundlessly sobbing and no longer making any effort to put on a brave face.

      “It’s done. The swelling will linger for the next hour or so but should rapidly diminish afterward. It’s crucial that she rest her hands until morning, at the very least, before removing the bandages. The wounds are no longer open, but they’ll remain tender. The nature of the spell I cast is a gradual healing.”

      “How long until she has full functionality?”

      “I’d like her to rest for the remainder of the week, at the very least. After three days, I’ll come to check on her again, unless she needs me before then.”

      “I’ll see that she takes it easy.” He glanced from Adelaide to Coral. She’d fallen asleep, exhausted by the entire ordeal. He swept her up and carried her to the bed, and with the healer’s assistance, tucked her in. “Anything else?”

      “No, Your Highness. Make sure she eats to keep up her strength and she’ll be right as rain in no time.”

      “Thank you.”

      Leaving Coral to sleep, he escorted Adelaide out. The moment he saw her into a waiting carriage, he turned and made his way toward the royal guardhouse. Halfway there, he ran into the man he sought.

      Captain Olivier saluted him. “Your Highness, I was coming to see you.”

      “And I, you. You’ve been briefed on what happened this afternoon?”

      “Yes. I finished speaking with the three city guards who found the ladies only a few moments ago, and I have their full report.”

      “Good. I want that ruffian found at once.”

      “The city guard have looked in all of the usual haunts for his ilk. They claim there isn’t a man fitting his description anywhere.”

      “Then they haven’t looked hard enough and the coward is lying low. I’d like you to personally lead this search. Our city brethren are good at what they do, but none have your experience.”

      Jules Olivier had helped free Eisland from darkness, one of the resistance fighters who supported Rapunzel. Since then, he’d risen through the palace guard ranks and earned his position as captain. Joren trusted his insight, his dedication, and his tactical appraisals.

      “I won’t fail you, Your Highness. If this miscreant is fool enough to remain hiding in the city, I will find him.”

      “Good.”

      With only a few short weeks remaining before the day of their departure, he wanted to gift Coral the peace of mind that her attacker would never hurt another person again.
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      Joren knocked before opening the door and poking his head inside. “Coral, are you up for company?”

      A gentle tinkle rang from the left, near the balcony doors. He followed the sound of the bell and found her sitting in a sunny patch with a closed book in her lap, a tea service set out on the nearby table.

      “It seems someone beat me to asking you if you’d like tea.” He smiled and clasped his hands behind his back. Coral gestured to an empty seat, which he took with a quiet, “Thank you.”

      He took it upon himself to refill her cup from the pot. The tea had gone tepid, but an effortless warming spell remedied the situation and sent curls of steam rising from the surface. Coral’s smile widened and she mimicked clapping, barely pressing her wrapped hands together.

      “You know, I’ve never seen you fazed by any magic you see. Did you have a shaman or mage in your family growing up?”

      Coral nodded, a hint of a smile playing around her lips.

      “Your father? Mother?”

      She nodded twice again, and he wondered what had happened for the gift to overlook her. Magic could be a fickle thing, sometimes skipping a generation or even two, but that rarely occurred when both parents had the knack for sorcery. He and Rapunzel had been fortunate to inherit their grandmother’s magic.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re not frightened by it. Magic is so much a part of my life. Some people find it intimidating but you…you’re different. Stronger and braver.”

      Coral ducked her blushing face and, for a moment, he felt silly for spouting off so many compliments. Except she deserved each and every one.

      “I mean it,” he pressed on. “I didn’t get to finish telling you yesterday, but what you did for Margaux truly impressed me. Not only because you saved her, but because you cared enough to try.”

      When she met his gaze again, a new light shone in her eyes. She leaned forward and touched her lips, then traced the shape of a woman in the air.

      “You want to talk to someone? To Margaux?” When she shook her head and pointed to him, understanding dawned. “Have I spoken with her? Yes. I visited her last night after you fell asleep. She was rattled but well and grateful. Worried about you, in fact.”

      Coral’s brows drew together and she frowned. After a few seconds of intense focus, she flicked her wrist in the air. When he failed to say anything, she repeated the gesture, this time with exaggeration, her whole arm moving.

      He observed her for a moment. “I don’t understand. You’re…miming a whip?”

      Coral nodded harder, rose from her seat, and pointed down below toward the young maid trailing behind the palace’s matron, a plump woman with a round and jovial, ever-smiling face. She’d come onto the staff less than two years ago to organize the ruins of the palace, hiring new staff to replace those murdered during Gothel’s bloody insurgence.

      Jabbing her finger toward the woman, Coral repeated the whipping gesture with her other hand.

      “She was whipped?” When she shook her head and pointed to another servant, something dawned on him. “You’re saying she does it? When?”

      Her shoulders drooped. It was maddening, wishing she could converse with him normally, but biting his tongue to show her the patience she deserved.

      “All right. You don’t know when, so am I right to assume you didn’t see it? Ah, all right. Then someone told you. Could you take me to this person and point them out?”

      She held up her hands, indicating the bandages.

      “Coral, please forgive me, but I don’t understand. Matron Nathalie didn’t hurt you, so I’m not certain—” He caught himself and sucked in a breath, thinking back to what started the strange new turn of topic. “Margaux? Are you trying to tell me Margaux is being abused in the palace?”

      Her nod stirred a cold fury in his gut. “She told you this?” Another nod made him want to fly into a rampage, but cool logic prevailed and told him to keep his head. Going after the matron directly would only cause problems if the story wasn’t true. Not that he suspected Coral would lie.

      “I’ll have a word with my sister and ask her to speak with Margaux. Would you like to be there when she—?” Coral flew to her feet and held out her hand. Joren blinked, then chuckled. Patience, while certainly one of her strong suits, had no place under the circumstances.

      “All right, we’ll go now, but afterward I’d be honored if you join me for lunch. There’s something I’d like to show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Ghost Hawk was a damned liar. He’d claimed body language would be sufficient, but conveying complicated thoughts to Joren mentally exhausted her. She could have thrown herself into his arms, or sagged in relief when he finally grasped her meaning.

      Not that she needed much prodding to leap into Joren’s arms.

      He led her through the palace from her guest chamber to a solarium overlooking the ivory courtyard on an upper level. Rapunzel nestled on a window seat lined with plush, oversized cushions, a sheet of gridded parchment spread over the board balanced on her lap.

      Both twins napped on a quilt nearby, the little boy on his tummy and rump turned up in the air.

      “Rapunzel, do you have a moment?”

      “I always have a moment for my brother.” The queen set aside her needlework design and turned her gaze on Caecilia, smile widening enough to dimple her cheeks. “Coral, I’m so pleased to see you up and about. Please, come in. I was about to call for tea.”

      “Tea might want to wait,” Joren said.

      “Oh? That serious, is it?”

      “Coral has made it known to me that she believes Margaux, and perhaps other servants, are being abused by Matron Nathalie.”

      Rapunzel’s eyes widened and her gaze shifted from her brother to Caecilia, then back again. “Abuse in this palace? That’s a serious accusation. Nathalie has been an asset in coordinating the staff and putting it all to order again after everything that happened.”

      “I know, but I also know Coral isn’t one to make up a story. So I thought perhaps you could speak to Margaux. I feel like she’d open up to you, certainly more than me.”

      “Absolutely.” She turned to Caecilia again. “Did you see this or did Margaux say something, Coral?”

      Caecilia pointed to her lips, then raised both hands to her mouth and trembled to pantomime shock and terror to the best of her ability.

      “She was afraid and said something,” Joren guessed, making Caecilia sag in relief.

      “Well, in that case, I believe it’s only prudent of me to check on her after the whole ordeal. If you don’t mind watching the twins, I’ll do that now.”

      “Watch sleeping kids? Sounds easy enough.” Joren leaned back in his chair and grinned.

      “Until they wake up with wet nappies and hungry bellies,” Rapunzel replied. “Coral, would you like to accompany me to see Margaux? We’ll make a treat of it and have her join us for tea.”

      Poor Joren. Caecilia silently snickered at his crestfallen face while she and Rapunzel headed for the door. Once in the hall, Rapunzel gazed upon her with a reassuring smile.

      “Don’t worry; the children will sleep for at least another two hours. I imagine he’ll take advantage and follow their example. He tries not to show it but I know he’s still recovering from his injuries. Speaking of which, how are your hands today? Any pain?”

      If only she could speak. Losing the use of her hands only added to the difficulty of expressing her thoughts. She lifted them and shrugged her shoulders but accompanied the gesture with a half-smile.

      “When we’re finished here, I could take a look if you like,” Rapunzel offered. “If they require more attention, I’ll send for Adelaide.”

      Only a true monster could hold a grudge against a woman as benevolent and nurturing as Eisland’s ruler. For years, Caecilia had resented the beautiful princess James Hook pined after, blaming her for his disinterest. Even when he moved on, sleeping his way across the Viridian Sea before finally finding love with that blasted fae, she’d still chosen to blame the princess. It had been easy then, laying her woes at the feet of a woman hundreds of leagues away, a ghost she’d never meet.

      The reality of Rapunzel’s character introduced Caecilia to a woman she couldn’t hate—a powerful woman she instead wanted to admire.

      Caecilia bowed her head in gratitude. Ever smiling, Rapunzel reached over to give her arm a gentle squeeze.

      “Good, it’s settled. Now then, Margaux is an attendant, so she should be in the steward’s hall, unless she’s out on an errand. Of course, I gave directions that she be given the remainder of the week to rest.” Rapunzel’s lips pursed. “We’ll check the hall, then her room.”

      Luck seemed to be with them. Caecillia spotted Margaux the moment they entered the servant’s hall. She sat with two other women at a long table, folding linens and polishing crystal. Others worked on various tasks. At the center of it all, Matron Nathalie oversaw their work while nibbling on candied nuts.

      A boy on the cusp of manhood noticed them first and fumbled the tray he carried. Rapunzel caught the goblet that tumbled off with a quick flurry of ice magic and settled it back where it belonged.

      “Th-thank you, Your Majesty,” he said, casting a frightened look toward the matron, but her back was still turned to them.

      “You’re quite welcome, Phillip. There was nothing to worry about.”

      He flushed all the way up to his ears. “Shall I announce you?”

      “No need, I’ll announce myself. You take those cups where they’re needed.”

      Rapunzel waited for Phillip to move away before stepping further into the room, Caecilia a step behind her. The matron still hadn’t noticed them, too distracted by sweets while everyone else worked.

      “Good afternoon. I’ve come to borrow Margaux,” Rapunzel announced in a pleasant voice.

      Matron Nathalie spun around so fast she knocked her snack bowl to the floor. Pralines and pecans scattered across the pristine tiles, crumbling bits of sugar and cinnamon dust in their wake. Not a single soul moved, each of them resembling petrified deer one second away from bounding into the bush. The matron blinked several times before gathering her wits and putting on a smile.

      “Your Majesty, what an unexpected visit. Had I known you were coming—”

      “The privilege of my station is that I don’t have to clear my schedule with others,” Rapunzel cut in with a cheerful grace Caecilia envied. “If you could please excuse Margaux for a time, I’d like to see her.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty, but in her condition—”

      “I don’t need her for work. In fact, I’d like you to prepare us tea in my solar and have Phillip bring it. That’s all.”

      Matron Nathalie bowed her head in acquiescence and snapped her fingers toward Margaux. “You heard the queen. Hustle now, girl.”

      Margaux followed them from the room in silence, practically quaking, so Caecilia dropped back to walk beside her. As did Rapunzel. She opened with small talk, commenting on the weather and then asking how Margaux liked her tea, and whether she’d visited the gardens. By the time they reached the solar and sat at a small table, Margaux had relaxed and no longer resembled a frightened hare.

      “Now then, it’s only we girls, with no one to overhear us. How are you, Margaux? Really, I mean. The whole attack must have frightened you terribly.”

      “It did, Your Majesty. I’d never had a problem walking through that alley before.”

      “It pains me greatly to have such crime in our city, and I assure you that I am doing all in my power to ensure something like that never happens again.” Rapunzel reached over and laid her hand over the servant’s. “The same goes for any crimes here in the palace.”

      Margaux immediately dropped her gaze to her lap. “Your castle is a fine place, Your Majesty.”

      “I’d like to think so, but I have a few worries that all is not as peaceful as it should be.”

      “I’m not sure what help I can be.”

      Caecilia scooted her chair closer to Margaux and touched her shoulder. When the young woman looked up, she used the same whipping gesture she’d shown Joren. Margaux’s face went pale as fresh wax.

      “Please, it’s not my place to say anything.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Margaux. If someone on my staff is hurting you, hurting others, then I’d like to know,” Rapunzel said in a soft voice. “I would never condone a beating.”

      Margaux licked her lips. “It’s the matron, Your Majesty. She’s fond of the switch.”

      “Is that why you didn’t give that thief what he wanted?”

      A single tear rolled down Margaux’s face. “It would have been my fault if he took it. She commissioned silver tasting spoons, you see, and she was angry that there was blood and dirt on the package.”

      “What?” Rapunzel startled back in her seat. “Margaux, did she punish you after you returned to the castle?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Her answer was so soft, Caecilia barely made it out, and then the rush of her pulse filled her head.

      Rapunzel’s face flushed, and her pale white fingers clenched around the chair’s armrests. “Tell me what happened.”

      “She blamed me, said I encouraged the thieves and should have been smarter. She tossed the entire package in the fireplace, spoons and all, and said they would come out of my pay.” Fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “I use that money to help my mother and sister, Your Majesty. I didn’t even care about the rod, but…but my family.”

      Rapunzel left her chair in an instant and moved to Margaux’s side, pulling her into an embrace. The young woman wept openly, reduced to shuddering sobs that shook her whole body and rattled in her throat.

      “You’re safe now,” the queen murmured. She stroked Margaux’s hair, shifting it to the side over one shoulder, and glanced to Caecilia then to Margaux’s back. Caecilia left her seat and moved over, then carefully grasped the lacy fabric on the younger woman’s back. A slight tug downward revealed a reddened mark and bruising.

      Nathalie deserved a beating of her own and Caecilia wanted nothing more than to be the one who delivered swift, hard justice.

      Three polite knocks thumped on the door. Trying to regain her composure, Margaux sniffled and pulled away from Rapunzel’s embrace, swiping at her cheeks with her sleeves. Caecilia slipped her arm around Margaux instead while the queen answered the door.

      “Ah, Phillip, exactly the person I was hoping for. Please, come in. Let me help you with that.”

      “I have it, Your Majesty.” The boy pushed a cart inside but Rapunzel ignored him and pushed it to the table herself. When he tried to lift the teapot, she touched his hand and gestured to the fourth seat. His shot a worried glance at Margaux and swallowed.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty, but the matron asked me to come straight back, else—” He swallowed again and rubbed his hands against his trousers.

      “Else she’ll give you the switch?” Rapunzel prompted.

      “She knows now,” Margaux whispered. “It’s all right, Phillip.”

      “Please don’t sack us, Your Majesty. I like my job. The earnings are good here. I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

      “You aren’t, Philip. I know tea isn’t much to offer for what you’ve suffered, but I’d still be pleased if you join us.”

      Caecilia looked at Rapunzel with new respect. Nothing about her manner and kind words came across as false. If anything, she hoped she could be there when the queen confronted the matron.

      Rapunzel served everyone herself, nudging iced pastries and flower-shaped chocolates onto their plates. Eventually, Phillip relaxed enough to stuff a small cake into his mouth. Caecilia wondered when he’d last eaten, afraid that the matron’s punishments went beyond switches and spankings.

      “You can have as many as you like,” Rapunzel assured him when he hesitated while reaching for another.

      Over the next hour, she coaxed both into sharing their stories. Together, they painted a vivid picture of the matron’s excesses and tyrannical ruling of the staff. How she used funds to line her own pockets under the guise of enhancing her work—no one needed personal tasting spoons made from fine silver—and severely punished the most minor infractions. Phillip had received five lashes for dropping a wooden bowl, of all things.

      “Don’t worry,” Rapunzel promised, “you won’t ever have to worry about the matron again.”
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        * * *

      

      Rapunzel was up to something. The moment word reached Joren that she’d summoned all domestic staff to the dining room, he wondered what sneaky plan she’d come up with regarding the matron, or if she’d discovered a different truth to the matter. Either way, he wished he had been there when she and Caecilia spoke with Margaux.

      Not that he would have traded the time with the twins. Despite his sister’s claims, they both awakened not long after her departure, ready to play and excited to have their favorite uncle at their beck and call.

      He’d changed diapers, fed snacks, and during it all, silently wondered when he’d be the one to make an aunt of his sister. It would be nice to have children of his own one day, though he wondered at the fairness of leaving behind a family three to six months of the year.

      Putting those ill thoughts behind him, he approached the grand dining hall—the largest room in the palace, designed for hosting enormous dinners for the three hundred or so members of Eisland’s peerage and high society. His sister stood just within the double doors with an ebullient smile on her face.

      Joren looked at the line of staff standing along the wall in the dining room. They all looked as uncertain and confused as he felt. “What are you up to, sister?”

      “You’ll see,” she whispered. He recognized the impish smile and gleam in her eyes. His sister had a plan.  She stepped away to her seat at the head of the table, pulled out the chair, and gestured for Margaux. Across the table, Muir did the same for Phillip.

      “Please, everyone have a seat. Tonight, this dinner is for you,” Rapunzel welcomed everyone, though she put a hand out on Nathalie’s wrist the moment she reached for a chair. “Ah, you hold a moment, please, Matron Nathalie.”

      Joren hid a grin and remained near the doorway. Movement in his peripheral vision caught his attention and a moment later Coral stepped beside him. She looked up, mirroring Rapunzel’s smile.

      “Was some of this your idea?”

      Dimples appeared in her cheeks and her eyes crinkled with mirth. She jutted her chin in Rapunzel’s direction, redirecting his attention. His sister waited while everyone took their seats, the matron beside her looking confused.

      “Thank you all for joining me, I know you must be wondering what this is about,” Rapunzel began. “First, allow me to offer apologies. It’s recently come to my understanding that none of you get to enjoy a meal until after Muir and myself have done so. Since our busy schedules often mean late suppers, this is completely unacceptable. To that end, tonight you will be served first. By Matron Nathalie.”

      Joren bit back a laugh. The matron jerked around so hard she reminded him of a startled squirrel. Or maybe it was more like a flopping fish, the way her mouth opened and shut, eyes bulging in her pink face.

      “Your Majesty, perhaps I misheard?”

      “You misheard nothing. Consider it practice for your new position at the Sanctuary of Largesse. I took the liberty of informing them to expect your arrival and commitment to a five-year term of charity.”

      The matron’s face mottled red and purple. “I am not a servant.”

      “You’re a bully who will no longer terrorize this household.”

      Quivering with indignation, Nathalie drew herself taller, placing a hand to her chest. “You can’t be serious, Queen Rapunzel. I brought order to this castle during a time when no other would. Do you recall how you struggled to find good help? There wasn’t a scullery maid in all of western Eisland willing to work in this cursed household after your mother enslaved us all. I brought dignity and respect back to the palace.”

      Joren closed his eyes, wincing. The deck had been stacked against Nathalie from the start, but everyone, down to the lowest servant who cleaned the shit from the stables, knew to never refer to Gothel as their mother.

      His sister stiffened, skin frosting over cooler than the icy atmosphere that settled in the room. A few of the servants nervously rubbed their arms. They weren’t imagining it. His sister had inherited the gift of their snow queen ancestor and it tended to manifest with her anger.

      “No,” Rapunzel said in a quiet voice, the asperity in her tone more caustic than lye. “You brought fear to it. The sort of fear I thought long gone once Gothel left these walls. For one so eager to invoke her name, you seem to have truly forgotten the darkness that fell over Icedale Castle while she reigned over this kingdom. I am appalled, Nathalie, but what my husband and I have chosen for you is far kinder a fate than the evils to which you’ve subjected the rest of our staff. At least where you’re going, there will be no whips or switches. Only difficult work, toil, and atonement.”

      “Am I not to receive a fair trial—?”

      “I rule none is needed. The testimony of five dozen domestic staff and no less than one dozen guardsmen all implicating you in their abuse and persecution is evidence enough and shall suffice.”

      “Your Majesty—”

      “You will serve this meal or enjoy the next ten years in irons at Coldshank Prison.”

      Nathalie quieted. One by one, she searched their faces, from Joren to Captain Olivier and then Muir, as if beseeching the king to intercede. No one spoke up for her. When her gaze returned to the queen, big eyes watering behind half-moon spectacles, Joren almost pitied her. “Please, Your Majesty. I’ve got grandchildren.”

      “Whose lives will be much improved when their grandmother returns with a new outlook regarding the bodily autonomy of others. Serve the meal, or I’ll fly you there myself while dangling you from my talons,” Muir said, when Rapunzel didn’t deign to repeat herself.

      Meek as a newborn kitten, Nathalie approached the table and began her work.
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      At the end of a long and difficult week, Joren decided he didn’t spend nearly enough time bonding with his brother-in-law. Rapunzel couldn’t have wed a better husband without molding a man from clay and breathing life into him herself. Gods knew she deserved it after spending years as Gothel’s captive.

      Leaving the palace behind, they sailed a half-hour from the shoreline on Joren’s personal boat, taking nets, fishing lines, and no small amount of mulled wine in a charmed cask, enchanted to remain steaming hot while the men stood at the rail with their sleeves rolled to their elbows. Muir didn’t appear to notice the cold, and Joren was long used to it.

      It made for a pleasant morning, those hours with his brother. All the better that neither of them had to dress for their respective roles in the kingdom. Joren wore plain trousers and a dull gray shirt, while Muir usually wouldn’t be seen without his clan’s gray and purple tartan.

      “Thank you for coming out here with me today.”

      Muir glanced down at their lines, concern cleaving a deep ridge between his brows. “No need to thank me for spending a morning with you, even if I am at a disadvantage here.” He sighed. “Would be easier if you’d let me do this the proper way.”

      “And spoil the fun?” Joren chuckled and raised his mug to his lips. The spiced wine went down smooth and filled his belly with warmth. Rapunzel had made it herself before sending the two men off that morning. “Someone has to teach you the only true method of catching a fish.”

      “Blighted waste of time is what it is. Waiting for a string to go taut when I see three of the buggers in the distance now, just waiting to be plucked from the water with a claw.”

      “This requires skill, brother. Actual skill and—”

      “I will toss your wee arse overboard like a stone, Joren, and let the reaper have what’s due to him.”

      Joren held up both hands, clumsily sloshing mulled wine over the rim of his mug. “I’m joking!”

      But he laughed, and gods, it felt good to find amusement in anything related to the sea again, the early weeks following their arrival akin to riding a turbulent storm on the Viridian, the ship tossing and bobbing beneath miles of bleak gray clouds. With Coral as his life preserver, he’d finally broken through to the other side, to a world of sunny skies.

      After the storm, there had been friends and family to welcome him home.

      “What’s on your mind?” Muir’s question intruded on his thoughts.

      “Hm?”

      “Lost you for a moment there, lad. You stared off and didn’t hear a word I said.” Then the redhead grinned. “Thinking of your lady, are you?”

      “No,” he blurted, “I—”

      “Lie worse than your sister. You both always shout your denial before launching into a bullshit excuse.”

      Joren felt the heat rush to his cheeks. “You can go eat a cock.”

      “Ah, and that’s how I know you’re both truly brother and sister. She told me that too, when I pointed that out to her. Now, back to the subject at hand.”

      “Yes. Godsdammit. I was thinking of Coral. When am I not thinking of her?”

      “When you’re thinking of our countrymen in Ridaeron,” Muir answered, voice soft. He curved one hand over Joren’s shoulder. “That’s when. Being with Coral grants you peace.”

      “It does,” he confessed, sighing. “I bet she’d love this. The girl can spear a bloody shark from ten meters. A tuna from thrice as far. Did you know that?”

      Muir smiled. “No, but I do now.”

      They drank some more and donned oil cloaks as a frigid rain pelted the water and stirred the fish, driving the creatures to activity. While Joren huddled around a warming stone in the cabin, Muir gutted one of their smaller catches and cooked it on a traveler’s griddle kept for such occasions.

      “I hope your cooking skills are better than your fishing,” Joren teased, scooping up a serving for himself.

      “Eat your damn fish.”

      Joren grinned and stuffed his face, swallowing more wine with it until warm fuzziness coursed through him and floated through his head, making every thought about Coral practically glow.

      He’d have to bring her out on the water and show her the pretty Eisland coastline, though he knew it wouldn’t compare to her tropical paradise. But there were still pretty sights to see near Eisland, and he thought if they traveled north, he could show her the aurora.

      “You’re daydreaming about your bonnie lass again. You smile like a goof the moment she’s on your mind.”

      “I am,” he confessed. “Can’t stop thinking about her.”

      “Brave one, she is. So small, but evidently strong enough to fight off a grown man.”

      “She’s rather muscled, isn’t she? Still feminine, but impressive in her own right. I find it attractive.”

      Muir grinned. “Head over heels for her now, you are, lad. I suppose you’ll be proposing marriage soon?”

      Joren’s little bubble burst. “No,” he said, a little too harshly, only to pause and add, “Maybe. Gods, why do I even try to lie to you, yes. Yes, all right? I…have my grandmother’s ring. But according to James, Neverlanders don’t wear rings on their fingers. They interfere with work and fishing.”

      “Listen, lad, if you know she’s the one for you, and don’t believe you’ll regret it, have the ring set in another trinket. Ah, a choker, perhaps. They fancy those, I’ve noticed.” As Muir described it, an image formed in Joren’s mind of pink coral and bone with his grandmother’s frost diamond in the center, and knew without a doubt, nothing would suit Coral better.

      “Yes.”

      “Congratulations. Just to warn you, Rapunzel is already anxiously counting the days until she can call Coral sister.”

      Joren grunted. “Anyway, are you ready to catch a real fish?”

      “Aren’t the ones on ice real fish, or are they some variety of gilled imposter?”

      “Oh no,” Joren said, gleeful. “I’m talking fish that weigh as much as you or I, perhaps as great as both of us combined. This day, my brother, you’ll get to meet the true beauties of the deeper water that never come to the surface to meet your claws.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Joren steered the sailboat into the harbor and dropped anchor, he and Muir were both bloody and smelling of fish, salt water, and spilled wine. They’d spent the latter part of the afternoon fishing for the enormous deepwater goliath razorbacks that never swam higher than fifty feet below the surface.

      While delicious when grilled, they had power and stamina, the fish running with the bait and bending reinforced rods toward the water until the combined efforts of both men fought their finned foes from the sea and onto the deck.

      “Have I won you over to deep-sea fishing?”

      Muir had scales and blood on his shirt, a grin on his face, and his red hair was in disarray against his perspiring cheeks after it came unbound during one of their battles. “Consider me won. I never imagined it could be as exciting as plucking one from the surface with my talons.”

      “I’ll never lie to you, brother.”

      The usual pair of dockhands awaited them at the pier when they stepped off the boat, both strapping youths perched on a pair of heavy wooden crates, puffing cheap pipeweed Joren wouldn’t touch if the farmer paid him to try it.

      “Good evenin’, Your Highness!” one greeted. “Fish were biting?”

      “Quite generously, Frederick. You both look as if you’ve had a long day.”

      The boy smiled and set down his pipe. “No longer than usual, Your Highness. We’re prepared to unload your haul, if you’d like.”

      “Yes, please.” Joren glanced over a shoulder at the open hatch leading to the frosty chillbox. “There’s a trio of goliath razorbacks down there in the hold. I’d like you both to take one.”

      Their eyes bulged as if Joren had offered them the moon.

      “A goliath? You’re giving one to us?” Daniel asked, voice cracking.

      “One to each of you. Do with them what you will.” A single goliath could feed a family of six for weeks and the sweet, firm meat fetched a high price at the markets.

      “Thank you, Your Highness. Thank you,” Frederick said before both boys rushed to their tasks. Joren chuckled and turned to Muir.

      “Too much?”

      “No, that was kind of you. We have fish aplenty for our needs, better the excess go to those who need it. Rapunzel would have done the same. You two share the same generous spirit.”

      “Sometimes I wonder where it comes from, given our parents.”

      Muir nodded, his lips pursed and brow pinched in thought. “Rapunzel said your father was kinder in her youth. The man I met, the one who locked her away, was merely a puppet in Gothel’s game.”

      “True.” And even now, years later, he still blamed himself for not seeing the insidious darkness taking root in his home. Rapunzel never held it against him, but he knew the truth—he had failed his sister when she needed him most.

      No wonder the gods had cursed him.

      Captain Olivier met them at the end of the pier, standing tall with both hands behind his back. The royal guard snapped into a salute when they reached him.

      “Your Majesty. Your Highness,” he greeted them.

      “Jules, what a surprise to see you here,” Muir said in greeting. “I’m guessing you didn’t come to see our catch.”

      “Not this time, Your Majesty. We have some new developments regarding the man who attacked Margaux and Lady Coral Shell.”

      Joren eagerly stepped forward, forgetting everything related to fishing. “Have you found the bastard?”

      “No,” Jules replied. “But we’ve made another discovery, and you won’t like it.”

      Blast. “Well. Get on with it then.”

      “A young woman was found with her throat slit last night in an alley off Red Lantern Lane.”

      “My guess is that you’re here because you think he did it?”

      “I do. But that’s not the brunt of the news. Captain Moreau and I dug into the records of the recent unsolved cases and noticed there’s a pattern. There are five other unsolved crimes against women, each one a few weeks or so apart. Never in the same place. At the docks the first time, once in Merriment Row, and last night, as I said, not far from the House of the Pink Petals.”

      Joren’s brows shot up. “Gods. So you’re saying we’ve got a serial killer on the loose with a taste for young ladies, and no one put this together until now?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Someone needs to lose their job,” he muttered. “This changes everything. At Rapunzel’s request, I didn’t go into the streets to find him myself, but I can’t wait any longer.”

      Jules grinned. “I’d hoped you would say that.”

      “Then there’s no time like the present. A good thing I don’t need a sword to defend myself.” Joren turned to his brother-in-law. “Will you join us or take word to the palace?”

      The griffin puffed up, drawing his spine straight. Joren had no trouble envisioning his bestial form, ruffled chest feathers and all.

      “How kingly would I be if I sent other men in my place?”

      “Exactly what I’d hoped you’d say. Now then, where you do recommend we start, Captain?”

      “If I may,” Muir interjected, rolling his shoulders. “I could certainly be of help if I had his scent. Up for a flight to the scene of the crime?”

      “It’ll have been contaminated by now,” Jules warned. “Trampled by pedestrians, strays, and gods know what else once the corpse was removed.”

      “Blast. That puts us back to square one.” Margaux’s description of their criminal was nothing special, the fellow a typical bland-faced ruffian in a dark winter coat and top hat. As those were in style during the winter, every man of middle-class or higher upbringing owned one, even Joren.

      “The victim, then,” Muir suggested. “As Margaux described it, the fiend held her against a wall with the knife to her throat. Let’s assume for a moment that he treats each of his victims the same way, intimidating and trapping them before the murder. His scent will be on her clothes.”

      Jules canted his head. “That may actually work. It’s more than we had. After her family identified her corpse at the station, they took her body to the Chapel of Crystal Starlight.”

      Joren had never considered himself to be particularly devout, and the same could be said of his sister until recent years, when a gift from the gods themselves helped restore peace to the kingdom. In the event of his demise, if he didn’t perish at sea, Rapunzel had instructions for his memorial to be held at Triton’s temple, and to bury him among all the others who had served a life on the sea. He didn’t want to be entombed in the royal crypt.

      They walked to the temple district, both humans too proud to ride upon the king’s back despite Muir’s kind invitation. The temple district covered the hillside, spread along a winding road lined with ornamental hedges and lovingly tended flowerbeds during the tail-end of spring and warm summer months. The Chapel of Crystal Starlight occupied the highest lot. Its white marble spires stretched toward the heavens, all three capped in black domes with a depiction of the stars in the night sky painted in silver.

      Joren always thought the temple was the prettiest in the city, though he seldom visited.  On the rare occasion he ever attended a temple service, he visited Triton’s shrine on the coast, the only temple outside the district.

      “Perhaps I should go in and ask,” Jules offered. “I’m familiar with Priestess Sivella.”

      Muir gestured for him to take the lead. “By all means.”

      Inside, the temple was as beautiful and simple as the exterior, everything bedecked in shades of white, palest blue, black, and silver. An enormous westward-facing window provided a view of the mountains and empty sky. Joren remembered watching the sunset with his father the first time he’d visited as a child. King Harold had loved the sky goddess and been most devout to Siel.

      Jules moved ahead and approached a white-clad priestess across the room. After a few moments, she crossed over to Muir and Joren, then bowed deeply.

      “Your Majesty, Your Highness, you humble us with your presence today.” She straightened again and smoothed her silvering hair back from her face. “It was such a tragedy, what happened to Giselle. What may I do to help?”

      “We think she may have the killer’s scent on her. If so, I believe I can track him,” Muir said.

      The priestess’s eyes widened in alarm. Even Joren inwardly winced at the awkward phrasing. Muir had come a long way in mastering their language but sometimes his native Ocland turns of phrase came across wrong.

      “You wish to smell the body? Your Majesty, I understand the need to find her killer, but it would be blasphemy to allow such a violation.”

      Muir raised both hands, palms out, a faint flush rose in his cheeks. “Forgive me, I wasn’t clear. I have no desire to offend the poor young woman, or the sky goddess. The clothes she arrived in will suit my needs. I’m assuming you’ve removed them.”

      “We have, yes. I was about to send them to the furnace to be destroyed.”

      “Let us take them,” Muir said.

      “Of course, Your Majesty. Anything to help find the one who did this.”

      Short of letting him sniff a dead girl. That was taking things too far, apparently.

      A few minutes passed as she went to fetch their evidence. She returned with a covered basket, which she passed to the captain.

      “Thank you, priestess.” Muir bowed. “I will send word once we resolve the matter.”

      Jules led the way from the temple to a side alley. Once they were alone, he set the basket on the road and pulled off the cover. An unremarkable wool dress and a silken shawl lay within, each neatly folded despite their spoiled condition. Joren wondered if that had been done before their arrival or because of it.

      “Will this be enough?”

      “Only one way to find out.” Muir took the dress in one hand and sniffed the sleeves. His nose wrinkled. “Smells of stale ale and opium. Bacon. The killer must be a real winner.”

      “How do you know it isn’t the woman?” Joren asked.

      “Because the scent is lighter, not imbued into the fabric. She smelled of vanilla, wildflowers, and female musk. The rest is layered overtop.”

      “Fascinating,” Jules said.

      Muir dragged in another breath. “I also smell oak ashes. Quite a bit of ashes. And something else…a sharp odor.” On his next breath, his eyes lit. “Lye and…notes of jasmine. Samaharan desert rose.”

      “You got all of that from a few smells? Bless that bloody animal nose of yours, Your Majesty,” Jules said, laughing. “Do you suppose you can track him now?”

      “We don’t need to track him,” Joren said. “I know exactly where our villain is hiding.”

      “Oh?” Jules raised a brow.

      “The Rosy Maiden’s Soap Boutique.”
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        * * *

      

      Neither man asked Joren how he knew so much about the soap company, but he could feel their gazes boring into the back of his skull. The truth wasn’t nearly as scintillating as they likely hoped. He enjoyed a few luxuries, like scented soaps, and the Rosy Maiden happened to be his preferred store. Midnight Garden, a unique blend of rare desert rose and jasmine, happened to be their signature scent. No one else in the city imported the expensive petals.

      “How do we want to do this?” Jules asked. “A soap doesn’t exactly point to a killer.”

      “Hopefully Rosalyn will recognize the man we describe and can point us in the right direction.”

      Muir grinned, a teasing glint in his eyes.  “First name basis with the proprietress?”

      “I happen to be a loyal customer,” Joren shot back, scowling, much to the amusement of his companions.

      “No wonder your hair always looks so glossy,” Muir teased.

      Dead men. He was walking with dead men. That is, until he returned home and had to explain to his sister why her husband was a pile of ash. Then he would be the dead man.

      Sighing, Joren shut out their companionable humor at his expense and led the way inside the shop. The open front room had tables covered with neatly stacked bars in multiple scents. Cabinets against the wall stored colored glass bottles with matching lotions and oils.

      Joren led the way to the counter at the back through the small shopping crowd. Rosalyn greeted him with her usual smile and dipped into a curtsy, then a second, far deeper one when she took notice of the king.

      “You honor me. Is there something I can help you find today? A gift for the queen?” She canted her head and cast Joren a flirtatious smile. “Your usual order?”

      “Not today, Rosy. I’m afraid we’re here on a matter of some urgency.”

      Her cheerful demeanor faded, confusion knitting her brows together. “I’m not certain I understand. I sell soaps, Your Majesty. How can I be of help to you and the royal guard?”

      Jules stepped forward and pulled out the sketch he’d drawn using Margaux’s description. “We’re looking for this man and we have reason to believe he’s a customer here. Perhaps even a worker.”

      “It’s not an exact likeness but…this looks like Leon.”

      “So you know this man?” Joren said, urging her to have a second look.

      “Well, yes. What’s my fool brother done and gone that has a king looking for him personally? Is this about the mugging? I told him to report it but the idiot swore nothing was taken.”

      Muir and Joren exchanged glances.

      “Mugging?”

      “He came in all roughed up and limping a few days ago, his face a bloodied mess. When I asked him what happened, he said he was mugged in an alley, but that he hadn’t gotten a good look at them. I cleaned him up and told him to see the healers, but he’s never liked going.”

      “Do you know where Leon is now, by chance?” Jules asked. “It’s important we speak with him.”

      Rosalyn twisted her hands together. “He’s been staying in my stockroom since he finally returned to Jonquilles last month. I hadn’t seen him for years before then. He’s a mess.”

      “Kind of you to let him stay, but does he have nowhere else?”

      “Well…he had a falling out with our folks, you see, ages ago. He wanted to go to that collegium off the coast of Creag Morden, but we were poor folk and didn’t have the funds. He swore he’d find a way. Packed up his things and took off on some merchant ship, never to be seen again. Well, until now.”

      Jules frowned. “And he returned last month, you say?”

      “Yes. Wandered into my shop one day and told me he’d traveled the world. I barely recognized him, but he’s my brother so when he asked if he could stay…” She licked her dry lips. “I thought it would only be for a week or two, while he looked for honest work, but now the git won’t leave.”

      Honest. Joren bit back a scoff.

      “Please, has he…has he done something?”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out,” Jules said. “Now then, is he here?”

      “Yes, sir. He came in an hour or so ago and went to bed.”

      “Is there a back entrance?” the captain asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Please take the captain around outside and show him this back entrance. Prince Joren and I will go through the building, if you can tell us which way to go.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty. It’s straight down the hall through the door behind my counter. Last door on the left.” She moved to follow Jules but hesitated near the door. “You won’t hurt him, will you?”

      “That is not my intention,” Muir assured her. Joren couldn’t say the same.

      With the captain moving around to cover the back, Joren led the way through the building. He’d been to the workrooms once before, having been curious to see how Rosalyn made her wares. She kept her building neat and tidy, everything in its proper place. They passed a room on the right filled with flowers and herbs hanging from drying racks. The room across from that housed bricks of soap set out to cure.

      “Up ahead, there’s only the one door,” Joren said in a quiet voice. “How do you want to do this?”

      “Quietly if at all possible,” Muir replied.

      In mutual agreement, Joren opened the door without knocking. The small office contained a desk and a cot, with a single barred window. A man bolted upright form the cot with a knife in his hand. Joren immediately recognized him from the sketch, and the bruises on his face matched Coral’s accounting of the assault.

      Before they uttered a single word, their suspect launched himself forward, wild as an animal. Joren lunged forward and threw up his hands, light blazing from his fingers in a spreading circle. Leon’s blade clanged against it with a resounding chime.

      Showing the restraint necessary to avoid wrecking Rosy’s shop, Joren hissed the incantation to a short-ranged frost spell, firing it point-blank into Leon’s face. His opponent rolled under it as if it had been predicted, twisted into a footstep, and took Joren’s legs out from beneath him.

      Before the prince’s back hit the floor, Leon was on him with a knife, stabbing for his stomach, though it wasn’t as unprotected as it seemed and golden light intercepted the blow. Undeterred, the man bounced against the magical barrier and twisted, using it to propel himself toward Muir.

      Cold dread flooded Joren’s gut. He’d seen the maneuver before at the Collegium during a battle class, demonstrated by a mysterious visitor and acquaintance of the headmaster. The woman had countered spells and weaved around them with remarkable flexibility, turning magic and acrobatics into an art form he couldn’t comprehend.

      Leon had the same abilities, at least the physical aspects. As far as Joren knew, he hadn’t used a single spell.

      Muir backed into the hallway where there was more room, managing to dodge the strikes and kicks Leon aimed at his body. Joren followed with an explosive wave of force against their opponent’s back. Leon stumbled forward, off-balance long enough for Muir to break his defense and land a solid punch against his jaw.

      Bloody spittle fell from the man’s mouth. He wiped his chin and stared at them both through narrowed eyes.

      “There’s no escape, Leon,” Joren warned when he saw the man’s gaze flick toward the nearest door. “You can’t outrun every spell I cast, not in here.”

      “You wouldn’t do anything to ruin this place,” Leon spat.

      “I would if it meant stopping a killer. I’d burn it to the ground and help your sister rebuild with my own hands.”

      Leon smirked. “I’ll bet you would, prince. You like helping ladies, the way I hear it. Like your little mute charity case. She was a fun tussle.”

      The pulse in Joren’s temple throbbed. “I know what you’re trying, but it won’t work. Judging by the bruises still on your face, that ‘little mute’ kicked your ass. That must have lost you some respect on the street, beaten by a girl half your size.”

      The taunt goaded Leon into action. Faster than Joren could follow, Leon twisted and threw his blade at Muir. It hurtled faster than a bolt launched from a crossbow and pegged the shifter in his shoulder. Then he was on Joren with another, slashing less wildly than Caecilia had demonstrated in her pantomime of the events. These weren’t the strokes of a terrified mugger, these were the difference between a man taken by surprise—or by the balls, as the case had been—and a man with a battle plan.

      Joren stumbled back from the furious attack, each strike of Leon’s blade sparking against his mageshield with a strength that threatened to shatter the spell.

      One offensive chant—just one powerful invocation would be enough to incinerate Leon down to the bone, but he wanted to take the man in alive to answer for his crimes. More importantly, he didn’t want to harm his sister’s husband. Muir had no such magical defenses, though he healed extraordinarily fast.

      Forced on the defensive, Joren lashed out with carefully aimed spells, wielding blinding sparks and icy shards. He didn’t dare to use electricity in close quarters, refusing to endanger Muir. Leon dodged some with uncanny reflexes, while others he seemed to simply ignore and shrug off—until Joren followed through with his threat and conjured a fireball in his hand.

      Leon relented in his furious assault, allowing precious space between them, a moment of breathing room which Joren desperately needed.

      Footfalls pounded down the hall. “The hell is happening in here?” Jules demanded from the doorway. Before the man could rush to their aid, Rosalyn darted into the room.

      “Leon, don’t! They’ll hang you for attacking the king!”

      They’ll hang him for murdering defenseless young women, Joren thought.

      The rest happened in slow motion however, Rosy throwing herself between Muir and Leon. Her brother twisted like a cyclone in the air and grasped her by a handful of hair, clasping her against him and raising the blade to her throat.

      “You fiend!” Jules seethed. “Coward!”

      Leon chuckled. “Ah, a group of gallant gentlemen, I see. Look how quickly the prince puts down his magic for a two-silver whore. She’d take each of you for a couple gold more.”

      Fury boiled inside Joren with each degrading word. How could any man disparage his own sister with such cruel barbs?

      “This is between us. Let’s handle this as men should. Set down the weapon.”

      “Piss off,” Leon spat at Jules. “Leave now, or I’ll slit her throat. All three of you. Especially the beastman.”

      “We can’t do that,” Joren said. “What guarantees you won’t harm her anyway once we’ve gone? You’ve already shown a severe disregard for her safety.”

      “You can’t escape this now. Come with us, and perhaps we can still show you some leniency,” Jules said, though his eyes burned with fury and disgust. If the royal guardsman hated anything, it was the abuse and mistreatment of women.

      “Then I have no choice,” Leon said.

      Then the cutting began and Rosalyn cried out as blood welled from her throat. Joren didn’t think this time—he acted, lunging forward and forcing all of his focus into crossing the distance. He’d never passed most of his teleportation tests, finding the magic difficult even when he wasn’t under duress.

      It felt like ripping apart his skin, tearing himself to pieces, and gluing the bits together again. But he was there, with one hand on Leon’s wrist. He dragged the blade away and freed Rosalyn, then smashed his fist into her aggressor’s nose. Sobbing, she dashed away, caught by Jules and taken into his arms.

      The moment Rosy was clear of danger, Muir’s golden-furred body slammed into Leon from behind, finally knocking the man flat to the floor and pinning him there. Joren bent forward, hands braced against his knees, and sucked in several breaths. His skin still prickled over every inch.

      “About time you did that.”

      Muir mantled his wings and snapped his beak in warning at the groaning man beneath him. “Would you rather I had knocked him and his blade into your chest before?”

      “Fair enough.” He crouched down beside Leon and frowned. “If you’d come quietly, you’d have received a fair trial for your crimes. Now you’ll lose your head for attacking the king.”
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      Camden tested the limits of his freedom within the keep, utilizing every opportunity to roam the halls and the manicured grounds as a chance to learn their layout. Few areas were barred to him, though he met resistance when trying to go down to the lowest levels of the castle.

      He assumed the heavy oaken door led to the dungeons, for the guards allowed no one through and stood watch at all hours. As for the palace grounds, he couldn’t pass beyond the outermost wall, which formed a rectangular barrier two or three miles from the palace and remained under heavy guard, with bowmen patrolling from atop the forty-foot-tall structure. During his strolls through the meadows, he never came across a section without guardsmen patrolling the top.

      Blast. They’d never escape without Cara’s magic, and he’d have to find a tool to break her shackles again. Prying the lock had taken him days before, a weeklong process he couldn’t afford to rush at the time. He’d feared the wardens would notice him tampering with them.

      Heavy hoofbeats fell upon the path behind him. Cam closed his eyes and sighed, knowing without turning to acknowledge her that the queen had found him yet again.

      “Are you quite finished testing the perimeter today?” Brynhildr called from the back of a powerful mare with an ivory tail, butterscotch coat gleaming under the noon sun. The golden beauty must have stood at least twenty-two hands, her mane sporting beaded war braids and ribbons.

      “I test nothing,” he replied, forcing civility into his voice for the sake of his sister. “But I’m a man used to activity and hard work. Freedom,” he said, stressing the last word. “I find a walk keeps me from going stir-crazy.”

      “Could you walk these palace grounds to your heart’s content if you had no freedom?” she asked, stifling her amusement. “If work is what you desire, I can find plenty of it for you. There’s certainly no shortage to be done.” She kept an easy pace alongside him, though the mare turned her head once and nosed Camden’s shoulder.

      He ignored the horse, neither shying away nor showing it affection, though he thought it gorgeous. “You keep your castle isolated out here. I’ve never seen anything like it. Then again, I suppose having a bustling city near at hand would make it too easy for your slaves to escape and hide.”

      Brynhildr pursed her lips and studied him while her persistent mount nibbled his hair. “It has nothing to do with keeping our satisfied thralls under guard. The king and I enjoy the peace. In fact, I find you Eislanders and Samaharans are quite strange, keeping your most valuable cities near the coast. Easier to raid and ill-protected.”

      “Easier targets for you, you mean. Samahara is a desert wasteland across most of the kingdom. They wouldn’t survive without being close to the sea to trade for goods. A fact you take advantage of, sending your ships to steal away children.”

      “We give their young a far better life than they receive in the blistering desert. You said it yourself. Samahara is a wasteland. Their poor live in filthy, dusty streets without access to clean water, and they raise their children in equally squalid conditions. Tragic. The only ones that receive an ounce of interest are their mages. There are green plains there, you know, to the northwest. But only the wealthy and their mages are valued enough to see them.”

      “A better life? I’ve seen the traumatized children you’ve stolen away from their homes and families. The magical children you threaten to beat if they don’t cast their spells on your behalf. Where is the kindness in that?” He shook his head and resisted the urge to jog away, knowing how futile it would be with her on horseback. That, and he refused to give her the satisfaction of fleeing.

      “Have you encountered any unhappiness here?” Brynhildr asked, abruptly changing the subject. “I trust my captains wholeheartedly to do what must be done on the seas for the safety of all, but I’ve never encouraged beatings of innocents, Camden. Such is against our laws.”

      “No one dares speak against you here,” he said, leaning away from her horse’s mouth.

      “Freki, stop that, lass. He’s had enough.”

      “Th—” The appreciation died on the tip of Cam’s tongue. What thanks was there to give to one’s slaver? He cleared his throat and continued. “As I was saying, the sea is different. If you blindly allow your captains leeway to do wrong in your name, you share in their evil. The fact is, you abduct people from other lands and subjugate them. That is why our kingdoms are at odds and why good men like James Hook will continue to attack your ships and liberate the poor souls bound for your quarry.”

      Her fair brows rose, and then she gave a husky chuckle. “Meanwhile, your people turn a blind eye to the wrongs committed in their own lands. What makes our wrongs more egregious than yours? Did you know there are still harems in Samahara?” she asked easily. “Did you know there are children in Creag Morden who go hungry so that their mage brother or sister may eat? I am not all-knowing, Camden. I’ve never professed to be, but we’ve done the best that we can to help those deemed unworthy by their own kingdoms.”

      A crease furrowed his brow. “The old sultan kept a harem. Grand Enchanter Joiadane did away with that practice, so your argument has no further merit. As for Creag Morden, I have little experience with the country. Even so, I don’t understand how you justify slavery as a better life.”

      “Is that what you were told?” she murmured, gazing straight ahead. “The old sultan was only one of many. Saying that you’ve done away with a practice and enforcing the new law are not the same thing. They are a vile country, and this so-called Grand Enchanter is a despicable, hypocritical man.”

      “He’s a good man—”

      “While he and his family remain protected in their spire, their kingdom’s women are ravaged and beaten, used for the desires of men. Is that any way to live, Camden?” Her pale cheeks flushed red with rising indignation. “They dare judge our ways but ignore what happens in their own backyards.”

      Her blue eyes sparked like the heart of a flame, bright and wild in her face, but somehow still alluring. Noticing her beauty now, when she was riled with fury, made him uncomfortable.

      “Say what you will. I only know what I’ve seen of Ankirith and Naruk, and the people there are happier since the sultan was defeated. But they whisper of your kingdom, and speak of death pits, bloody battles for entertainment, and slaves taken to pleasure your officers.”

      She narrowed her eyes upon him. “Then you saw a fraction of their kingdom. A slice of a puzzle and only what they want you to see. I would kill any man in my service who touched a woman against her will. It is not our way.” She pressed her lips together, glaring angrily ahead of him, shoulders tense and jaw clenched. He’d wanted her silent, and now he had his wish. But she didn’t leave.

      “I’ve only seen a fraction of yours,” he shot back, though without heat. There was enough truth in her words to give him pause and make him consider her point of view. He stared ahead, content to continue his walk through the outer meadows. He hadn’t seen a single farm during his outings, just stretches of beautiful, pristine grassland and groves of poplar trees. The farms must have been beyond the walls.

      “And if I tried to take you anywhere as my companion,” she said after a time, still gripping the reins in a white-knuckled grip, “would you try to thwart me each time my back was turned?”

      “You know I won’t. You’ve made it clear you’ll put a blade in my sister’s heart yourself if I disobey.”

      “I should have for the failed uprising.”

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      “I knew in slaying her, we would have to take your life as well, and I saw promise in you.”

      He laughed bitterly. “You destroyed our ship. Did you really expect us to give in without a fight?” A chill ran through Camden as he thought back to the moment in the quarry, witnessing the queen place a blade against Cara’s throat. He would have gone after Brynhildr like a wild animal, and he would have died. He was smart enough to admit that truth to himself.

      “No. I didn’t. Our kingdoms are at war, after all.” A moment of hesitation flickered across her eyes, and then she unwrapped one hand from the reins and offered it to him, fingers covered in rough patches, fingernails lacking varnish, unlike her red-painted toes. “Join me?”

      Her invitation pulled him from his thoughts and he finally stopped, turning to look from her offered hand to her face. “Join you where? I’m capable of walking the remaining distance to the castle on foot.”

      Brynhildr fell silent again and withdrew her hand. “Never mind then. Enjoy the remainder of your walk.”

      “What do you want from me?” he demanded at last. “I know why you’re keeping me here—to control Cara. To make her your weapon, as you have with all the other mages you’ve captured and threatened.”

      “All mages are weapons. Each of them. They have a terrible, powerful, and destructive force that must be controlled, if not one day eradicated entirely from our corner of the world.” She spun the horse to the left, turning away from him to leave, Freki’s nose pointed toward the compound’s only gate. “I don’t expect you to trust me, but I have nothing to gain by lying to you.”

      “Is that what you’re after? You want to control the mages in all the kingdoms?” His voice cracked in surprise.

      She paused, sitting tense in the saddle. “I’ve seen the worst of what mages can do. Kingdoms where they summon great monsters from the abyss and bring the dead back to life. You don’t have to believe me to know that your sister is dangerous. Her fire killed three of your own men.”

      “Magic can do good,” he argued. “It can heal as well as harm. Our queen would never summon demons or the undead.” Except doubt crept into his voice when he remembered the black glass and what it had done not only to him, but to his friends and family.

      “This queen wouldn’t, but her predecessor did. Gothel was a terrifying creature. Had we stood against her, our kingdom may have suffered the same fate as yours.” Queen Brynhildr glanced aside, biting her lower lip. “It’s been a long day and I wish to ride through the hills. Will you join me or not, Camden?”

      This time when she offered her hand, he took it. He settled behind her, comfortable in the saddle but hesitant to hold her for balance. For one split second, he considered his chances in taking her long strawberry-blonde braid and choking her with it. No one would have to know it was him if he strangled the life from her and dashed from the scene of her death.

      Temptation tingled through his fingers, but Cam behaved. He’d learned from his explorations, there was always some slave or servant wandering the grounds or a guard standing watch. Brynhildr set off at a trot, the gaited beast practically prancing now and raising her forehooves high with each step. “You’ve made Freki happy. She likes you.”

      “Does she? Usually that never happens unless I’ve given a horse sugar.”

      With few options for handholds, he gripped the saddle behind him. Riding with her didn’t alter his distrust of the queen; if anything, he questioned her motives even more. Their last visit had been an interaction in his chamber, with her scantily clad. Today, she wore fur and leather, with a sword strapped to her waist.

      “You’re taking me beyond the wall?”

      “Yes.” At the end of the pebbled path, they reached the massive gates that seemed to stretch forever into the sky. He’d never climb them without a rope and gear.

      The sentries jerked into formation, all standing straight and pivoting their bodies to follow her progression. “Your Royal Majesty,” they murmured in unison. Someone above them turned a wheel, and the metal gates rolled open on a smooth track.

      No one questioned Cam’s presence as they trotted through.

      “I want to show you my kingdom,” Brynhildr said. “One day, it is my hope that you’ll no longer need to be caged at all.”

      “You make it sound as if I would wish to stay here,” he murmured. His attentive gaze took in the whole operation of the door and the guards. The wall was thicker than he’d imagined, at least eight feet. A second metal door opened at the other end, operated independently of the first. “As you said, our kingdoms are at war. Why would you even want me here?”

      “You’re different from the rest of your crew.”

      Different how? he wondered, the question on the tip of his tongue. Again, he was overcome with the burning desire to strangle the high queen with her waist-length braid. Their size difference wasn’t too vast, Cam only two inches shorter than the queen at the most, but brawnier, and certainly outweighing her. Gods, it tempted him. But then he thought of Cara, and knew he’d never get into the compound again to rescue her if he returned alone. If Brynhildr could be trusted, Cara wasn’t there anyway, and strangling their chief oppressor guaranteed he’d never find his sister.

      “Hold on tight. Freki hasn’t enjoyed a run in a good while.”

      Freki charged forward, breaking into a full gallop the moment her rider gave her the reins. At risk of being thrown off, Cam circled his arm around the queen’s middle and held tight. As they flew across the open fields, his thoughts shifted to the treacherous excitement building in his chest.

      He’d missed riding. No matter how much he loved the sea spray and wind against his face, the stars reflected in the ocean, and the thrill of hauling a three-hundred-pound goliath onto the deck, none of those gave him the same thrill as commanding his own stallion.

      Freki had stamina he’d never observed in Eisland horses, which were lithe and fleet of foot, with thick coats they’d adapted for the long winters. This creature was like velvet under his hands, and enormous. Since childhood, he and Cara had always ridden only the largest draft horses, as they’d been large children and grown into even larger adults.

      They rode for what seemed like an hour or even longer without losing their pace, her hooves bounding over packed earth while emerald hills rose and fell on both sides, speckled with colorful flowers. He appreciated that High Queen Brynhildr didn’t fill the silence with small talk.

      Then at last, he saw hints of an actual village and smelled the hickory smoke rising.

      Not a city, but a town nonetheless, though he’d describe it as a hamlet. The pretty cottages were painted in shades of brick red and slate gray, with thatched roofs and quaint little gardens. He gained his first look at a farm, fields stretching out ripe with tall corn and an orchard of apple trees scenting the air with their sweet fragrance.

      People called out to them in passing, and from what Cam could see, they were a kingdom of giants, and he didn’t feel quite so unusually tall anymore. When they’d outfitted his cabin on the Giddy Madeleine, Joren had commissioned a custom bed for his “ogre-sized friend” since Cam’s feet hung over the edge of anything else. As they passed cheerful villagers, Brynhildr slowed to a stately trot, waving in passing.

      These people seemed genuinely elated by her visit.

      How much was show, he wondered, and how much was real?
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        * * *

      

      Brynhildr guided Freki from the main road and trotted toward the Epleberg Orchard.

      “They have no walls here. No militia as far as I can see.”

      “They’re not unprotected,” Brynhildr replied, chuckling as she dismounted. She unfastened a pair of saddlebags and glanced up at him before offering the second bag. “Care to help?”

      He slid down from Freki’s back and paused a moment to pat the mare’s neck, leading her to wonder if he was fond of horses, and whether he’d appreciate having a stallion of his own for rides in the compound or beyond it. “As you command.”

      “That wasn’t a command.”

      Wordlessly, he took the bag and ambled down the track between the trees.

      Of all the orchards she’d visited across the Ridaeron Dynasty, Brynhildr loved the Epleberg family’s the most, and for that reason, Gunnar had built the new palace near their homestead to avoid losing her for days at a time while she traveled across the region for their apples.

      To Brynhildr, nothing was better than plucking her own and eating them fresh from the tree. There were at least a dozen varying types, some good for pies, others for cider or sauce, some the sweetest morsels with crisp, honeyed flesh and skins the color of sunrise. She crossed over to the tree with the golden apples and began her collection, knowing Lydia needed at least a dozen to bake her tarts.

      “It’s your mountains,” Camden finally said, breaking the silence. “They create a natural barrier any army would have to maneuver past to attack your kingdom’s heart.”

      “You’re observant.” She had no doubt he was devising some way to escape them, as her guardsmen and even a few of the other thralls had mentioned his penchant for wandering. If they didn’t feed him such heavy, fattening foods on her orders, the man would no doubt begin wasting away. “Do you expect I’ll tell you the secret to our defeat without even receiving a smile in return?”

      “I don’t expect you to tell me anything. I’m merely commenting. As for smiles, you can have one when I see my sister. For all I know, you have her tossed in a dungeon somewhere. You expect me to take you at your word when I’m at the disadvantage.”

      “I told you no harm would come to her. Compared to any other mage, she’s living in the lap of luxury.” Gunnar thought her insane for keeping her word, and he’d suggested shipping the mageling away.

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “What choice do you have?” she shot back.

      Though she easily may have slain the sibling pair after their failed revolt in the quarry, she wanted to keep this one. She liked his fire and his grace in combat. She studied him for a while, admiring the breadth of his shoulders and the way the cloth tightened around his biceps each time he plucked a ripe apple from the tree.

      “You should try one of the golden apples. They’ve won prizes. In the fall, the owners press them for the best cider in all of our dynasty.”

      “You grant awards to fruit?”

      “No. We grant the awards to the farmers who grow the fruit.” Brynhildr chortled and watched him buff one of the gilded beauties against his shirt before biting into it. Before her eyes, his expression transformed from bewilderment to grudging satisfaction.

      “No wonder you come to pick these yourself.”

      “They are amazing, but that is not why I fetch them in person. I come to enjoy the ride, though rarely do I ever bring company. It’s peaceful.”

      “Ah.”

      “When I’m on the road with Freki, no one asks anything of me or has any expectations.”
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        * * *

      

      Devouring a second apple provided a valid excuse to look away from her. Cam still didn’t understand her reasons for bringing him, but so far, he’d seen nothing dark or nefarious about the countryside aside from the branded slaves. His gaze dropped to his tattoo, then returned to the woman it represented. Her hair gleamed in the sunlight, golden fire against her pale face.

      “Yet you’ve brought me.”

      “You don’t ask anything of me or have any expectations.” She wiped a rosy apple against her shirt then bit into it. “We’ll have to match you to a horse of your own. Freki allows no one but me to ride her alone.” She didn’t look at him when she spoke, having settled in a patch of soft grass and stretched her long legs before her, crossed at the ankles.

      “Not much to ride and see within the walls.”

      She glanced over a shoulder at him and raised a brow. “Whoever said you’d be forever bound inside the palace walls?”

      “I’ve been here, what, a month?” He set another apple in the bag, the first of them already full. “Two? I don’t expect you to trust me to roam so freely.”

      “You are alone, own no weapons, and have no idea of your surroundings hundreds of miles from home. Even if you did reach a city, where would you hide? If you reached the coast, how would you sail away? Will you commandeer a ship and sail without a crew? Row a boat to Eisland?”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      At least she didn’t laugh at him, though his cheeks grew increasingly hot with each reminder.

      “Had you approached the gates, the sentries would have allowed you to pass.”

      “Someone must have missed that directive.”

      “Someone must have,” she agreed, tone and expression genuinely confused.

      He shrugged again and brought two apples to the horse, a golden one and a pink one, allowing her to choose which she wanted. “Not that it matters when, as you’ve said, I’m stuck in your kingdom with no way to leave unless you give me a boat and allow me and my crew to leave.”

      “Allowing you and your crew to leave isn’t a possibility at this point. You’ll only return with bigger ships and weapons. Was it not your people who fired upon ours first?” She flicked her apple core aside for the birds picking through the grass for fallen morsels. Unlike the guards who had shunned him at the gate, Freki had no prejudices against him. She nibbled the gold apple from his palm and eagerly swung her tail.

      “No. Your ship attacked us.” Appetite gone, he attached the saddlebags to Freki and moved into the shade. “I lost friends. People I cared for. Your captain and your mage sank the ship to the bottom of the ocean.” Including the admiral. Their prince.

      Her features darkened and a notch formed between her brows. “No. That couldn’t be right. Our standing orders were to let there be peace in the Viridian for now. Not after the losses we sustained fighting Gothel’s war. According to report from Captain Njal, your people fire upon them the very moment they approach for talk. Only for talk.” She gestured with her hands, mangling the Eislandic tongue at the end.

      “There was no talking. Your mage rained fire down upon us from the start.”

      “That is…quite a serious allegation.”

      “I was there. Do you know what we were doing when your ship ambushed us? Celebrating the birthday of our prince. We weren’t anywhere near your waters.”

      Her jaw clenched. “How would I know what you were doing? All our captains have strict orders to avoid your shores. If this is true…” She sighed and turned away from him, cradling her temple with one hand and muttering under her breath.

      “If you’re being honest, then there’s a simple solution. Send my crew home. Send a peace envoy to Queen Rapunzel and beg forgiveness for the misunderstanding. Keeping us here only makes you look bad and guarantees retaliation. You think you lost much at sea during Gothel’s war? They’ll bring the battle to you this time.”

      “You know they’ll retaliate regardless. Your prince wasn’t among those brought in by Captain Njal, so I can only assume he is dead.”

      And the death of a prince, especially the brother of the Queen of Eisland, would not be forgiven.

      Brynhildr straightened, spine straighter than a steel pole. “And I do not beg.” She climbed onto Freki again, looking particularly despondent.

      “Maybe so, but not even bothering to try confirms what we know about you is true. That you don’t care and don’t want peace.” He shrugged. “There’s no shame in asking forgiveness.”

      The queen said nothing and did not look at him again, sitting rigidly in the saddle and gazing toward the direction from which they’d come. At the end of a tense moment, she said, “You may ride with me or walk at your own leisure. The choice is yours.”

      Without another word, he swung up behind her. He had no idea what sort of beasts roamed the land after nightfall and he’d never make it back to the wall before then. The ride back took longer, Freki no longer in the spirited mood to fly like the wind. Not that Camden minded. Brynhildr remained quiet, her spine stiff, until he actually felt bad for his jabbing words. He’d always hated the silent treatment from Cara, and this was no better.

      “I didn’t mean to insult you,” he finally spoke up once they passed through the two gates at the wall.

      “Didn’t you?” she challenged him, voice terse. “It is your right to be cross with me, after all. You’ve held nothing back since your arrival, so do not think me so stupid that you can lie to me now.” When they reached the stables, she slipped down first to greet the horsemaster. Her mood had long dimmed and whatever goodwill had been in her voice and twinkling in her eyes didn’t return.

      And it seemed a shame, no matter how much he wanted to hate her, that only a few words from him had somehow dimmed her spirit. Cam told himself he’d wanted a bigger challenge.

      “All I meant is…if you truly wish peace, you won’t let pride stand in your way.” He slid down and unstrapped the two saddlebags, hefting them over his shoulders. “Where shall I take these for you?”

      The silent treatment morphed into something else, her back to him still at all times. “To the servants’ hall, if you will. Liran and Alyssa enjoy them most, but neither likes to leave the compound and find riding long distances tedious. Lydia will bake tarts tomorrow for each of you.”  Without sparing Camden a glance, she unfastened the saddle girth and raised it from Freki’s back, tugging off the saddle blanket next. “An extra scoop of oats for her please, Hugi. I will brush her down myself.”

      “As you wish, Your Majesty,” the bearded groomsman said. “Pleasant ride?”

      Whatever answer Brynhildr gave, she spoke in her native tongue and it was lost to Camden.

      That was a dismissal if he’d ever heard one. “Very well. Good night.” He strode toward the stable doors but paused on the threshold and glanced back. “Thank you for the ride. Your country is beautiful.”

      And with that, he stepped out to deliver his sweet bounty then retire to bed. He had lots to think on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes Joren thought his sister was too kind when it came to matters of crime. He’d expected Leon’s attack against himself and Muir would earn the man a one-way trip to the gallows, but Rapunzel insisted on a closed trial. Only she, Muir, Joren, and Captain Olivier would stand in attendance. She wanted answers for his murderous conduct, to understand what drove a man to slay the defenseless.

      “Do you think two days in the dungeon cooled him off any?” Joren asked Muir in a low voice.

      “Doubtful. According to the guards, he threw himself against the bars so hard the first night that they had to restrain him before he cracked his own skull open.”

      “The man is clearly mad.”

      “Which is why I’m accompanying her to the dungeons,” Muir said. “Your hard-headed, stubborn sister insists on carrying out this sentence personally. But I don’t trust that monster…even with bars between us.”

      Rapunzel and Jules awaited them at the dungeon’s entrance. Muir offered her his arm and led the way through the stone corridors, with Captain Olivier and Joren trailing behind them. Two guards stood at every junction, an extra precaution due to the aggressive nature of their prisoner. A final pair stood post directly outside Leon’s cell.

      “Please leave us,” Rapunzel directed the armed men.

      They bowed and took positions farther down the hall. Then Rapunzel released her husband’s arm and moved closer to the bars, summoning a glowing orb to cast better light within the cell. Leon sat in the middle of the floor, each wrist shackled to a long chain. He looked up but didn’t deign to stand, even for royalty.

      “Do you know why you’re here?” Rapunzel asked.

      “They brought me here,” he replied, tipping his head in the direction the guards had gone.

      Joren sucked in a short, quiet breath, his gaze slanting toward his sister. She had a frown on her face he recognized. It was the frown that told him she was struggling with behaving as a lady should.

      “You are here because you’ve left a trail of bodies across the city.”

      “I left six corpses in dark corners. Hardly a trail, Your Majesty,” he spat the words as if they disgusted him, “but I wouldn’t expect a woman to know the difference.”

      While his sister kept her serene expression, Muir’s chest puffed out, and the king straightened three inches taller—a feat Joren had yet to figure out when the griffin hadn’t been slouching to begin with. If looks could kill, Leon would have imploded into a pile of crimson jelly and bone.

      “Why do it?” she asked, ignoring his insubordinate behavior.

      “Why does one do anything? I wished to.” Leon leapt to his feet in a sudden movement that set Muir on the defensive. Joren drew his sister behind him, and Muir stepped before them both, murder in his tense expression. Jules closed one hand over his sword hilt, but Leon only cackled and jangled the chains secured to the floor. “Scared of me, are they?”

      “I’m not.” Rapunzel shook off Joren’s hand and raised her chin. “Now tell me the truth about those women. Why kill them? There has to more than what you’ve said.”

      “They served a purpose. Nothing you’d ever need, blessed as you are with your magic.”

      Joren stepped up beside his sister. “Is that what this was all about? Some sort of blood magic?”

      Leon gave him the briefest of glances, favoring Rapunzel with his attention. “You understand, don’t you? You know what it is like to have your power locked away. To be a prisoner.”

      Aside from clenching a fist against her voluminous skirt, Rapunzel retained her composure. “You don’t have magic. In fact, the College of Arthras deemed you to have negligible talent when you applied to study with them,” she replied in an even voice. “I know this, as my brother and I spoke with the headmaster only yesterday. He recalled your case. They determined your power insufficient and unworthy of the school’s annual scholarship.”

      Leon spat. “Those dusty old fools aren’t the only ones who can teach the arts.”

      “Is that how you learned to maneuver around magic?” Joren asked. “Somewhere else? Where did you learn?”

      He smirked. “From shadows on a floating island.”

      “His Highness asked you a question, worm. Mind your tongue and answer truthfully,” Jules warned.

      The smug look on Leon’s face melted into a sneer, and he lunged at the guardsman, stopped by the chains securing him in place. “Worm? Don’t you speak to me, you worthless pissbucket. You wouldn’t understand children’s spellcraft. You don’t see the power in blood, the potential it can unlock.”

      Fury boiled through Joren’s veins. The man lacked any remorse, certain to repeat his crimes if set free upon Eisland again, whether it was years or decades down the road. Nothing but insanity lurked behind Leon’s wild eyes, insanity wrapped in human skin. When Rapunzel met his gaze, Joren knew she saw it too.

      “Leon Faucheux, for your crimes—for the many lives you mercilessly took—your life is forfeit. Make peace with the gods tonight. Tomorrow at noon, before the whole city, you will die.”
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        * * *

      

      Eisland treated executions as a solemn occasion, regardless of the transgressions committed by the accused. Had he not seen Rosalyn in the crowd as a tearful, red-eyed spectator, Joren might have taken a tiny ounce of pleasure in seeing such a villain brought to justice.

      But he could not. The man had been half-mad, raving like a lunatic after endangering his own sister. Death had been the best thing for the poor bastard, Leon’s hanging the first execution in three years since Rapunzel retook the kingdom and ordered the deaths of a dozen or so nobles most loyal to Queen Gothel.

      Afterward, he joined his sister in the gardens overlooking the city below. The little green frostkiss buds had already pushed through the snow, but the rapunzel flowers for which she’d been named were evergreen and always blossoming.

      “We took a dangerous criminal off the streets, brother.”

      “We did.”

      “So why do I feel so unsettled?” she asked when he took a place beside her at the rail.

      “I don’t know, maybe because he ranted about mages on a floating island. Insanity, if you ask me.”

      “But what if it were true? There’s a vast world out there unexplored beyond the Viridian Sea. That isn’t the first rumor I’ve heard of a floating magical island in the west.” She rubbed her face, looking tired and unwell.

      “Honestly, the idea is too terrifying to believe. Yes, we’ve seen magic do amazing things, but a floating city?”

      “Why should a floating city be any less plausible than a man who becomes a dragon, a tear from the sky goddess, or a black mirror able to enslave an entire kingdom?”

      “True. Well then, let us hope we have no cause to meet any further mages from the west. We have enough to deal with here.”

      She glanced over to him. “In a fortnight, you’ll be ready to set sail. I’ve started moving provisions onboard.”

      “Excellent. Creag Morden stands by, waiting to assist us. Our Marines are also prepared and waiting to ship out on my order.” Aside from Gothel’s coup and brief civil war, Eisland hadn’t seen war in centuries, not since gaining their independence from the Ridaeron Dynasty. “What surprises me is that they’ve been so silent. Not even a diplomatic ambassador, a letter of acknowledgment, or a taunt that they’ve bested us. Has it been truly silent all this time?”

      “Not a word. I tried to send a message, demanding the return of our people, but who knows if it ever arrived.” She sighed, shoulders slumping beneath an invisible weight. “It seems we only just finished a war and now we’ll be in another. The Collegium has agreed to lend us aid and will be sending over a few mages to supplement our kingdom’s defenses. Several more will set sail with you. I expect their arrival any day now.”

      “At what price?” Joren raised a brow. He’d never known the Collegium of Arthras to take sides. As its own sovereign state, it remained a neutral party in all conflicts between the nations—after all, its students came from every kingdom in the gulf, save the Ridaeron Dynasty.

      “No fee,” Rapunzel murmured. “Ridaeron has…a growing hatred of sorcery that threatens not only our way of life but theirs as well.”

      “Damn.” But it made him feel better knowing Eisland wouldn’t be left undefended.

      “What will you do with your last days of quiet?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but I think I’d like to get away for a few days, at the very least.”

      She narrowed her eyes shrewdly and asked, “Alone?”

      “No.”

      “You’ve grown quite close to Coral, haven’t you?”

      “I enjoy her company.” Grandmother’s ring was burning a figurative hole in his pocket. But the moment he mentioned a word of his intentions to Rapunzel, she’d never keep a straight face. His sister was a poor actress, always the one to get them into trouble as children.

      “It’s more than that, and you know it. I only ask that you think things through, brother, because while I think her a lovely spirit as well, we still know nothing about her or her intentions in stowing aboard James’s ship.” She laid her cheek against his shoulder. “You know me. I don’t want to see you hurt is all.”

      “She’s certainly an enigma,” he agreed. “But her motives seem pure. She cared for me while I was at my weakest, Rapunzel, and then she risked her life for Margaux. Whatever her intentions, we’ll certainly never know them unless she writes us a letter…” Reading and writing. Something clicked in his mind that he hadn’t realized before. He’d never heard of any islanders reading their Eislandic texts, but he’d seen Coral with books on multiple occasions while relaxing in her room. “She reads our language.”

      “What?” Rapunzel raised her head. “That’s odd, wouldn’t you say? I mean, I know James mentioned teaching a few how to speak our language, but reading? That’s not so easily learned.”

      “Indeed,” he murmured. “Tiger Lily speaks and writes Eislandic, but she’s also their leader.”

      “Quite a mystery, wouldn’t you say?” Rapunzel suggested, a dubious furrow between her fair brows.

      He glanced down at his twin, aware of the suspicion in her voice. “Perhaps writing came to her with ease to make up for her loss of speech. I wish I’d realized. Gods, the conversations we could have had by now.”

      “Don’t give me that look. While I do find it odd, it’s also possible her reading and writing aren’t as advanced as her understanding of the spoken tongue.”

      “Just the same, it bears enquiry.”

      “It does,” she agreed. “Will you be making this enquiry with or without Grandmother’s ring?”

      Blast. She knew him too well. He dropped his head forward and squeezed her. “Am I that transparent?”

      “I’m the queen, which means I’m informed when anyone enters the vault. Even you.”

      He grunted. “It isn’t as if you’re wearing it.”

      “Of course I’m not, it was always meant for you to give to your bride. I simply didn’t expect, well…this.”

      “I haven’t made up my mind yet, if it eases your worries any.” He watched the boats in the distance at the harbor, knowing soon he’d be one of many pulling from port. “We’re from two different worlds. And her people don’t even wear rings. Muir suggested having it reworked into a choker, and I’m dragging my bloody feet.”

      “You’re telling me Muir knew about this? Before me?” She straightened in mock indignation. “I’m hurt, Joren. Truly.”

      Joren grinned. “Muir knows how to keep a secret.”

      Her scowl deepened. “You’re an ass. I can keep a secret better than—” She stopped herself and sighed. “No, I can’t.”

      “You truly can’t. In all things but gender and your propensity for running your mouth, we’re quite identical.” But he loved her just the same, and he squeezed her tight. “Listen, sister, if you think I should reconsider, I’ll take your advice into account. What should I do?”

      “I can’t tell you that. Look at me.”

      He sighed as she leaned back to cup his face between her palms. “Yes?”

      “I didn’t want to marry Muir, but you arranged a marriage between us to rescue me. In the end, it turned out to be real and good, not simply a necessity. But we also knew more about Muir. We knew where he’d come from and what his intentions were in helping us. All I ask is that…you make sure what you feel is real, and that she feels the same.”

      “You’re welcome, by the way. I’m quite pleased to know Muir has been my greatest gift to you.” But he sobered at the end and nodded.

      “I may be a terrible liar, but you’re impulsive. All I ask is that you don’t do anything you’ll later regret.”

      “I know. I know. Father always said the same before…” Before Gothel took their king and turned him into her puppet, a fleshy shell to house her consciousness for ruling the kingdom. He swallowed the thickening knot in his throat. “All right. I’ll take this holiday with her to determine where my heart truly lies. Will you help me plan a romantic getaway?”

      Her eyes sparkled brightly. “I actually think I have the perfect idea.”
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      Of all the luxuries Caecilia experienced since her arrival in Eisland, she’d decided bath time had become her favorite. Machines pumped water through pipes, much like the beautiful claw-foot tub on the Jolly Roger. The maids tidied after her and stocked the extravagant bathroom with an array of products, from perfumes and oils to salts, on the adjacent shelf. They even lined the tub rim with scented candles.

      For the fun of it, she used a different fizzy bath sphere each evening, thrilled to awaken in the morning still smelling like roses, rapunzel flowers, or whatever delight the bath salt was designed to mimic.

      Elongating her body in a languorous stretch, Caecilia flipped her pillow to the cooler side and tried to sleep a few minutes more. Her personal chambermaid, a young woman named Allese, liked to spritz the bedcovers with a subtle dose of lavender water upon tidying the room. Caecilia found she didn’t mind it, the smell as refreshing as the mint-kissed winter breeze that wafted through the balcony doors whenever she opened them.

      She would miss this when the dream ended, when it was time to return to her grotto to rot and become a handful of suds lapping against the algae-slimed rocks. Joren falling in love with her over the course of three moon cycles had been nothing more than a hopeless fantasy.

      Fabric rustled to her left, dragging Caecilia from the boundaries of sleep for a second time. She raised her head from the pillow.

      “Good morning, Miss Coral,” Allese whispered from the open threshold between the bedroom and bath. She held a light orb in her hand, dimmed to emit a subtle glow. “I was just about to awaken you. Your clothes are already prepared and Prince Joren is waiting.”

      Oh. But then she squinted at the dark windows and black skies beyond them.

      Unable to question the hour, she slipped from bed and padded barefoot into the restroom where she spent the next few minutes jolting herself awake with cold water and freshening her breath. Afterward, she joined Allese at the changing station where a pile of ugly, plain clothes awaited her. Caecilia peered down at the simple blouse, thick woolen socks, and dark brown trousers.

      Upon turning her questioning gaze to the maid, the young girl only giggled. “Prince Joren asked that I dress you in something, ah, comfortable and practical today. He has a surprise for you.”

      Her expression must have said it all. Allese tittered again. “I’m not permitted to say, but you’re going to love it, Miss Coral.”

      Caecilia put on what she hoped was an entreating look, placing both of her hands together in a silent entreaty.

      “Oh no. I can’t betray Prince Joren’s trust.” Her dark eyes glittered. “You’ll love it. He’s going to make you so happy!”

      How happy could he make her while she wore a frumpy shirt tucked into a set of oversized pants? The belt wasn’t much better, as someone had hastily added a few additional holes to the leather strip with a knife, making them all ragged slits.

      Her fur-lined snow boots followed, spacious enough for her to tuck in the excess trouser hem. They’d been made for someone with much longer legs, but they weren’t old, simply too big for her petite frame.

      After smiling her gratitude to Allese for lacing a half-corset beneath her blouse, Caecilia left the bedchamber and wound her way toward Icedale Castle’s main wing.

      Joren waited for her at the bottom of the stairs, dressed similarly in a cream shirt under an old wool coat and chocolate brown trousers tucked into black knee boots. Nothing about him looked princely, aside from his otherworldly handsomeness.

      “There you are,” he murmured, eyes glittering beneath the muted beams of lantern light slanting through the main hall’s arched windows. The palace had dozens of those outside, shining brightly throughout the night in common areas. He took her hand when she reached the bottom of the steps. “I wondered if you would come or if the early hour would deter you.”

      She gestured to her clothing, then swept her hand toward him from top to bottom.

      “There’s a reason for this, trust me. I noticed how fond you’ve grown of your new wardrobe and would hate for you to ruin anything nice where we are going.” At her arched brow, he added, “It’s a surprise. However, if you should find yourself…disinterested, we won’t have to do it.”

      Do it? Do what? A dozen mysteries danced at the edge of her imagination.

      Unable to answer, she looped both arms around his broad shoulders and kissed his cheek, letting her lips linger over the fine ghost of golden stubble on his jaw. Something about the sensation and the masculine scent of him appealed to her after pining the past weeks for him since their kiss in the city square.

      The tightly wound ribbon of tension snapped, and his spine relaxed. He stepped into her, arms around her waist, and held her for a time longer while she reveled in the warmth his body provided.

      “Shall we then?” His breath skimmed her ear, stirring the shorter wisps of hair that didn’t reach her braid. “I promise you can hug me as long and as often as you like when we reach our destination. Or more.”

      Heat surged to her cheeks. In Joren’s husky voice, it didn’t sound like a promise; it was an offer.

      One Caecilia intended to collect.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes into the carriage ride, Joren blindfolded Caecilia with a length of silk cloth. She’d have refused anyone else, but the prince had proven his integrity thrice over.

      Once the vehicle stopped, Joren stepped down and assisted her to the ground, though his method of assistance involved taking her by the hips and lifting her from the carriage. Salt scented the air and the cool sea breeze kissed her skin, the slosh of the tide noisily lapping against dry land. Those clues provided enough for her to deduce he’d brought her to the docks.

      But why?

      Cold panic seized her. What if he’d decided to send her ahead early to Wai Alei, returning her to the islanders and her nonexistent family as he’d promised?

      “Are you ready?” He was close, so intimately close his warmth radiated to her. “Nod if you are.”

      Far from it, but she nodded anyway, and a strong hand encased in a kidskin glove closed around her smaller grip. Her low boot heels thudded against wood after a few steps. Down a pier.

      They paused, and then Joren’s knuckles grazed her cheek. “We’re here. I…I meant what I said in the palace. If you dislike it, we can return. There’s no pressure.”

      Broiling in suspense, Caecilia reached up and removed the blindfold. Before her stretched the endless blue of the Viridian beneath the pre-dawn sky. Beside them, a small but lovely boat bobbed on the water. Joren stepped aboard and offered his hand to her.

      “I’d like to take you out on the sea for a while. You’ve been confined to the city for weeks now, away from everything that’s a normal part of your life.”

      He wasn’t sending her home on a ship after all. Joren had decided to sweep her away on a holiday. With him.

      Eyes misty and stinging, Caecilia crossed the gangway to him and took his hand.

      “I take it this means you approve?” The moment she nodded, a big grin spread across his face. He signaled to someone on land, and soon after, castle servants dashed down the pier and loaded the vessel with supplies.

      It didn’t take long for his helpers to prepare the boat with what she assumed were at least two days of luxuries, if not more. By the time they set out, the sun kissed the horizon and set the water aflame in ripples of amber and gold. Standing at the helm, Joren took them out from the pier into open ocean.

      Men like Joren and James were born for sailing. He had a casual ease about him that warmed her spirit, that made watching him its own thrilling activity. And the smile on his face lit her soul with happiness. He’d been smiling that way the night of the sea battle, just before everything went to shit. Looking at him now, Caecilia realized joy had been absent ever since.

      After he seemed satisfied with their course, he beckoned her to his side and gestured to the sunrise. She nestled against him and slipped both arms around his waist, partially burrowing her face against his throat to keep warm. With one eye, she watched watercolor stains of lavender smear through the clouds.

      “I arranged for four days,” he murmured. “According to the shipwright, my new vessel should be complete by the end of next week. This may be one of our last times to be alone together before we’re thrust into war with the Ridaeron Dynasty.”

      The thought was a sobering one, leading her to squeeze him tighter. Joren bent his head and kissed her brow.

      “Were it not for my obligations to my crew, I’d take all the time we needed, Coral, whether it was here in Eisland or in Wai Alei.” Letting him speak, she stroked his chest and noticed how easily he handled the wheel, holding it one-handed.

      “You understand that, don’t you?” When she nodded, he squeezed her shoulders then let go to lash the wheel. “Are you ready for the grand tour?”

      The grand tour took them into the vessel’s private cabin, a two-room suite with a spacious clawfoot tub. An ivory curtain hung around it and a fixture angled toward the bottom.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve seen one of these before coming to our kingdom, have you? They’re popular on ships,” he explained, “among officers who want a hasty scrub before crawling into their racks at the end of a long shift. Otherwise, you fall asleep in the tub. Ask me how I know. It isn’t pleasant, waking with water up your nose.”

      She laughed, tossing her head back and chortling soundlessly at the image he provoked.

      “The loo is over this way behind this door,” he said, pushing a door inward to reveal a cramped box with a pot that no doubt flushed out to sea. “If you tug this drawstring, it activates this lantern.”

      She gave the bathroom the briefest of glances, less interested in it than the rest of the cabin. The bed was spacious and wide, richly adorned with heavy quilts. A fabricated hearth occupied the opposite wall with a white fur rug stretched over the floor between them, the area bordered by a long sofa.

      “I’ll be sleeping there,” he spoke against her ear, suddenly at her side again with one arm around her waist. His fingers splayed over her hip, squeezing lightly. “If you’re uncomfortable sharing a bed with me.”

      Her body broke out in tingles, a slow burning heat building in her core and spreading up through her chest, all the way to her fingertips. The bed had more than enough room for two and she had no plans on kicking him out to sleep on the couch.
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        * * *

      

      Not long after leaving the coast, Joren raised the lid of a provision crate engraved with a stylized rune, revealing a warming box with a polished steel lining.  From that, he removed an exorbitant amount of food and set a table for two, first serving her tea and fluffy, flaky pastries filled with melted cheese, eggs, and spicy ham. From a second box, he removed crackers, tartare, different jams and chilled sausages, followed by generously portioned dishes of crème brûlée, and a lidded pitcher of orange beverage.

      Joren poured her a glass of the latter. She sipped and found it pleasing, akin to fizzy pineapple-citrus wine. The sweet bubbles popped against her tongue.

      “There’s alcohol in that one so take it ea—”

      Caecilia tilted it back, drained it dry, then held it out for another.

      Joren blinked at her. “Well. All right. As you wish, madame.”

      They sailed most of the morning before Joren altered their course again. During that time, he was playful and flirtatious, chatting amiably with her one moment about nothing in particular, then turning Caecilia’s knees to the consistency of jam in the next by touching her waist or her hand as they nibbled tarts by the rail.

      Until meeting him, she’d have never expected the back of a damned hand to be an erogenous zone. Curse him. He had to realize what he was doing.

      The fourth refill came after brunch, once Joren cleared the table and brought out a chess board featuring whimsical creatures. Dazzling pieces of blue sky-quartz and black opal featured knights mounted on enormous wolves, sorceress queens, a dragon king on the black and red side, and a griffin king made from the translucent blue stone. Mesmerized by the craftsmanship, Caecilia smoothed her thumb over the quartz king’s wing and admired the artist’s attention to detail. The sculptor had carved out each feather.

      “Pretty, isn’t it? Queen Anastasia and King Alistair gifted it to me last year for my birthday. James told them I’m fond of chess. Do you play?”

      Caecilia hadn’t played in years, though she had fond memories of playing against Andromeda, Narcissa, or their father, her other three sisters disinterested in games from the surface world. She shook her head and feigned ignorance, holding up both hands.

      Joren’s eyes lit up with pleasure. “I’ll teach you. There’s at least a couple hours before we reach the first of our destinations.”

      They played three matches, Caecilia making foolish decisions and passing him easy wins. He gave her friendly tips after each humble victory, while she drowned her inhibitions beneath the sweet warmth of liquid courage.

      “Another game?” he asked, gesturing to the board between them. He rolled his shirt sleeves up to his elbows, revealing another tantalizing sight, teasing her with the memory of his biceps. Those reminded her of his hard chest and his chiseled abs, and those carved dips on each side of his hips that she’d only seen when Eliza insisted on bathing him from head to toe while Coral fought the desperate urge to palm an unconscious man.

      “Coral?”

      She snapped out of it, realizing he needed an answer. She shook her head and mimed flipping the table.

      “You’re not enough of a sore loser to do that. I’ve only beaten you thrice, and you nearly had me that time.” The gentle smile on his face warmed. “I wonder who taught you. And yes, I can recognize when someone’s played before. You threw that last match, if not all three. Which brings many questions to mind. Your people don’t game as we do.” As he leaned forward, his eyes filled with curiosity. “In fact, most of your people don’t read our language either. James taught the Wai Alei to speak Eislandic over the course of many years, and Tiger Lily learned our alphabet to remain in contact. So tell me, where did you learn it? Did she teach you?”

      She blinked at him and shrugged her shoulders before glancing away.

      “Do you or don’t you know how to write our language? I’ve seen you reading it, so you must understand written words.”

      The panic must have shown on her face, Joren’s concerned expression mirroring it in direct proportion. She watched the deep line crease his brow and confusion cloud his eyes. “We need to have a talk, I think, Coral. There are many things I don’t know about you, but I’d like to know.” He rose from the chair and returned with an ink pot, a quill, and a thick pad of paper.

      Caecilia dipped the pen into the well and wrote, “I’m sorry I did not tell you I could read and write.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t think of it,” she replied with honesty. Exposing Nathalie would have been much simpler if she’d written a thorough accounting of what she overheard. In hindsight, she felt stupid.

      Though maybe it hadn’t been so much an oversight as it had been a subconscious decision to guard her knowledge. Now he was likely to ask more questions.

      He leaned forward, reading her upside-down script from across the table. “Your penmanship is excellent. Where did you learn?”

      “My father,” she wrote, twisting the truth.

      “And where is he? Will we encounter him on the island when we return to Neverland, furious that we’ve abducted his daughter?”

      “No.”

      When Joren glanced up from the pad, she watched him scrutinize her expression. “He’s gone, isn’t he? Gods, I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      “No,” she wrote again. “I am disowned. I have no family. Not anymore.”

      He fell back in his seat and studied her. “Disowned? I’m no expert when it comes to your people, Coral, but I know your hearts are overly big and forgiving. What could you have possibly done to be disowned?”

      “I caused death through carelessness.”

      The hint of suspicion in his eyes melted, features softening. “Coral… Then, we needn’t speak of it further. Your past is your own. It’s no wonder you were ready to leave the island.”

      Relief eased the tension building in her chest. “Thank you,” she wrote. “I promise one day to tell you the story. Everything.”

      “I look forward to it, but only when you’re ready.” He packed the game away and didn’t press her further.

      It was one of the things she loved about him—his empathy.

      When he returned to the cabin to store the game, she followed him to the cabinet and laid her hand on his wrist. Their gazes met, and she saw the same need brimming in his eyes. The same longing. She curled her fingers around his wrist and tugged. Joren came without resistance, bending down to meet her as she leaned up.

      The kiss turned hot and deep in an instant, without any preamble, his tongue stroking and claiming her mouth with wild abandon. He hadn’t kissed her since that night in the square, far too long ago for her liking until its memories became something of a dream. Apparently the feeling was mutual. Joren held nothing back.

      With no audience to judge them, Caecilia savored every second. The game case thudded to the deck, chess pieces scattering over polished wood planks. His fingers sifted through her clothing, pulled her shirt untucked, and sought her bare skin. Hot hands drifted over her naked back, squeezing her closer.

      Caecilia fit herself against him, torn between enjoying the sheer presence of Joren and creating enough distance from him to fumble out of the stupid belt and trousers. Her skin was on fire, prickling with need from head to toe, accompanying the dull throb in her core.

      Something louder than a war horn shrieked outside the cabin and echoed across the midday sky before a massive explosion hit the water and sent waves rippling against the boat.

      Caecilia jerked away, lost her balance, and slammed against the corner of a small table. Pain shot through her hip like a knife and radiated down her leg as she bounced off it, but Joren caught her before she tipped over sideways to the floor.

      “Are you all right? Did you hurt yourself?”

      Caecilia bit her lower lip and nodded despite the heat pooling across her skin.

      “You’re not okay. You’re crying.”

      Yes, from embarrassment because she’d ruined the moment over a stupid bird. She peered over his shoulder through one of the open portholes at the noisy creature. The roc had stunned his prey in one blow and already gripped the pygmy crystal whale in its terrifying talons. Poor beast, Caecilia thought, watching the sea bird lift off and out of sight. She understood the cycle of predator and prey more than anyone, but she’d always had a fondness for the opal-skinned crystal whales.

      “No idea how he managed to secure his catch while shrieking like that,” Joren muttered.

      Caecilia stepped outside, rubbing her hip. Another roc circled overhead, scouting for a meal of its own. She’d always thought the griffins of Cairn Ocland prettier and more dignified, fortune treating her to fleeting glimpses of both winged races from time to time.

      “They’re native to the mountains of Samahara and Liang, but they travel north to our waters during fall. It’s breeding season for them, so the males will fly for days to take a single whale back to the nest for their mates. Once the hatchlings are born, he’ll sit on the nest while she hunts for him.”

      Seeming to sense that the moment had come and gone, Joren carried on for a while longer, teaching her things about the sea she could easily envision him telling a young child. In her wild imagination, she pictured a little boy with a head of honey-brown curls and dark eyes or a little girl with golden ringlets, either one eager to learn more about sailing from their father.

      The vision came to her with profound clarity, so real moisture crept anew under her lashes, and she knew at that moment it wasn’t a future destined for her. After all, the moment Joren discovered the truth of her identity, her dreams would come to an abrupt halt and he’d never want to touch her again.
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      Women weren’t supposed to cry during dates. Joren knew that much, though it wouldn’t be the first time he’d done something foolish. Blaming his lack of situational awareness, he steered Coral over to him and took her by the shoulders.

      “Are you sure that you’re unhurt?” he asked again, gentler. “May I look?”

      She bit her lower lip, ducked her chin, and nodded after the tensest five seconds of his life.

      He loosened Coral’s belt and drew it from the belt loops, giving her a chance to protest. When she didn’t stop him, he pulled away the trousers enough to expose her hip and the rose-pink band of her lace knickers. A deep purple bruise marred her brown skin and extended beneath them.

      “I’m not a healer—they trained me to harm people, not fix them—but I know a light mending spell. If it’s all right with you, I’ll cast it.” When she nodded again, he continued, “That means touching you. With my bare hand. Is that all right?”

      Coral nodded a third time while Joren told himself he was no longer a prepubescent boy, now capable of touching a woman without springing an erection.

      He was wrong.

      His body had a way of doing what it wished when Coral was involved, and the moment he slid his palm between the lace and her bare skin, his traitorous cock regarded it no differently than if he’d peeled her undergarments aside with his teeth.

      Ignoring his obvious arousal, he channeled magic to his fingertips and over his hand. Her slim digits curled around the base of his neck.

      “Pinch me if that feels uncomfortable.”

      She didn’t. Where Rapunzel had excelled at healing spells and ice magic, he’d gained an equal and proportionate presence in the spheres of lightning and shieldcraft, talented in all variety of barriers but a failure when he’d undergone his healing exams. The most he’d ever repaired were minor scrapes and bruises.

      As his fingers glowed across her skin, the edges of the magenta bruise receded. He turned back the damage like winding the arms of a clock, arrested its progress at the start, and then let her go.

      Coral didn’t do the same. She gazed up at him with wonder in her eyes, lush lips half parted.

      “I’m sorry that I—”

      She kissed the corner of his mouth, lingered, then kissed the other side, pressing close enough to introduce his rigid arousal to her lower stomach. He moaned involuntarily at the sensation and slipped his hand around in the oversized trousers, squeezing her tight ass.

      The trousers fell and puddled around her booted feet. She kicked them aside.

      Please, Joren prayed to any god listening, though he doubted the gods were so bored they’d meddle in the love affairs of humans.

      When her fingers danced over his groin in exploration, sizing up the length and stroking through his pants, he almost jumped for joy. The desire to take his pleasure with her warred with his compulsion to be a complete gentleman. In the end, he wrapped his other arm around her waist and claimed her lips in a hot, open-mouthed kiss.

      Coral tasted like everything he’d ever need, the only woman he’d ever want—a fantasy brought to life for only him. And he’d do anything to make her dreams come true in return.
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        * * *

      

      Caecilia didn’t think the kiss would end, nor did she want it to. She ground against him and delighted in every moan.

      “I want to make love to you,” he whispered against her hair. “Every day that we’re together is torture, wondering what it would be like to have you beneath me. Because you’re unable to speak, I need you to tell me in some other way this is what you want, Coral.” He kissed her again, long and sizzling, his tongue still flavored with citrus wine. “I need to know you desire this as much as I do.”

      Desire it? If he stopped, Caecilia was positive the yearning would smolder until she burned up like cinders. She leaned into him, initiating the next long kiss, but Joren drew back after only a few heartbeats.

      “I need another sign aside from your kisses, no matter how sweet they are.” Then his mouth trailed to her ear and nibbled the lobe, turning her knees weak. Her lips parted with an unspoken plea for him to continue, but his husky chuckle warmed her throat.

      A sign. He needed a sign, and something told her he didn’t want her to scamper across the room to write it out on paper. Caecilia raked through her thoughts, until her weakening knees provided the answer for her. She pushed him back against the wall and knelt before him.

      “Cor—”

      Giving him no chance to protest—not that Caecilia suspected he would—she snatched at the laces to his pants, tearing them open so swiftly she took Joren by surprise a second time. He blinked down at her, his startled expression a mix of arousal and astonishment until the moment she took him in her hand.

      Then there was only pleasure on his face. His blue eyes slid shut, and he thrust his hips, pistoning in the grip of her small fist.

      For a moment, she marveled at him, the size of his shaft so huge in her hand she ached in anticipation of having him inside her. She brushed her thumb over the silken head and delighted in the sound he made.

      “I take it you’ve done this before and aren’t a virgin,” he murmured. “I’d wondered if you’d want me to go slow, if—”

      Lacking any other way to confirm his suspicion, she used her mouth to relay the message in a whole different way, closing her lips around the tip. A swear hissed between his teeth.

      “Definitely done this before.”

      His certain tone made her wonder if he thought less of her for having experience. She licked her tongue up and down his shaft, wetting him thoroughly. When she gazed up at Joren, afraid she’d see condemnation or disgust, she found his eyes were locked on her face, filled with wonder and darkened by lust instead.

      She filled her mouth with him and let the very tip of his length touch her throat. He made a low, tortured groan as he threaded her hair between his fingers. “You’re too perfect, Coral,” he said in a strangled voice. “That’s…gods, that’s the best, love. Just like that. Don’t stop.”

      His praise lit her up.

      “More, sweetheart. Take all of it.”

      She claimed his every inch until her lips pressed to his base, dragging shudders and low groans, his hips moving and breaths heavy with pleasure. After the amazing day Joren had shown her, a day in which she felt human, adored, and normal once more, this night was his turn to feel treasured.

      The sounds she drew from him were music to her ears and she used them as a guide, slowing or speeding her pace as cued by his reactions. His hips followed her retreating mouth and the hand in her hair tightened its grip. Joren’s whole body shuddered.

      “No more,” he rasped. He gave her hair a slight tug, urging her to stand. “I want this first time to be inside you.”

      Her stomach did an excited little flip. She wanted the same thing, and it frustrated her that she couldn’t shout, “Yes, yes, yes!” and encourage him to take her any way he pleased.

      Increasingly impatient, she stepped into him and brought their bodies together. Layers of linen and wool separated them, keeping her from the warm contact she craved. Joren must have felt the same, because they moved as one, each reaching for the other.

      Joren stripped her remaining garments with the same urgency she’d displayed with his trousers. Once their clothes littered the floor, he swept her up into his arms and carried her the few steps to the bed. He lowered her onto the blankets and paused for a moment, trailing his gaze from her head to her toes, then back up again.

      “Gods, you’re beautiful.”

      Her breasts felt heavy and full, the tips beaded unbearably tightly beneath his stroking hands. Every time he petted them and skimmed her nipples, she felt a pulse between her thighs, her core aching for him.

      Caecilia reached for him and Joren didn’t make her wait. He claimed her one delicious inch at a time, delivering a satisfying stretch she’d craved since the very first afternoon in his cabin aboard the Jolly Roger. Her head tilted back against the pillow, lips parted in a soundless cry she wished he could hear. Years of forced abstinence were suddenly worth the wait. She couldn’t imagine a moment so perfect with anyone else. She opened her eyes to find him watching her, awe filling his gaze.

      They shared the moment of mutual bliss, all pleasure and no disappointment. Her entire body hummed for him, alive with sensation and already tightening in anticipation.

      His next kiss fell against her throat. “Is this okay?” he asked, his husky voice warm against her ear. Something told her Joren knew the answer to his own question, because he followed the inquiry with a long stroke.

      Yes! Better than okay. Lacking the words to answer him, she clenched around his shaft instead. The way he sucked in his breath filled her with smug satisfaction.

      “You’re amazing.”

      The next slick backstroke left her feeling empty and needy, but then he surged forward anew, bringing pure pleasure sizzling down her nerve endings. She trembled and grasped his shoulder, tangling her other hand in the hair above his nape.

      “Show me what you want me to do next,” Joren murmured between kisses. “Take my hand.”

      Easier said than done, because Caecilia could think of plenty of things she wanted to show him. Good thing they had all night.
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        * * *

      

      His wildest dreams hadn’t done justice to the reality. One nudge from Coral urged him to shift and turn, until his back was to the mattress and she straddled him. Then she guided his hands to her perfect breasts and rolled her hips in a hypnotic pattern.

      Heaven. Bliss. He didn’t know how to describe the raging ecstasy coursing through his veins, only that he never wanted it to end. Everything beyond their boat ceased to exist.

      Coral moved tirelessly above him, an indomitable force of nature. While she didn’t make a sound, her breaths came heavy and fast, and her eyes practically shone with pleasure.

      Gods. How had he ever become so lucky?

      Tension pulled through his body. He dropped his hands from her breasts to her hips and squeezed, guiding her faster and faster. Coral braced her hands against his chest and moved with wild abandon, until her own body drew taut and her limbs quivered.

      For the first time in his life, he reached climax with his partner instead of long after, the moment so perfect he wondered if he were dreaming it all. Coral tightened around him, rhythmic compressions that milked from him every drop he had to offer. Then the tension released and she sank atop him, her face burrowing against his throat. He wrapped his arms around her and held on tight, losing all sense of time.

      Eventually, Coral rolled away and lay back with her eyes closed, a blissful smile curving her lips. Joren propped himself on one elbow and studied her face, admiring the languid grace of her sprawl across the mattress.

      “You’re truly wonderful, Coral. Every second since you came into my life has been a blessing, and…” He wanted her for his wife. The entire thing had been arranged to create and facilitate the ideal romantic moment to propose and offer his heart, but he faltered.

      How many times had he felt a connection with a woman in the past, only to be turned aside for another man? What if she had no desire to become wed to an outsider? Had a Neverlander ever bonded to anyone but their own people?

      A dozen unanswered questions stilled his tongue.

      I love her, he thought. So much he couldn’t bear her refusal. What he’d felt for Anastasia had been infatuation with her magic. What he’d had with Victoria had been grudging interest, a respectable match. And the dozen or so women afterward had all been intriguing in one way or another.

      But none captured his heart as Coral did. Without a word, through mere action and sense of presence, she’d banished the dark clouds from his life and restored the sun.

      The proposal would have to wait, at least until he had the engagement choker.

      Coral cupped one palm against his cheek, brown eyes imploring. Go on, they said, urging him to finish. Instead, he kissed her and said nothing more.

      Better to dream than open his mouth and remove all hope.
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      In the days following their ride through Ridaeron’s countryside, Camden wondered if his harsh words had finally deterred the queen’s interest. Then one evening, just after concluding dinner with the other servants, Brynhildr’s personal messenger entered the thralls’ common area.

      “High Queen Brynhildr summons you to her,” the young woman said, giving Camden an inquisitive look.

      “Where?”

      “The altar of Frigga. She will be there at this hour.”

      The altar seemed an odd meeting spot, but he offered no objection and made his way there unescorted. He’d memorized the castle layout during his first days.

      Frigga’s altar occupied the central floor of the eastern tower. He’d passed by it on several occasions but had never entered. The quiet space had an inviting atmosphere, welcoming him with vanilla and musk. Two benches flanked the doorway, the only seating provided, but Brynhildr was on neither. Instead, she knelt on the stone floor before a statue of a woman cradling a child in one arm and a spindle in the other, a lamb at her feet. It was quite beautiful, really, carved in white alabaster that seemed to glow in the moonlight filtering through the window.

      She didn’t acknowledge him or speak, though she had to know he was present. One by one, she lit four candles and placed them just before the lamb, remaining there for a while longer. Fascinated by her ritual, he watched until she rose of her own accord and turned to face him.

      “I have a gift for you, Camden.” A bell tolled somewhere to announce the start of the seventh hour. The queen clenched her jaw.

      “A gift? What for?” he asked, tone sharper than intended. “Forgive me, that was the last thing I expected.”

      “It is something you are owed. Not as much a gift as it is an obligation I must meet.” She plucked her sword from the floor—he noticed she wore neither it nor her shield while praying—and armed herself before gesturing for him to follow.

      The queen led him outside, across the compound to a place he rarely ventured, where there was a stage before several rows of stone benches, most of the seats occupied by men with bearded faces bathed in the glow of multiple torch lights and lanterns lit with true fire, not magical stones or alchemical devices. A few armored women sat among them, fair-haired beauties ranging from late teens to crones with creased faces. But they all had one thing in common—an interest in Camden, watching him approach. Brynhildr took his hand and guided him onto the stage.

      She faced the crowd and spoke, “As my chosen is present, we will speak in the tongue of his people.”

      Cam waited for objection. None came.

      Brynhildr turned to him. “My king is not present, so I will grant you a great honor tonight.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.” He looked from her to the faces of those in attendance, trying to gauge what was happening. A great honor could mean many things, and he still didn’t understand enough about Ridaeron culture to hazard a guess.

      “You will soon,” she said to him, before raising her voice to bellow, “Bring out the accused!”

      She settled in one of two seats not far from a low stone table at the edge of the stage, both high-backed and polished wood with furred cushions. At that moment, a shackled man was led out onto the stage by a solemn guardsman, his head covered by a black hood. When the prisoner faltered, he received a kick to the back of the knee that toppled him to the stage. Cheers went up and rippled through the audience.

      “Order!” Brynhildr called. An immediate hush fell over the group of spectators as two guardsmen yanked the hooded man upright, facing Camden and Brynhildr, and removed his hood. “Njal, son of Ole, you stand accused of high treason, defying orders which have been given by your high king and queen.”

      Njal glared at them through one eye, the other swollen shut. The number and severity of his bumps and bruises implied it had been more a beating than a fair fight. “I declare myself innocent of these false charges.”

      Innocent? Hatred hummed through Camden’s body, warring emotions of cold paralysis and trembling fury. He clenched both fists against his thighs instead of racing across the stage and giving in to the animalistic rage urging him to snap Njal in half for all the death he’d caused. The destruction. For the lives he’d taken. For Joren. Then Brynhildr’s words broke through the haze of anger and he twisted to face her.

      “Treason. You mean attacking the Giddy Madeleine? So…you meant what you said about wanting to open talks with our kingdom?”

      “He risked the safety of the Ridaeron Dynasty for glory. That, I cannot abide,” Brynhildr said in a low, even tone. “Before you in the first row are many witnesses. Behind them, the drottin, our jarls and lesser kings of the many tribes across the Dynasty. This is our high court, and how we try those accused of crimes against the crown.”

      Njal licked his lips, gaze darting from the queen to Camden, staring at him. “I did no such thing. The Eislanders began that fight, Your Royal Majesty. We approached as we were ordered, to speak with them, and then their white witch hurled fire across our bow.”

      Captain Njal’s accusation snapped his attention away from the drottin. “That’s a lie,” Camden objected before he could stop himself.

      “My thrall says otherwise,” Brynhildr said. “His personal testimony to me is that your assault interrupted a celebration.”

      “You take the word of a thrall over me?”

      Camden realized then that Njal had yet to see his accusers, his back kept to the men and women of the first row. A few faces stood out as familiar, though all Ridaerons resembled one another to him at first, mostly bearded faces and blond hair, redheads and freckles. Variety emerged at last, revealing people with complexions ranging from fair ivory to the rich golden-brown of clay and the deeper shades of umber and carnelian.

      “His claims have been substantiated by many,” Brynhildr replied. “Lars, son of Petter, provide your testimony.”

      A man on the lower end of the Ridaeron height range stood, not much taller than Cam. “I was there, firing the cannons. I overheard him and our first mate arguing about it. We weren’t supposed to initiate battle, but Capt—-Njal thought they would be an easy mark, given they were not prepared for a fight.”

      Camden kept his mouth shut and listened. They didn’t need him to say anything, not when the man’s own crew spoke against him.

      The next man rose from his seat, a hulking figure with multiple braids in his auburn beard and hair. “He took the whip himself to the mage-thrall’s back, demanding he rain fire on the ship well before we were in cannon range.”

      Brynhildr dipped her head. “Thank you, Owain, son of Sonner. Greta, daughter of Halda, what do you have to say? The mage-thrall was in your keeping.”

      “Senseless death. I told him Sami could not take anything more, but Njal insisted the sacrifice would be worth it. He tore the whip from my hand and told Sami to do as commanded, else he’d do…unsavory things to his wife when we returned.”

      Brynhildr’s cool mask transformed, flushed with anger.

      Now Cam understood. The Ridaeron Dynasty was guilty of many crimes, but violence against women was not among them.

      One by one, others stood as called, one man testifying he’d been drinking at a bar when Njal bought a round of ales and bragged about catching an Eisland ship unawares. At the end, Brynhildr turned her gaze on Njal’s impassive face.

      “High Council, as queen and party wronged, I recuse myself from judgment. What is your verdict?”

      “Guilty,” said a dark-skinned man, an iron crown resting on his sand-colored dreadlocks.

      “Guilty,” said a heavyset woman with arms thick as Cam’s waist. Jewels and rubies winked amidst chains covering her white-blonde hair.

      One by one, the council gave their unanimous votes, much to Camden’s surprise and pleasure.

      Njal paled at first, but by the end his face had gone red and splotchy. “They will never give us peace! They threaten our way of life, taking our thralls and enticing our countrymen away.” He spat at Camden’s feet. “You think you’re better than us, boy, but it is our mighty blood that founded your pathetic kingdom. Eisland would not stand if not for us! But they have forgotten. Our queen has forgotten.”

      Brynhildr didn’t flinch. She raised her chin and stared at the doomed man. “You dishonor your family name. Peace may have been ours, had you not slaughtered their prince. Now we must live with the consequences of your actions.” Her hand touched Camden’s wrist. “You will choose the manner of his death, to be carried out forthwith. His life is forfeit.”

      “Death is almost too good for him,” he growled, slanting his gaze to the queen. “I’m unfamiliar with your justice system. What punishment would you assign, were you to make the choice?”

      A mild lift of her brows was her only reaction. “This prince, he was someone dear to you?”

      “He was a good friend. A good man,” Cam replied. “His loss will be mourned by everyone in the kingdom and his sister…” He sucked in a breath and shook his head. “She will never forgive this.”

      She tipped her head. “No. I do not suppose she will forgive us. Were she among us, I would offer this choice to her. But as she is not, the honor is yours to choose his fate, Camden. Will it be a traitor’s death, or will you be merciful?”

      He looked back to Njal and saw only hatred in the man’s eyes. “A traitor’s death.”

      “The blood eagle is an execution we reserve for only the most heinous of crimes,” she continued, murmuring. Excitement danced in the eyes of the onlookers and spectators, for they seemed to know what was coming, even though Camden remained in the dark. “As this is your honor, you must now stand and sentence him, Camden. Rise and say these words. ‘For your treachery against the High King and Queen, Njal, son of Ole, you will be denied a seat in Valhalla at the All-Father’s table.’ And then it will begin.”

      He stood and repeated the words. While he had no idea what a blood eagle meant, the crowd raised their voices as one and called out to Odin in prayer. The beat of drums filled the air, thundering with enough power to feel the rhythm in his chest.

      Another royal guard approached and shoved Njal down over the stone table, and then a third removed a hand axe from his belt. Cam still didn’t comprehend what was happening until the cutting began. To Njal’s credit, he didn’t utter a word when they etched the shape of wings in his back with a knife and peeled back the skin. But when the axe landed in his ribs, he shrieked.

      No one moved. No one cheered. They just continued their chanting call without flinching at the nauseating display. Even Brynhildr remained impassive at the butchery, so Camden did his best to keep the contents of his stomach in place.

      The screaming didn’t last much longer, and Cam didn’t know if it was because the man had died, or if he couldn’t breathe to scream anymore. The chanting reached a crescendo in their native Ridaeron tongue, and the death was dedicated to Odin. That much he knew, only because he recognized the god’s name and fleeting phrases repeated throughout the prayer.

      “Now he will be hung from the Great Tree as part of his sacrifice to the All-Father.”

      Her men carried away the corpse. Then one row at a time, the witnesses then the drottin filed out.

      “That was…” Horrifying. Nightmarish. Powerful. Camden swallowed back the lump in his throat, torn by his conflicting feelings. He’d never wish such suffering on anyone, and yet there was a grim satisfaction in knowing the man suffocated, like Joren drowning in the Viridian.

      Brynhildr rose from her seat last, after the outdoor hall was emptied of all others, even the guards. “I know our ways are not like yours, Camden, but we are people of honor and loyalty.” She glanced at the stone table still smeared with Njal’s blood. “Most of us are. When I say something, my word is my oath. I do not lie.”
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      Since Joren knew the patrol routes by heart and which ships they’d encounter from both Creag Morden and Cairn Ocland, they traveled as far south as he was willing to risk until they encountered a warm ocean breeze and escaped Eisland’s chilly northern climate.

      Four days alone at sea with Coral granted all the time he needed to explore her body, but it wasn’t nearly enough time to overcome his fear of scaring her off with a proposal. Every time he considered bringing up the subject, he shied away, unable to voice the deepest desire of his heart.

      It would be better, he thought, to ask when he actually had the ring. What mattered now was that he knew he wanted her to be his.

      Confident in his resolve, Joren set out to enjoy their remaining time together. During the days, they fished and chatted—Coral writing on paper for her contributions—but their nights were devoted to stargazing and dining by candlelight or before the enchanted hearth. And they made love enough times during any point of the day that Joren figured it would never grow old.

      The last thing he wanted was to return, but duty called.

      “You’re quiet today,” Coral wrote on her pad while they stood behind the wheel together.

      “I wish we had longer, is all. I’d like to sail around the realms with you. This has been so nice.”

      “I’ve enjoyed this, too.”

      He wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her closer, taking a moment to tuck her shawl in around her throat. The cold bite of impending Eisland winter had turned the air frigid again. “I’m glad. Perhaps, when this is all over, you and I can do exactly that. Set sail and see where the tides take us.”

      Her pen hovered over the paper in hesitation and Joren held his breath. Then she began to answer, writing out each word slowly, and with care.

      “If I am still here, I would like that very much.”

      “Still here? Coral, why wouldn’t you be?”

      “You are taking me home.”

      “Only because I wouldn’t put you anywhere near Ridaeron,” he assured her. “I wish you with me when I sail, but I won’t endanger you by bringing you to a war. Besides, I thought perhaps you might wish to get your things or say hello to your family. At least let them know you’re all right.”

      “No family to care, remember?”

      His heart hurt for her. “Then they don’t deserve you.” He took her free hand and kissed her fingertips, lavishing each one with his attention. “You are wonderful, clever, and kind. If they can’t see that—if they can’t forgive the past—then they truly don’t deserve you. My gain.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days after their return to Eisland, Joren received the finished product from the jeweler and committed to springing the question on Coral, or rather, he decided when to propose. It seemed cruel to ask a woman to marry him mere days before he was due to engage in sea battle with an enemy kingdom.

      He decided to wait until their victorious return. In the meantime, he gazed down at the slender box in his hands and flipped up the lid. Vibrant turquoise stones shone up at him, a choker incorporating the stone from his grandmother’s engagement ring as the central jewel. The twenty-karat blue diamond glittered with countless prismatic colors no matter which angle the light hit it.

      “Joren?” Rapunzel called, opening his bedroom door. She stepped inside, swaddled in fur around her shoulders and wearing one of her most voluminous dresses, plentiful lace and a lot of wine-colored velvet. “Are you ready? We’re going to be late to our own event.”

      “Yes, of course.” He snapped the box shut, but not before his sister caught a glance.

      “Is that…?”

      “Yes. I’ve decided to ask Coral to marry me. I don’t know yet what we’ll do if she agrees—if she’ll sail with me or live on the island—but I know I want to enjoy the rest of my life looking forward to her next smile.”

      “I’m so happy for you, brother. Absolutely thrilled,” Rapunzel said, hugging him tightly.

      “Thank you.”

      “We’ll do whatever we can to make Coral feel at home should she choose to live in the palace. I imagine she’d want to remain with her people, but something tells me she won’t leave your side.”

      “You think so?”

      Her impish smile gave him hope. “I know so. She gazes at you as if you hung both the sun and the moons in the sky, Joren.”

      “I’m not that special.”

      Rapunzel punched him in the chest, hard enough that he stumbled back.

      “What was that for?” Joren demanded, rubbing his pectoral. “Gods, you violent woman.”

      “Because I find nothing funny about your self-deprecation. You are an amazing man, and you deserve to be loved by someone. You’ve spent your entire life studying or in the service of others, training for the navy, training as a mage. Now, you’re preparing to set sail to recover our lost countrymen.”

      “We don’t know what we’ll encounter,” he murmured. “We’ve never laid siege to Ridaeron’s shores. I may not return.”

      “You will.” Rapunzel took him by the face, cupping his cheeks in her gloved hands. “I have every confidence in you, brother. You held out when M—Gothel did her worst to you. You survived the influence of an evil goddess. You’ll survive this, and you’ll bring our men home.”

      “I hope so. I truly hope so.”

      “I believe in you, as do those who will be sailing under your command. Everyone knows the risks involved, and they’re all willing to take them. It’s high time we let the Ridaeron Dynasty know we will no longer be involved in their schemes. That we will not suffer them taking our people, or our allies.”

      Her confident words bolstered his resolve and reaffirmed what he already knew. Confidence restored, Joren kissed her brow then took a step back to straighten his jacket, tug his sleeve cuffs, and stand tall.

      “I’m ready. Let’s get this show underway.”

      The entire city came out for the spectacle. Crowds lined the streets all the way from the palace to the docks. People tossed flowers into the road and called out blessings. Others, those with family and friends lost in the attack, stood with tears in their eyes. For them, Joren vowed to bring home whomever he could—and if he couldn’t, to make Ridaeron pay for their loss.

      Coral waited on the pier with Muir and the naval officers for the new ship. Gods, he missed Camden. His friend should have been there, wearing his usual cocky grin and waiting to help christen their vessel, Cara at his side.

      Sailing without them wouldn’t be the same.

      “We’ll get them back,” Baptiste said, seeming to read Joren’s mind. He saluted, and the crew lined up at the railing followed his example.

      “What will you name her, Joren?” Rapunzel asked

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you, silly.” Rapunzel’s widening smile crinkled her eyes. “As this ship is a gift to my dear brother, the honor belongs to you, not the Queen of Eisland this day.”

      A priest from Triton’s temple stepped forward and offered Joren a bottle on a silver pillow. The liquid inside glimmered, shining through the cobalt glass.

      Good gods. He hadn’t been prepared, as centuries-old traditions called for the reigning monarch to name all new ships on the day of their launch and smash the bottle of blessed seawater against the hull. He blinked his stinging eyes a few times and gazed up at the beauty.

      “After grandfather perhaps?” he asked.

      She chortled. “Remember his fondness for cannons?”

      “I do. The man was obsessed with them.” He gazed at the ship and the enormous, magic-imbued carronades on the forecastle. “I’ve got the perfect name in mind.”

      “King Matthieu’s Cannon?”

      “Yes. And I do believe we’ll take her to blow a hole through the Ridaeron Dynasty’s defenses. One so large they won’t want to come within fifty leagues of any Eislandic ship.”

      He had no idea what he’d do to recover their sailors, but he’d sail up and down their coastline laying waste to everything they loved until his countrymen came home.
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        * * *

      

      Ships from Creag Morden met up with them on the fourth day of their voyage, adding to their war fleet. Another two from Cairn Ocland, including the Scarlet Brigade, joined them a day later. While none of the ships matched the King Matthieu’s Cannon in size, they all had experienced crews and had survived for years on the Viridian.

      Joren found it both amusing and ironic that three of the greatest pirate vessels ever to sail the Viridian Sea—hunted by his own kingdom no less—were now under his command. He’d found Captain Amerys Vandry of the Twilight Witch to be an amazing, trustworthy woman, and James had always been a close friend until Gothel wrenched them apart.

      Looking out at the various sails filled him with pride. For the first time, all the kingdoms of the Compact were coming together. In only a few short days, they would reach Neverland to await the arrival of the Samaharan ships, and their armada would be complete.

      Coral moved up beside him, taking her usual place with her head leaned against his arm.

      “I’m a little afraid, you know,” he admitted in a quiet voice. “Afraid it will be too late to save my people.”

      She slipped her hand into his and squeezed.

      “It’s been months and what knowledge we have of their country is long outdated. They could have taken my crew anywhere,” he continued, staring out at the setting sun. “Will you think less of me if this whole thing is a failure?”

      Coral’s warm palm cupped his cheek. She turned his gaze to her face and shook her head, then lifted on her toes to kiss him. Such sweet assurance lifted some of the weight off his heart, but it couldn’t banish his unease completely.

      “Thank you,” he whispered when they parted. “I miss them, you know. Camden and Cara have been with me for so long, always watching my back. Always keeping me out of trouble.” He paused, then dropped his head and chuckled. “Or getting me into it.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and turned away from the watercolor sky. On any other voyage, there would have been music and laughter to keep spirits high. Instead, a solemn air shrouded the ship.

      More than anything, Joren prayed that the blow they struck against their enemy would be enough.
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      The islands of Wai Alei came into view as the sun reached its zenith, appearing as emerald specks against the shifting shades of blue. The closer to land they sailed, the lighter the water became, morphing from deep navy to bright turquoise.

      As certain islands were off-limits to them—viewed as sacred by the Wai Alei—the fleet approached from the west and sailed through a narrow channel with the active volcano to their portside bow. They wouldn’t encounter another island without sailing another fifteen or twenty miles southeast.

      Joren stood on the forecastle and dragged in a deep breath. Meditation had become key to calming his nerves in the face of danger—integral to be an effective admiral. Too many people counted on him, both his crew captive in the Ridaeron Dynasty and their loved ones at home. He included Coral in that number, though she was below deck in the hold milking the goats to assist the crew. He hated the idea of leaving her behind but he refused to bring her into the perilous series of sea battles ahead of them on an untested ship.

      The past week had been a strategic exercise in time management, Joren devoting every moment of his free time to her since the Cannon’s launch from Eisland. He’d held her close each night, dined alongside her during supper, and watched her charm his crew while he conducted his daily duties. Not once did she complain about their sporadic moments together or that their courtship had been reduced to hurried kisses during daylight and the quiet hours together after dark.

      She’d make a good shipwife, Joren thought. Though he couldn’t bear to propose to her when the uncertainty of a war with Ridaeron loomed before them, Coral was already the ideal future matron of an admiral’s ship.

      Just two days after the Cannon set sail, she took charge of their fishing crew and taught them to spear the yard-long flying drakes that skipped over the water, scarlet scales glittering like dragon hide. The males spit fire when removed from the water, making them a risky catch if they weren’t speared in the combustion sac that manufactured the flammable fluid. After a couple days of her instruction, there wasn’t a single burn among his men.

      She’d helped in other ways since then, volunteering in the hold with the farm animals if she wasn’t assisting Lucky in the galley. Wherever Coral went, she thrived and brightened the vessel like a ray of sunlight.

      As much as he wanted to commit to a betrothal, he loathed the idea of making her the ultimate promise then dying at sea. A more romantic man would ask the question anyway, posing it as a vow to return. Superstition told him to hold on to the choker instead, to make the proposal both a celebration of a successful rescue and their budding love.

      “Do you smell that?” Faolan asked, jarring Joren out of his thoughts. The griffin and two of his clansmen had volunteered to join the crew for this particular mission, eager to help.

      “Smell what? I don’t—” The wind changed and brought a fleeting whiff of smoke and burning wood, flying up his nostrils and stinging his eyes with the acrid odor of ash and the sweet scent of wood sap. Burning wood sap.

      “Something’s happened on the islands!” Kenneth called down. “Something huge, Admiral. Look at all the smoke coming from the east!”

      While Joren scaled the mast to the crow’s nest, the crew hustled across the deck at his command to drop anchor and pass word to the other ships. He took Kenneth’s scope and peered out from the higher vantage. What he saw beyond them to the east, at the very edge of the horizon line, was absolute devastation. Flames still raged across one of the small islands and all its structures had been razed to the ground.

      “Ridaerons,” he growled. They were famous for their slash and burn tactics, ruining anything they couldn’t take on their ships. “Faolan, can you do a fly-over and see what we’re dealing with? I need to know if there are enemy ships hiding in the archipelago.”

      “On it.”

      He shouted something to his clansmen in their native tongue, then the three transformed and lifted off.

      The griffins called to one another from time to time, shrieks and whistles piercing the still evening and echoing over the skies for miles in each direction. A tense ten minutes passed before the shifters returned, Faolan landing on the deck but not retaking his human shape. Like their draconic counterparts, griffins could speak in their animal forms.

      “There are no enemies concealed in the islands, lad. Only terrified people. I passed a fair number of blond corpses on the eastern shores, rotting under the sun. Cait and Kian say the west and south appear virtually untouched.”

      “The Ridaerons.”

      Faolan nodded. “Aye. Must have come about two or three days ago. Many of the sugar orchards are still burning. You can still see the embers when you soar overhead.”

      “By Triton’s scales,” Joren muttered, scrubbing his face with one hand. “Sugar orchards?”

      “Aye, the sweetwater trees. The ones they harvest for their syrup and sugars. Whole fields of them reduced to burning husks. Is Tiger Lily the lass who wears the orange face paint?” Faolan asked.

      “She is.”

      “She’s waiting for us on the shore. Care for a lift? James has already set out in a skiff from the Jolly Roger.”

      “Please.”

      Riding a griffin wasn’t unlike riding a horse and came easier with practice. Muir and Faolan had personally taught Joren how to hold them while in flight, patient teachers who instructed proper posture and how to read their cues. While their people weren’t beasts of labor to use for entertainment, the leaders of Clan Leomlaire weren’t too proud to host the occasional human in the event of an emergency. And children. They loved children.

      Joren climbed onto his friend’s back without grasping too tight a handful of scruff, confident enough as a rider to maintain his seat a few dozen feet over the sea. Then they were off, leaving the Cannon behind in Baptiste’s care, in accordance with their chain of command. Below them, James looked up and made a crude gesture. Faolan and Joren both laughed, though their amusement was short-lived.

      Tiger Lily met them on the shore, standing tall in warrior dress of leather and bone armor, a bow on her back and a staff clutched in her hand. Joren dismounted at once and crossed to the chieftain, his long stride eating up the short distance between them.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “What happened?”

      “The Ridaerons came for us when they met no challenge in the water.”

      “No challenge?”

      “She means the sea serpent,” James said as he slogged ashore through a foot of water. “It protects the waters around the island. Always has.”

      “Yes. The Sea Witch has withdrawn her protection of the island,” Tiger Lily said. “Why, I do not know. She will not see me. I’ve gone to her cavern a dozen times seeking her, but it’s empty. She refuses to answer my summons no matter how much I call for her. In fact, I’m not sure she is there at all.”

      “When has anyone last seen her?” Joren asked.

      James removed his hat and ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Gods, I haven’t crossed paths with Caecilia in almost two years. She avoids me now and I keep well out of her way.”

      Joren cocked a brow. “Why’s that?”

      “I rebuked her when she interfered in my love life with Belle. That hag offered her an awful, shameful deal to—”

      “Her deal was fair,” Tiger Lily said. “Though I’ve judged Caecilia in the past, and discouraged my people from relying on her for solutions to their problems, it is always up to the wishmaker to decide how deeply they covet their heart’s desire. She does not force anyone to accept her deals. Your Belle left.”

      “And her crocodile nearly destroyed my ship because of it.”

      “She did not send Croc to avenge her honor, James. You know this.”

      “How do I know it?”

      “She told me so.” Tiger Lily raised her chin. “The Sea Witch is many things, but she is no liar. She has never represented herself as anything more than what she is. But…she has forsaken us, and I do not understand why. I don’t know why she would leave us now when we need her most.”

      “Nor do I,” James said, shoulders sagging. “Tiger Lily, I’m so sorry this happened under my watch.”

      “You can’t watch the entire sea, James. Caecilia is not the only one to vanish. Ghost Hawk, our great shaman and mentor, was our only other hope, and I fear he has died. We have not seen him since a day prior to the invasion.”

      “Gods. I remember that old fellow. Belle adored him. She’ll be gutted to know he’s gone,” James muttered.”

      Tiger Lily nodded. “Come. There is much to show you, if Faolan’s people will bear us east.”

      Faolan raised his beak toward the sky and called the other two. Mounted on griffinback, it cut the long journey by canoe to mere minutes, crossing the expanse of water between the two islands. The griffins landed on the shore where the stink of dead raiders fouled the air, then the three humans dismounted.

      “This is where the attack did the most damage, our island of M’Qrioc. Many of our farmers lived here, as the land was the most fertile and green without living near the danger of Hla’aulu Aili. She doesn’t erupt often, but when she does, the entire crop is destroyed. Unfortunately, the soil at her base is also the most fertile,” she explained.

      “I wish we had been here to fight them off, Tiger Lily. I’m sorry,” James repeated again.

      “As I said before, you’re not the one at fault, James. No one is. This is our island, and ultimately, it should be ours to defend. We may lack your cannons and weapons, but we’re not defenseless.”

      “Merely outnumbered,” Muir murmured. “So, they came from the east and pulled their boats ashore here, I see.”

      “Yes. I can show you.”

      Joren raised a brow. “Show us?”

      “Yes. I will show you. Such is a story I cannot share with only words, for there are no curses in Toatunoa or Eislandic strong enough to relay what I feel. The spirits must help me.”

      Tiger Lily raised her staff over her head and called out in her native tongue. The air had been still and quiet before, but a subtle breeze snaked in from the water. It picked up grains of sand from the beach and swept them through to the orchard. Ashes stirred and lifted, bringing embers in a whirlwind of black and scarlet.

      Then people emerged from the chaos, and amorphous bodies carried out what Joren assumed were their typical, everyday chores.

      “It was our harvest season. Our trees mature for two years, growing sweeter with each month until the time comes to harvest. Mamanalo gifts us the water of their trunks for our bread, the leaves roof our homes, the petals of her flowers dye our clothing, and the meat from her fruit feeds our children. No part of the tree goes to waste.”

      Joren watched the ghostly specters passing buckets down a line of workers, some filled with sloshing, spiritual liquid, others filled to the brim with fist-sized fruits.

      “Then the giant men came.”

      “Giant—?”

      The wind stirred and fog arose from the water, coalescing into the distinct shapes of Ridaeron slaving ships. As longboats pushed ashore, the mist thickened and became the defined silhouettes of men disembarking from them with swords and shields, dragging nets. All around, a scene played out with crystalline clarity of the horror that took place that day.

      He’d never seen Ridaeron warriors of such monstrous size and had to wonder if their intimidating stature had been exaggerated by Tiger Lily’s memory.

      The Wai Alei committed to the harvest stood no chance against their assailants. A plague of Ridaerons swarmed over the island, capturing women and young children, slaughtering or beating men into the sand.

      His heart hurt. He didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t look away, letting his fury strengthen his resolve until nothing but hatred burned in his chest.

      “We fought them. As they stormed westward, I gathered the war band, and we were able to push them back. By then, they had burned the sweetwater orchard and taken our most vulnerable. There are three more islands east, protected by many of our best warriors. All are emptied, the land razed and salted. Salted, Prince Joren. It was not enough to deprive us of food, of our family, but these…lukfa’alu ruined our futures on that land.”

      “Can you grow more?”

      Tiger Lily’s bitter smile cleaved into his heart. “Not for many years. This island produced more than half of our sweetwater. Without it…I…” The chieftain blinked a few times and gripped her staff in a white-knuckled grip. Unshed tears swam in her eyes. “I do not know what we will do. But we have survived famines before. We will again.”

      Joren gazed over the devastation spreading from the shoreline into the heart of the island village. Nothing but the blackened husks of their stilt homes remained, gutted by the flames. His queasy stomach spasmed.

      “I need to know one thing. This witch…she wouldn’t be so petty as to abandon these fine people because you turned her away, would she, James?”

      “I…” The former pirate clenched his jaw. “I had thought her to be above that, but now I have my doubts. Either she’s forsaken the Neverlanders, or she’s…”

      “Dead,” Joren finished. He clenched his fist.

      James nodded. “For her sake, she’d better be on her own deathbed. I’m off to find her now.”
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        * * *

      

      In the privacy of her secluded grotto, Caecilia wept bitter tears. Once again, her obsession with a mortal man had caused pain for the people under her care. Would she never learn? Her father had been right to banish her; all she did was bring death.

      The people of Wai Alei deserved better. For centuries she’d watched over them and cared for them as if they were her own children. Once, long ago, she had thought that if she were ever to find love, it would be among the islanders. Until Joren.

      No man would want her now. Certainly not Joren, and if he knew the truth of her identity, he’d hate her even more. Who could blame him if he saw her as less than pond scum after what had happened under her watch?

      Though the weeks in his company had been two months of absolute bliss, Coral Shell could never see the sunlight again. Caecilia removed her pendant and buried it in the mud where she hoped to forget it ever existed.

      At least for one more month. Then it wouldn’t matter whether she had the locket or not, because her accelerated curse would have reached its end.

      And Neverland would be without their protector indefinitely, all because of her selfishness.
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        * * *

      

      Misery never travelled alone, often leading Joren to wonder if his life was cursed to eternal unhappiness. The damage done to Wai Alei had been awful enough, but discovering Coral had vanished drove a stake right through his heart. No one recalled seeing her once she’d been ferried to the shore with Baptiste and a few other crewmen who volunteered to help with clean-up.

      He wondered if she had rushed home in worry to check on her family—it’s what he would have done—but also feared she had left, never to return. With no way to track her down, he turned his attention to what he could help with.

      A loss that could have been avoided if the Sea Witch had joined the defenses.

      Ending three long days of difficult work in the southeastern island communities of Neverland’s archipelago, Joren stood on the edge of the beach, where the pink sand bleached white. He paused to roll his pant legs to his knees and made his way barefoot toward the mouth of a shaded grotto. The entrance to the Sea Witch’s cave, even at low tide, meant wading through calf-high water. Joren gingerly stepped onto the algae-slickened rocks.

      He’d rather be anywhere else—his back, arms, and thighs screaming for rest after days of hauling wreckage and rebuilding homes, but James and Tiger Lily had thrown in the towel. Someone had to confront the Sea Witch about her apathy, and a tiny voice of reason told Joren it was too early to give up on her.

      Instinct told him a woman, even if she was a sea monster, didn’t abandon her home after centuries of protecting it. The scholar in him demanded to know why.

      “I call on Caecilia the Sea Witch,” he yelled into the gloom. The only sound that came back besides his echoing voice was the slow drip of water against the rocks. Heeding James’s warning that she was light-sensitive, he didn’t summon a magical lantern to see despite the temptation. “Caecilia!”

      “Why do you call me, human prince?” The voice came from his left, as brittle as dry reeds.

      He turned, trying to spot her, but she kept to the shadows. “I call because you won’t answer anyone else.”

      A scraping sound came from his left, then again from ahead. “That isn’t the true reason.”

      “You’re right, it isn’t. I’ve come to ask why you failed to protect the islands.”

      Caecilia slithered into the light, the green glow from the water casting an eerie luminescence over her haggard face and bony shoulders. He didn’t recoil, but the hairs on his nape and arms prickled. The thick tail she dragged behind her coiled against the rocks, resembling an eel more than the elusive mermaids in Eislandic illustrations. He’d seen one once when he was a boy at sea with his father. She had been breathtaking, with a long turquoise and violet tail trailing in the water behind her.

      No one would describe Caecilia as beautiful, even after a few pints. Ale could only do so much to improve a homely woman’s looks. She hadn’t been beneath the sun in years, her flesh white and wrinkled as newly hatched larvae, and her black hair hung around her narrow, age-creased face in knotted tendrils.

      As if aware of his scrutiny, she shrank back from him and crawled onto the far ledge. Her colorless eyes gleamed silver in the darkness.

      “Why did you forsake the islands?”

      “Why blame me for every ill this island encounters?” she countered, voice rising. “Am I to live each day waiting at the shoreline and watching for invaders?”

      “They depended on you to protect them,” Joren growled back. “These people rely on you.”

      “Who are you to come into my domain making demands and laying blame? You have no power here. Return to your ship if you have orders to give, human. For centuries I have lived here, requesting nothing from them, and yet all they do is ask of me one favor after the next.”

      Joren ground his teeth. James had warned him of her pride, and he hadn’t heeded the man’s advice. Quieting, he watched the shadows and studied her silhouette, deciding to take another angle.

      “You’re right that I have no say on this island, but I care for its people just the same, Caecilia,” he said in a neutral tone, guarding his temper. “People you allowed to be taken by slavers. As what? A lesson? I deserve to know why. They deserve to know why.”

      The Sea Witch’s shoulders sagged and her head dropped, lank hair sliding forward to hide her face. Her remorse, and the undisguised melancholy in her posture, cooled his rising anger.

      “You didn’t want this to happen,” he said. “Your reaction just now—it was all an act, wasn’t it?”

      “Of course I did not want this to happen. I had no idea the Ridaeron ships would come. They’ve avoided these islands for years.”

      “Because of your serpent. Why didn’t it defend them?”

      “Even a sea monster must rest,” she said in a quiet voice. “It isn’t a slave to remain perpetually vigilant. It isn’t a pet.”

      “Is it magic? I’ve never seen it.”

      Caecilia didn’t answer.

      “Please, talk to me. Help me understand.”

      “The serpent did not protect them because I left. Because, for once, I wanted time alone for myself.” Her voice shook.  “Because I am the Neverland serpent.”

      Oh shit. Neither James nor Tiger Lily had mentioned that, leading him to wonder if they weren’t aware Caecilia was a shapeshifter like their Cairn Ocland allies. When he stepped forward, the hag jerked back, keeping the existing distance between them. He had to play it safe. Rather than press, he stopped and adopted an unaggressive stance. “I think I understand.”

      “How could you possibly understand?”

      “Because I know what it means to have responsibility you never asked for, never wanted, thrust upon you.”
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        * * *

      

      Tiger Lily had visited twice since Caecilia’s return, but the tone of her pleas implied she’d spent days longer trying to contact the witch. The day following Tiger Lily’s surrender, James stormed up to the entrance of the grotto and dared to charge inside, shouting and full of judgmental fury while Caecilia shamefully hid beneath the water, squeezing her body and bloated tail into a shadowed nook while he ranted admonishments at her.

      The Wai Alei had counted on her.

      She’d allowed innocents to die.

      And of course, James had demanded to know what fee she must have expected for her continued cooperation with the islanders, assuming lack of payment motivated her indifference to their struggles.

      Now Joren visited her with his limitless patience, daring to claim he understood her.

      “You and I are nothing alike, prince,” she said, hating each soft word as it passed her lips. “As you’ve made clear, I am responsible for the fate of this island. You would never have done such a thing.”

      “I don’t think you meant to. Not anymore.”

      She laughed, a dry, mirthless sound. “But I am responsible. Now I must bear the burden.”

      “You don’t have to. Our combined fleet prepares for war to bring back our countrymen. If you remain to protect the islands, I swear I’ll make sure yours come back as well.”

      She would have expected him to make the offer to Tiger Lily, not her. While he didn’t offer comfort, he treated her with unexpected respect and empathy.

      “No, young prince. I must go to right my wrong.” She took a chance and moved into the light. Joren held steady and didn’t recoil. His gaze flickered for the briefest of moments from her face to her tail, then back again.

      “You mean to go after them yourself?”

      “Yes. I will rain hell upon their shores until they relinquish every last Neverlander,” she said grimly.

      “How would you even find them?”

      “How would you?”

      A familiar smile made a brief appearance on his handsome face. “The Grand Enchanter. Perhaps you two could work together. You’re a witch, he’s a wizard; it’s clear we all have more to gain if we work together.”

      “Perhaps. You should go now, before they suspect I’ve tempted you into a deal or done you harm.”

      “Come with me.” He offered his hand.

      “No.” She drew back, sliding once more into the shadows. “I must see to the other islands first.”

      “Then at least don’t go east alone. Accompany our ships. If you’ll do that, I’ll make sure we leave Wai Alei with protection.”

      She considered the wisdom of his request and her own desire to see the captured islanders returned. Together, they stood a better chance of success.

      “You have a deal.”
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      Each day in Steinblomst Keep taught Camden something new about the Ridaerons. Unfortunately, many answers created new questions. The high king hadn’t been present for a fortnight, though he knew from the hustle and bustle that the servants soon expected his return.

      For reasons he didn’t understand, Cam visited Freki in the stables with a spare apple he’d found in the larder, then he twiddled his afternoon away with the mare after Horsemaster Hugi said Brynhildr hadn’t been there to ride in days. Peculiar, since she was always on her horse.

      As she hadn’t visited his bedchamber and he hadn’t encountered her elsewhere since the execution a week prior, Cam sought the queen instead, knowing precisely where he’d find her even before he reached Frigga’s altar.

      Queen Brynhildr knelt before the marble statue in her fighting leathers, a constant in her apparel no matter the dress she wore to accompany them. Her hair was bound in complicated rose-gold plaits, and her weapons lay on the floor behind her.

      Liran was right. She did make a ritual of it. Why, Camden couldn’t guess. Was the woman’s marriage in jeopardy? If he judged the health of their relationship purely from the king’s recent absences, he’d have assumed they were steps away from divorce.

      He waited in silence, standing against the wall, while she went through her prayers. Once again, she lit four candles and set them by the lamb while he wondered at the significance. No matter who he asked, no one dared speak about it. They all turned pale as ghosts and silent.

      When Brynhildr finally rose, she wasn’t the same proud woman who had bashed him into the ground with her shield and dared them to give her a reason to take their heads. Her shoulders slumped and her gaze didn’t reach his face.

      “What do you require, Camden, to seek me here?”

      “I came to ask something of you, but…” Damn. No matter how much he wanted to see Cara, common sense told him he’d approached her at the wrong time for any request to work in his favor. He sucked the air between his teeth.

      Logic told him it wasn’t his business. His soul said she was a slaver, thus unworthy of his concern. But his heart saw a woman suffering, and he couldn’t ignore the visceral pain in her eyes. In Eisland, only the seriously devout, the infirm, or the hopeful visited temples as frequently as she did.

      “But what?” she pressed.

      “You’ve been a difficult woman to find.”

      “I am always where I should be,” she replied. “Still, it is good you are here. I meant to find you after my prayers, but the gods saw fit to send you to me instead. Follow.” She brushed past him and started down the corridor.

      He hurried to catch up with her ground-eating stride, falling in beside her. “May I know where we’re going?”

      “The stables.”

      He stared until he noticed a hint of a smile raising one corner of her mouth. “All right.”

      He’d never been one to enjoy surprises, but he’d played this game before with his sister too many times to expect he’d receive a straight answer if he asked again. To his surprise, the horsemaster already stood outside with Freki, the incredibly huge Ridaeron greeting them with a big grin on his bearded face.

      “He doesn’t look excited enough, Your Majesty. You must not have told him.”

      “Told me what?”

      Brynhildr sighed in exasperation and mounted Freki. “You asked to see your sister, so let us be off to do so.”

      Camden waited for the punchline to the joke. “You’ll let me see Cara?”

      “Yes. As I promised. Mount up before my patience runs thin.”

      As he took a step toward her and Freki, the mare danced back three steps. “On your horse.”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “Ah, but you do,” Hugi interjected, opening another stall. He led a handsome black stallion from within, already saddled and fitted with a bridle. “His name is Geri, and our high queen has generously gifted him to you.”

      “He’s mine?”

      Hugi chuckled. “Did I stutter?”

      Brynhildr clicked her tongue and urged Freki into a trot. Camden hurried to his waiting mount. Soon as he slipped into the saddle, the attendant laughed and slapped the horse’s rump, speeding him along his way.

      He had no time to admire the horse or his beauty, from the ground or from the saddle, as the powerful beast exploded from a standstill to an effortless lope and easily caught up to Freki and her rider. The presence of another horse must have excited the mare, who accelerated into a gallop, prompting Camden to give Geri more rein.

      The gates opened before their arrival, and then they were in the open countryside and flying like the wind down the path, hooves beating packed earth and country air whipping Cam’s hair.

      Joy pounded through his veins, the taste of freedom sweeter than mountain air after weeks of imprisonment. Prior to bursting free from Steinblomst Keep’s bleak walls, the most joyous moment of his life had been setting sail as a cabin boy at age ten, separated from his twin for the first time when she attended mage school. Until that moment, he’d struggled to find his identity. To find happiness without his other half.

      Brynhildr led the way northwest, taking him on a different route than any of their previous rides. Lush green hills gave way to rocky crags and thick forest. They followed a clearly marked road, packed dirt lined with marked stones.

      “May I ask a question?” he called over.

      “You may, though I do not have to answer.”

      “Your prayers at the altar…I’ve rarely seen anyone attend daily observations. What do you entreat Frigga for?”

      “It surprises me that you even know her name.”

      “The chapel is a prominent part of the keep. It seemed fitting to know who—”

      “Come!” she called. “You must be eager to see your sister again, but your riding says otherwise!”

      He blinked at her change of topic. He’d definitely stuck his inquisitive fingers into a sore spot, but she was liable to bite them off if he dug again too soon.

      Two exhausting but glorious hours of hard riding later, Brynhildr finally slowed. His hair was in disarray and sweat dampened his clothing. He smelled like horse, meadow air, and pine. Their mounts were lathered and frothing, tossing their heads and stomping their hooves, huge chests heaving.

      Still, the only thing Cam wanted more than a steaming hot shower was to hug his twin.

      A long, low building occupied a clearing in the forest beside a stable inhabited by a dozen horses. It was certainly nothing much to look at, crafted from dark stone that would blend in against the trees after sundown. What few windows there were appeared small and unlit.

      “My sister is here?”

      “Yes, she and other mages we’ve brought to be contained.”

      “It’s not as large as I imagined,” he said as he dismounted.

      Brynhildr smiled faintly. “The crypts run deep.”

      “Crypts?”

      A mounted sentry wandered past, pausing to bow at the waist before the queen prior to continuing his rounds. More stood at the only entrance and greeted the queen with warm welcomes. Wherever Brynhildr went, people seemed to love her, whether they were nobles, paid staff, or thralls obligated to obey her.

      The door slid open, operated by a mechanism beyond his sight. It, too, was thick stone.

      “At times, we prefer to build down into the earth,” she explained, guiding him inside. “It is a technique we’ve learned from the dwarves. Steinblomst Keep is different. I prefer the light.”

      Cara hated enclosed spaces, so he could only imagine how much she and his sister both hated this dreary place of shadows and cramped quarters. “I imagine it makes it harder for them to escape,” he murmured.

      Brynhildr led him to another two guards who each bowed. “This is Camden,” she said, gesturing to him. “He will be able to come and go freely to see his sister.”

      “As commanded, my queen,” said one, opening the door to another hall.

      The corridor sloped downward in a subtle spiral, though he couldn’t estimate how far they walked before the hall led out into a chilly room chiseled from black rock specked with silver.

      Two more guards greeted them, rising from their dice game. Brynhildr led the way through narrow halls, past several rooms with heavy doors. Eventually, she stopped at one and unlocked the door with a slim silver key and gestured Camden ahead.

      Compared to prison cells and brigs he’d seen in Eisland, the room was generously proportioned and clean, tidy shelves on the walls and a narrow but long bunk beside the wall. All it needed was a few windows to provide light for the mage seated at a desk with a book lit by one oil lamp. “I told you, I’m not interested in your—-” Cara glanced up, blinking twice, doing a double take before she knocked over her chair in her haste to rise. “Cam?”

      “It’s me.”

      His twin flung herself into his arms, her embrace tight and long despite the drying sweat on his skin. If his smell offended her, she didn’t show it. She burrowed into him, shuddering. “By Triton’s scales, I thought I’d never see you again. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, Cara—”

      She leaned back, staring at his face. “How are you here? Why—” Her questions abruptly died. Cam knew why, mentally following her gaze over his shoulder to Brynhildr standing behind him.

      He bit his tongue. He’d missed Cara so much it hurt, but she could be opinionated at the worst of times. Tension denser than lead flooded the room and filled his chest with dread.

      For the love of the gods, sister, don’t tell this woman where to put her sword.

      “I’ll leave you two here for a moment,” Brynhildr said. “I’ll inform the wardens that she has a visitor who will require an additional supper.” The door clicked shut behind the high queen before Cam could even thank her.

      Cara pulled back and stared at him. “What’s going on, Cam? The queen is escorting you now?”

      “I don’t even know where to bloody begin. She told the guards up above that I’m allowed to visit you when I want.”

      Her brows shot up. “Must be nice. “

      He frowned, ignoring her tone in favor of taking her by one wrist then the other, inspecting the thick bangles. Before, it had taken him days to chisel a weakness through them with his pick. “How are they treating you here?” It felt odd; all his life she’d been the privileged one due to her magic, and now their roles were reversed.

      “It’s a prison, Cam. They feed us old slop that’s long cold and come in once every few days to give me a bucket of fresh water.” She’d lost weight. He could see it in her face, her high cheek bones sharper and more defined. She was swimming in the abrasive burlap rags, shirt too large and trousers knotted with a rope around her waist. They gave her no shoes to protect her feet from the cold stone floor.

      Skeptical of their alleged privacy, he took a few steps away from her and examined the walls with his fingers. It was all solid stone and brick, though he felt between the crevices anyway, searching for concealed peep holes. Confident no one could hear through inches of reinforced stone, he moved to her side again and said in a low voice. “They executed the captain who started this entire mess. Less than a week ago. I had a front row seat for the event.”

      Cara snorted. “Good riddance to the bastard, but he’s the least of my problems here.” She rubbed her wrists, the skin chafed beneath the heavy cuffs. “All this time I thought you were in a cell like me.”

      “No. I still can’t tell you why I’m not.” He hesitated to tell her about his luxurious bedchamber, the delicious meals, or the fact that the queen had tried to bed him twice. “I’m sorry that our plan fell through.”

      Her features softened. “You did what you could. None blame you, I’m sure.”

      “Gods, I hope not.”

      “And I’m glad you’re well, at least. The guards here…they threatened all sorts of things—said all sorts of things. I didn’t know what to believe anymore.”

      “What things?” he demanded, alarmed.

      “That you’d be whipped and beaten if I so much as blinked or twitched a finger the wrong way.”

      “Something tells me that won’t be happening.”

      “Which? That you’d be beaten, or I would?”

      “The queen seems to fancy me. I’m still waiting for her husband to run a sword through me for it.”

      “I doubt he will. Seems to be the talk around here that she picked herself a new toy. I hadn’t realized it was you. They say the king has his own concubines.”

      Camden grimaced, unable to imagine sharing any woman. It wasn’t uncommon for men to have mistresses in Eisland, as well as the opposite, but they shrouded their adultery in secrecy and never carried out trysts in public without the express intention of humiliating their spouse. “I’ve turned her down. I don’t care what they want. If I knew how to get you out of here, I would.”

      “Visit me then. If you truly have permission, scout this prison. Sneak in what you can to get these blasted things off. There aren’t many guards down here, at least not that I’ve seen.”

      “Did you think I wouldn’t? I’ve waited every day for the mere chance to know you’re all right and that they haven’t…” He thought of the condition of some slaves they’d rescued and closed his eyes, jaw clenching. “Out of the blue, she told me she had a gift for me and took me to the stables, gave me a horse, and guided me here. What have you learned? You’re clearly not in the dark as I am. The other thralls don’t trust me yet. Won’t utter a peep.”

      “Not much.” Her eyes flashed. “There are only about a dozen other prisoners like me here that I’ve seen. Some have been here for years, taken out when they’re required to work. I saw a man brought back, burned out from magic use, a good forty pounds lighter than when he left. I’ve seen him twice since then but it’s been days. For all I know he died.”

      “A dozen,” he repeated. “And they haven’t taken you anywhere?” Every time he thought he was closer to understanding, he uncovered some new piece of the puzzle. “Makes no bloody sense,” he muttered to himself.

      “I’m too ‘high risk’ according to their captain of the guard. Their way of saying I refuse to bow to their whims.”

      “At last, your iron will and stubbornness prove beneficial.” He tried to smile, but it was too strained to linger for long. “I’ll return on my own tomorrow and see how they treat me when I arrive. It’s too early to do anything risky just yet.”

      A bell chimed and a second door in the room swung open onto a lit space. Camden could see other thralls entering from their own cells. “I guess having the queen’s consort around means I get to go in the public room again.”

      “I’m not her godsdamned consort,” he snapped. Regret swam through him and churned through his stomach with a flash of sour bile. He abhorred the title, but the sentries had adjusted their behavior over the course of days, from gazing at him with unconcealed disgust to grudging respect.

      Was that what Brynhildr called him behind his back? He wondered if the drottin had whispered amongst themselves during the execution, referring to him as the high queen’s consort—her toy. More pissed than repulsed by the discovery, Cam moved to the opening and peered through.

      Ten other mages ranging in age from about twelve to fifty, or perhaps a healthy sixty, entered the space. A single table ran down the middle with enough chairs to seat fourteen, and two guards watched from above them on a balcony, both armed with heavy crossbows.

      “Lunch time. Or is it dinner? I have no way to track the hours anymore and the food is always the same.”

      “It’s dinner,” he said in a quiet voice. “Dusk fell shortly before our arrival.” He twisted around and glanced at the surroundings, taking in the faces and committing their features to memory. None looked familiar, three of them Samaharan, one with pointed ears and an androgynous face of inestimable age. He’d never seen an elf before, only read about them.

      He followed his sister into the room and took a few moments to look around the rectangular chamber and the recreational den at the end of the room with a few book cases, hardwood benches, and standard game cases. When a chime rang, all eleven hustled to chairs around the table.

      “Do I—?”

      Cara jerked her head toward the table and gestured toward a seat. He joined them, despite his increasing curiosity. Once everyone was seated, another door opened and a guard wheeled in a cart.

      The meal appeared decent, a hearty rabbit stew with chunks of bread and glasses of water. Cara shot him a meaningful look, lips pressed tightly together, but the others all stared at their respective meals with wide eyes.

      Camden received his portion last, his bowl the largest and offset with a half-loaf of buttered garlic bread. Still, no one moved, even after the guard left, the door closed, and a third chime rang. Only then, did the mages practically attack their food, tearing into the meal with ravenous gusto.

      “This isn’t our usual fare,” Cara said drily. “It’s all a show for you, I wager.”

      “Suppose I’ll have to make visits a daily occurrence,” Cam muttered, as if he hadn’t already promised it and wasn’t already up to no good. Though he’d missed dinner while riding, he barely had any appetite, too absorbed with watching the others. While they survived on crumbs, he’d dined like a king each evening, eating better in Steinblomst Keep than he had on any naval ship.

      Eisen’s beard.

      His sister slid her bread to the youngest among them, an albino girl no older than twelve. Cam did the same, but she barely glanced up, hovering over her food as though she expected someone to take it from her.

      “She’s Ridaeron,” Cara said. “Cast out because she was born with magic. They haven’t taken her out so long as I’ve been here. I think they’re actually afraid of her, calling her a ghost or wind devil. She doesn’t speak much, either.”

      Camden studied the girl for a while, something tugging at his memory. The harder he tried to recall, the deeper it fled, until at last he snapped his fingers. A sentry above them jerked, glanced down with his crossbow sighted, then appeared to relax. “I’ve seen a child like her once before,” he whispered, voice low. “The boy who sails with James.”

      “Huh, you’re right.”

      Eventually, as people finished, they broke off into small groups and took advantage of the larger space, walking the perimeter or playing a game at a small table in one corner. Cara remained at the dinner table until she’d cleaned her bowl and made sure the girl had done the same. Then she turned to her brother, expression grim.

      “Get us out of here, Cam. I can’t live like this and none of the others deserve to either.”

      Cam slid his bowl over to the girl wordlessly. He’d eat at the castle where the food was plentiful. “I don’t know how,” he whispered, leaning close to Cara and always keeping an eye on the guards. “But trust me when I say I’ll figure it out.”
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      They met aboard the Cannon in the admiral’s day cabin, every captain and those essential for planning the rescue occupying the expansive compartment.

      Joaidane and James stood side by side over a map stretched across the war table, while the four Mordenian captains—all noblemen with decorated military coats and glossy black shoes of high-quality leather—clustered together near the curtained windows overlooking the sea. Two sorcerers participated as Samahara’s magical contribution, and three shapeshifters lurked in a corner, looking feral and out of their element by comparison. James had taught all three of them to sail under his command. In all, they had a formidable armada of fourteen vessels.

      “Bloody gorgeous ship it is, Prince Joren,” one of the noblemen muttered, admiring an oil painting nearby. He parted a curtain and glanced outside at the sunset glittering over the sea. “When I heard Queen Rapunzel planned to commission such a marvel of functional elegance, I hadn’t thought it possible.”

      “Thank you, Captain Penley. Now then, are we all ready to begin?”

      “Ready and at your command,” said Ilithyia, captain of the Scarlet Brigade. She tossed her red hair back over her shoulder and stood with her arms crossed over her chest. “We’ll make the bastards pay for what they’ve done here.”

      James reached over and laid a hand on her tense shoulder. “They will.”

      “But how? We know so little about their kingdom. We don’t know the defense capabilities of their ports,” Penley objected.

      “Ah, but we do.”

      Everyone turned toward Joaidane. The Grand Enchanter gestured to the doorway, indicating a plain-looking woman who Joren might have overlooked in a crowd. She didn’t have the usual coloring of the Samaharan people, her brown hair streaked blonde and her skin fairer than most desert dwellers.

      “This is Moira, my chief spy. She has brought news of the Ridaeron Dynasty and how they operate.”

      “This girl is a spy?” Captain Ellis from Creag Morden looked unconvinced.

      “She is. I’ve had her embedded in Ridaeron for over a year.”

      “Then why were we not warned about the attack?” Ilithyia demanded. “If we’d known they planned to target Neverland, Amerys and I would have sailed these waters. This tragedy was entirely preventable.”

      “The Ridaerons have more than one port and they do not share their plans with servants,” Moira countered in a placid tone. “I had to fight and barter and scrape for every ounce of information I’ve brought here today.”

      “Then what do you know?”

      Moira turned her attention to the map spread out over Joren’s desk. “All slaves are brought to this island here off the port of Kaskadehavn. It is well fortified and well guarded. Once they are certain they aren’t bringing sickness into their land, they set up auctions here, here, or here.” She tapped her finger against three points. “These auctions are held once every two moon cycles and they rotate locations. Last time it was the northern market. This time it will be here in the south.”

      “How long?” James asked.

      “A fortnight.”

      “Plenty of time for us to sail there and attack before they move their captives.”

      Joren studied the map and considered the information Moira shared, while the others around him began to plan. He tuned them out. If her news was correct, then it was too late for his crew. They would have been sold already, or at least some of them. But the islanders…the islanders he could still save. They could be rescued and returned to their loved ones.

      “Attacking the island is foolhardy. We’d do better to sack the market after they’ve moved everyone.”

      “No,” Joren said. “We need to attack both if we want any chance of rescuing the bulk of our people. A three-pronged attack guarantees we’ll retrieve Neverlanders, much of my crew, and anyone else in their possession.”

      “Cause mayhem all along their coast.” Ilithyia cracked a smile. “It’s a pirate tactic. I like it.”

      “We have the ships and the numbers are in our favor,” James agreed. “If we keep them guessing as to our true purpose, they won’t be able to mount a significant defense.”

      “It might just work.” Joiadane rubbed his chin and turned his gaze to the windows. “Will the Sea Witch truly help us, Prince Joren?”

      “So she says.”

      “She struck a deal, and Caecilia always honors her deals,” James assured them, startling Joren since the former pirate had nothing but ugly things to say about her the previous night.

      “We go in under the cover of night, sweep through before they know what’s happening.”

      Captain Ellis frowned. “Attacking a city means casualties, possibly innocents.”

      “No one there is innocent,” Moira said, her voice clipped. “The entire city is built on slavery. It deserves to be razed to the ground.”

      Joren thought back to Caecilia and her similar sentiments. After years of playing cat and mouse with the Ridaeron Navy, he was ready to strike a major blow. Not just for his country, but for the whole of every kingdom participating in the Compact.

      “Then we have our mission, ladies and gentlemen. We’ll divide into four groups. Ellis and Penley, you’ll remain here with the Twilight Witch and the Fire Lily. Let nothing through that isn’t part of the Compact.”

      Both Mordenian men nodded. “As you wish, Your Highness,” Ellis replied, while Penley looked absolutely relieved.

      Captain Vandry only grinned. “I’d hoped to rain fire on their shores alongside you, but there’s no greater honor than protecting our friends here.”

      “Thank you, Amerys,” he replied to the one-eyed witch, disappointed he wouldn’t see her in action, yet confident she would defend Neverland with her own life.

      “And the rest of us?” asked Ilithyia.

      “You’ll sail with the Desert Rose. Joaidane will be your magical security.”

      As Joren gave the remaining assignments, a sense of peace fell over him. In less than a week, he would become the High King and High Queen of the Ridaeron Dynasty’s worst nightmare.

      He passed an enchanted, handheld communication mirror to each of the thirteen captains in attendance. “Prepare your ships. We sail at dawn.”
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      Joren leaned over the starboard rail and peered down at the ripples trailing their stern. Caecilia hadn’t surfaced in hours, and he’d begun to wonder if it must be lonely for her, accompanying their armada without being in their company. Present and expected to help but ignored.

      “Sea Witch!” he called, hoping she could hear him.

      She didn’t answer, which he’d come to expect of her.

      “Blast,” he muttered. He stepped back from the rail and scrubbed one hand down his face.

      Maybe she liked the solitude. There was always that to consider. Shaking his head, Joren turned his back on the rail and walked away, only to hear a wet slap reverberate through the air. He glanced over a shoulder to see Caecilia on the rail, long tail coiled over the polished wood like a snake.

      “What is it, Princeling?”

      He bit his tongue, growing accustomed to her mocking tone. “I wanted to ask if you’d eaten.”

      She cocked one thin brow. “I am swimming through the sea, surrounded by food.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean you’ve taken the time to eat any of it,” he pointed out.

      “It doesn’t,” she agreed. “I am not hungry.”

      “You must be, swimming for an entire day and a night. Have you rested?”

      “No.”

      Stubborn woman. “Then, unless you are some manner of creature that doesn’t require sleep for good health, it would be prudent if you rested aboard my vessel this night.”

      Both brows raised this time.

      “There’s space for you on the main deck. I thought—” He halted, wondering if she’d suffer without constant contact with water. “Would it cause you undue harm to remain out of the water?”

      The corner of her mouth ticked up. “You care for my well-being that much?”

      “You haven’t given me a reason not to care,” he said stiffly. “And you’re one of us.”

      Caecilia laughed, cackling so hard her cheeks flushed ruddy and red. It wasn’t the fetching blush of a young maid or damsel, but splotchy patches from her upper chest to her ears.

      But it suited her. He imagined in her youth, she was quite a pretty creature, though something about her poise led him to believe she wasn’t as old as she appeared.

      Maybe she wasn’t old at all, and what he saw was what she was and how her kind appeared. Who were they to call her ugly?

      “One of you?” Her laughter renewed, and she swayed with it, tossing back her head. “I’m not one of you.”

      Heat surged to Joren’s face that time. “Is it so awful being accepted among others, Caecilia?”

      “I’m not one of you, and I never can be.”

      “Why not?”

      “If you haven’t noticed, your people see me as a monster.”

      “My people can learn to see better.”

      She snorted and turned, poised to return to the water.

      “Don’t. Please. I’m asking you to remain on deck with me. I’d invite you to the cabin to eat at a proper table if I thought you could navigate the ship without harming yourself. Your tail is quite large.”

      Caecilia cocked her head, studying him.

      “Well?” he finally asked.

      “I don’t want to be stared at.”

      “No one will stare.” He offered his hand and held his breath.

      Moist digits closed around his fingers. “All right. I’ll eat this mortal-made dinner if it means you’ll no longer whine for me from the deck.”

      Joren grinned. “That’s all I ask. And now that I’ve learned your hidden weakness, rest assured my whining will reach new heights of irritability. Perhaps I’ll whine for you at breakfast as well.”

      “Prince—”

      “We have the best smoked rock salmon, and one of the finest cooks in the Eisland Navy is in my galley. How do you like your eggs?”

      She stared at him, sighed in resignation, and rolled her eyes toward the sky. “Scrambled.”

      “Excellent.” He offered her a hand. “Care to board my vessel?”

      He watched indecision flicker across her face. He followed her gaze to a few sailors spread throughout the main deck as they completed evening duties. Though they were all working, the occasional gaze darted toward Joren and Caecilia.

      “You’re worried that you’ll be watched, aren’t you?”

      She didn’t reply.

      “If it will make any difference, we can take the meal in my cabin. A few brawny sailors and I can help you down the hatch—”

      Magic shimmered around Caecilia’s eel-like lower half as it unwound from the rail and lowered to the deck. It rippled and changed, shrinking and undergoing a fascinating metamorphosis before his eyes. In the end, the Sea Witch stood on two scrawny legs with knobby, turned-in knees. There was nothing shapely or pretty about them, and the thin shreds of cloth wrapped around her hips barely provided any modesty. A matching rag covered her breasts.

      “There’s no need to carry me.”

      “I didn’t realize you have legs.”

      “I’m surprised James didn’t tell you.”

      Now the sailors were ogling Caecilia, in awe of her magic and the spectacular feat rather than any sexual sort of way. Still, Joren couldn’t help himself. He removed his coat and stepped close to wrap it around her shoulders and conceal her from their prying gazes. “Come on. You must be starved and exhausted.”

      “No more than usual.”

      “Just the same, you’re now a guest aboard my ship.”
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      Every step sent pain shooting from her toes to her heels and the arches of her feet, flying up her calves and to her thighs. Cruel agony rattled in the core of her bones, unrelenting and renewed with each step.

      But still, Caecilia walked.

      It must have been desperation that fueled her.

      Joren paused by the hatch leading to the upper gun deck. “Are you able to—”

      Sweet waters, she’d die if he tried to carry her down the ladderway. Grunting, she stepped onto it herself and descended slow step by slow step. He must have thought her ancient.

      The prince descended next and joined her in the passage, overtaking her slow stride and leading the way to his cabin. He opened the door, the very model of a gentleman when he held it for her to enter ahead of him.

      Caecilia stepped into a cabin of luxurious splendor, hand-knotted Samaharan carpet beneath her tortured feet and Liangese silk tapestries on the walls.

      “Are you in pain?” Joren asked, the sharp intrusion distracting her from a pretty oil painting.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You’re grimacing.”

      “I’m fine.”

      On the contrary, Caecilia was not fine, and every step wrought agony on her. Joren didn’t need to know that, however.

      “Sea Witch—”

      “Just lead the way to your dining cabin if you’re going to feed me, or let me return to the sea.”

      An elegant yet eclectic combination of styles from many kingdoms decorated the sitting parlor. The furniture all had the elegant lines of Eisland, but she recognized carvings from Cairn Ocland on the armrests. The blue crystal chandelier floating over their heads without a connecting fixture to the overhead beam could only have come from the Collegium of Arthras.

      Joren gestured toward the round dining table. “Have a seat.”

      Getting off her feet brought a modicum of relief, but she felt out of place in the lavish room. Everything shone beautifully, unlike her.

      A young woman in a tight bodice and flared skirts poked her head into the cabin. “Dinner will be served shortly, Admiral. Will you and your…dinner guest require anything else?”

      “No, Kendra, thank you.”

      She waited until the girl left before turning back to look at him. “Even here you have servants?”

      “It seems an inescapable aspect of being royalty.” He shrugged. “And an admiral. But in the case of Kendra, she is my secretary, not a servant. She’s pulling dual duties at the moment, as her husband was to be my valet and fell ill with the Red Flux prior to our departure.”

      “Oh.” Husband. The little knot of envy loosened.

      “In addition to Kendra, there are three clerks, each responsible for a different aspect of ship operations. We—I’m boring you to death, aren’t I?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      She rather liked the way his eyes lit with enthusiasm when he discussed his work. Ships made Joren come alive with happiness, accentuating features already handsome.

      “So, while we await dinner, tell me a little more about you. Have you always lived in Wai Alei?”

      “Why do you care?”

      His brows knit, a deep furrow between them. “Why shouldn’t I? I know plenty about the many others sailing in this fleet. Grand Enchanter Joaidane may as well be the Sultan of Samahara. He’s certainly revered and beloved like a ruler. James married a grand fae, and he battled alongside us when Ridaeron joined forces with our kingdom’s wrongful ruler.”

      A cold fist squeezed Caecilia’s heart. “Yes, he did.”

      “And Ilithyia sailed from a desert country far on the other side of the globe. She was once a gladiator, she says. Overtook a ship at sea carrying her and a hundred other warriors for sale to a new master. She’s quite proud of it.”

      “As she deserves to be. She escaped a barbaric practice.”

      “You know where she comes from?”

      “I know all the seas, not merely those you claim as your own.”

      “Fascinating. And I’d never be so bold as to call any sea my own, though I’m curious which waters you call yours, which was the only purpose behind my earlier question.”

      “You truly want to know more about me?”

      He nodded. “Whatever you’re willing to share. There’s no pressure. May I call you Caecilia?”

      “If you must.”

      “Is there another name you prefer?”

      Coral, she wanted to say, but the words refused to form. Instead, she glanced away and studied the fine surroundings. It reminded her of her room in Eisland, without the damnable cold. She’d enjoyed the comforts, if not the weather.

      “Wai Alei has been my home for centuries. Before that I lived in Triton’s domain.”

      “So you are a siren?”

      Shit. She’d said more than intended.

      “Do I look like a siren?” Not a lie.

      The worry crease between his brows diminished. “Well, no, but they’re not exactly a common sighting. I assumed perhaps there were—are—different, ah…varieties of mer…women.”

      “Ugly ones, you mean.”

      “What? No! I’ve never said—”

      “You don’t need to explain yourself. I know what I am.”

      She moved to stand, certain this had to be a mistake, but Joren reached out and laid his hand over hers.

      “Please, you are a guest, Caecilia. My guest.”

      She froze and looked at their hands. He showed no disgust at her cool, damp skin, only concern.

      “Please, stay and eat with me.”

      “Very well.” She tugged her hand from beneath his just as Kendra stepped in bearing a silver platter. The woman remained silent while serving them, setting out plates covered with steamed fish, fluffy rice, and seasoned vegetables. Slices of smoked eel on toast accompanied their meal, alongside a selection of soft cheeses, berries, and crackers. Joren took the wine bottle Kendra set down and filled Caecilia’s glass himself.

      The food didn’t disappoint, and while eating, Joren didn’t question her incessantly. She passed on the wine but accepted seconds on the fish.

      “I wonder if it’s an islander thing.”

      She paused with a forkful of fish held halfway to her mouth. “Pardon?”

      “The wine. I have a friend, she didn’t care much for it either.” His expression fell.

      “She is an islander?”

      “Yes. Coral Shell is her name. At least, that’s what we’d come to call her.” He glanced over. “Perhaps you know her. She’s mute.”

      “I have no friends among the islanders.” She set aside her silverware and wiped her mouth. “Thank you for the meal, but I should return to the water.”

      “You’ve had no rest.”

      “You assume I need it.”

      “You won’t tell me anything about yourself, but even a witch must require rest. I assure you, no one will be staring if you choose to take a stateroom.”

      “A room?”

      “What? Did you think I’d make you sleep on the deck?”

      She hadn’t assumed anything but receiving a cabin of her own never crossed her mind. For a moment, she considered turning it down. If it weren’t for her promise to help the fleet, she could have been to Ridaeron by now. Traveling at their slow pace meant an extended journey, and she was tiring.

      “Thank you,” she conceded. “A bed will be most welcome.”

      “Good. I’ll show you to one now if you’re ready.”

      After what had been an enjoyable break, the returning pain seemed more excruciating than ever. Her step faltered, and she drew a hissed breath between her teeth. Joren was at her side in an instant.

      “You are hurting,” he said, voice accusatory.

      “I’m not—” Before the rest of Caecilia’s lie left her tongue, Joren swept her off her feet, quite literally, and into his arms. “This isn’t necessary.”

      “The hell it isn’t. We have a physician aboard the ship who can help you.”

      “Nothing can help me.”

      “You won’t know until we try.”

      “Trust me. I do know. It isn’t an ordinary pain that ails me, Joren. It’s a curse, and no one save King Triton or another god can remove it. Unless you have a divine being serving on this vessel, there’s nothing you can do to alleviate my pain.”

      “Oh.” He didn’t set her down, still cradling her in his arms as if she were a child. Or a bride. The latter thought flustered her and sent heat across her face again. “My apologies, Caecilia. Are you always in pain?”

      “Only when I wear legs.”

      His expression melted from concern to horror. “And I forced you to leave behind the comfort of the ocean to join me. Gods, I’m sorry. If I’d realized, I would have let you be.”

      And she would have missed out on one hell of a delicious meal. Staying in Eisland under the guise of Coral Shell had accustomed her to their exquisite cuisine, and she didn’t look forward to returning to the water and swimming alongside them to dine on raw fish and kelp. Likewise, drowsiness settled over her mind, and lying against his chest felt so nice. Joren’s warmth radiated through his shirt and waistcoat. She yawned.

      “If I understand correctly, there’s no pain as long as you’re not on your feet?”

      “Right.”

      “And you don’t require constant contact with the water?”

      “No.”

      “Then rest overnight in my quarters. There’s a cot in the day cabin that will suit me just fine.”

      “That isn’t necessary.”

      “We have three days of sailing ahead of us, and it behooves the entire fleet if you’re rested prior to reaching Ridaeron’s shores.”
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      With a perilous sea battle looming before him, Joren paced the day cabin’s office and tried to drink away his nervous jitters, walking a precarious balance of sipping enough to calm down and have a good night’s rest, but not so much he impaired his decision-making skills.

      As Caecilia was in his bed, he sprawled across the cot aft of his desk. A solid hour passed of staring at the compartment overhead before he finally resorted to a trick that had always worked when he and Rapunzel were children.

      He uncovered the floor-length magical mirror on the wall and traced the runes on the wooden frame, activating his half of the enchantment. “Mirror, mirror, on the wall, is my sister awake at all?” he called through the shimmering pane, half in sing-song.

      “She does stir at this hour,” Rapunzel’s voice echoed from the mirror pane. “Freshly awakened from a shower.” She sounded too cheerful for a woman who should have been asleep. It was past midnight, the black sky speckled with stars.

      His sister whisked the sheet away from her duplicate and stood on her side in her night-rail and an open robe, waist-length silver hair damp and gathered over one shoulder. It trailed down to her rounded belly and—

      Joren paused. “What in the name of Eisen is going on with your stomach?”

      Rapunzel blinked down. “Um.”

      “Gods. Don’t tell me he’s got you up the duff again? Already?” That explained her sudden foray into big and fluffy dresses.

      “Already? It’s been more than two years since the twins were born!”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he shouted, a little louder than intended. “I’m your bloody brother for Siel’s sake. I’d have liked to know I have another little niece or nephew—could it be twins again?—to spoil rotten. Now I’m even angrier that my gift to you sank in the Viridian.” He sighed. He’d brought her back a fruit-bearing sapling from Samahara, charmed and enchanted to produce the sweetest pears, apples, peaches, and figs across the desert, and in large quantities. All from the same tree. It had been a marvel of magic and botanical science. He’d have to visit soon to fetch her another. He’d teased her for months about the way she ate her way through the castle’s fruit stores during her first pregnancy.

      “Three reasons. First, I didn’t want the news to overshadow everything else that’s happened or your imminent proposal to Coral. Second, there’s a war on the horizon, and the attention shouldn’t be on me. Third, I don’t need gifts from you to know you love me. It’s fine. Come home to me safely. That’s all the gift I need.”

      “It’s good news, Rapunzel. We’re all in need of good news. Answer my blasted question.”

      “We don’t know yet if it’s twins again. Muir suspects. He’s positive my belly kicked him from two different positions tonight. Whoever is in here,” she said, cradling her stomach with one hand, “they’re active, and seem comforted by lengthy showers and lavender steam. But this isn’t why you contacted me at midnight.”

      Joren grunted. “You don’t know that.”

      “You would have had to know I was expecting to call me to discuss it, Joren.”

      He chuckled. “Point.”

      She tilted her head, studying him. He wondered what she saw besides bedhead and dark circles under his tired eyes. “Are you nervous?”

      “Incredibly.”

      “It’s all right to be nervous. If experience is the mother of wisdom, then anxiety is the father of caution. Listen to your instincts.”

      “I plan to. I ignored them when the Green Giant came for us. I won’t let that happen again.”

      “I imagine you’ll reach their shores by tomorrow night. Is the plan unchanged?”

      “We’re set to attack exactly as planned. Ilithyia and Joaidane will strike Vatnslind on their northern coastline while the rest of us split our forces between their slave island and the southern port. If anything, it’s more important than ever that we tear that stronghold down. That’s where they’ll be keeping the islanders.”

      His sister dipped her head. “I feel awful that they’ve been dragged into our feud.”

      “It would have happened eventually. Ridaeron has taken from everyone they could reach. When they went unchallenged by the Sea Witch, they took advantage. It had nothing to do with us.”

      “Speaking of the Sea Witch…how is that alliance going?”

      “Well enough, I suppose. She’s been on board the past few nights, saving her strength for the battle to come.”

      “That must have the crew on edge. I hear she’s rather frightening.”

      Though there was no malice in his sister’s voice, he bristled all the same. “Looks aren’t everything, as you well know. Our…the woman who raised us was the most beautiful woman in all of Eisland. And she also had the ugliest soul in all the seven seas. So you’ll forgive me if looks are no longer factored into the equation of determining a person’s value.”

      Rapunzel’s eyes widened. “I never said they were. Honestly, Joren, you know me better than that.”

      His shoulders slumped, and he dropped his face into his hands, groaning. “I know, I know. I’m sorry. Others don’t see past her haggard appearance and there have been mutterings amongst some of the crew about her being a bad omen. That it’s bad luck having her aboard.”

      Bless his sister’s kind soul for frowning when she heard that. “I trust you’ve nipped that in the bud.”

      “Naturally. I said any man bearing issue against having Caecilia aboard can swim home.”

      He realized his mistake before her brows shot upward. “You are now on a first name basis with her?”

      “What else am I to call her? Witch? Crone?”

      “I suppose that makes sense.” She sighed and ran a hand over her gravid belly. “Well, my faith is with you, Joren. Whatever tomorrow brings, I know you’ll do what’s best for our kingdom and our allies. Ridaeron can no longer be allowed to rule the Viridian.”

      “Thanks, Rapunzel. Coming from you, that means everything to me.”

      “And don’t worry about Coral,” she said quickly. “I’m certain she’ll be waiting for you when you return to Neverland. She cares for you, I know it.”

      The final vestiges of worry eased from his heart. As always, his sister knew exactly the right thing to say.

      “I hope you’re right. Anyway, get some sleep and take care of those babies. I expect details upon my return.”

      He deactivated the enchantment and covered the mirror, feeling more confident about what the next day would bring. Then he’d worry about his future with his missing Coral Shell.

      Fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to gift him his soul mate then steal her away again.
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      The riders had been on horseback since nightfall, hooves tearing up soil still damp from an afternoon rain. Cara couldn’t deny that the Ridaeron Dynasty’s green pastures and countryside were things of beauty, but their desperate race across the rolling meadows afforded her no opportunity to stop and admire them.

      Of the ten mounts they’d taken for their group of eleven mages, only seven remained. She’d always mourn the gentle giants that had sacrificed their lives to save her friends and bear them away to safety. Their hearts had given out, bodies pushed beyond their limits.

      Aurora had wept. The child loved horses, and gods, if it wasn’t a decision between their lives and the creatures’ well-being, Cara would never forgive herself. It will be worth it, she thought. Their sacrifices can’t be in vain now. We must escape.

      Though she didn’t know the other mages beyond their imprisonment together, she considered them more than mere acquaintances. They’d passed through hell together and would soon come out on the other side. At least, she hoped so.

      She thought of Biram, an older and quiet Samaharan man who spoke very little but could always be counted on to play a game of chess. He’d been the first she encountered with her key, and also the one to voluntarily stay behind and guarantee their escape.

      From what she’d learned of the eleven mages, they were the mightiest of the kingdom’s recent acquisitions, and also the most unpredictable; spellcasters with nothing to lose and also feared most by their captors. With the exception of Cara and Aurora, they had no lovers, spouses, or relatives to threaten with harm.

      Hoofbeats thundered behind them in the distance, loud and pounding to her ears despite their pursuers lagging so far behind. Less than five minutes prior, some Ridaeron in a watch tower had spied them coming down the hills, and now they were in for the race of their lives.

      But their mounts were slowing, mouths foaming around their harsh metal bits and coats glistening with sweat. What remained of the enchantment would soon fade, barely more than a golden gleam around their enormous hooves.

      Their hunters, on fresh and unexhausted horses, would soon close the distance and reach them.

      “Cara, I’m scared!” Aurora cried. Cara both loathed and appreciated learning enough Ridaeron over the past weeks to understand her.

      Cara tightened her arm around the child’s waist, keeping her in the saddle. “Don’t be scared, angel. We’ll be there soon.”

      It was a dirty lie. None of them knew where there would be, or what they would do upon reaching there. In hindsight, the spur of the moment plan had to be one of the foolhardiest decisions she’d ever made.

      “We can’t push them any harder, Cara!” Amun cried. He rounded out their group as the youngest of the male sorcerers, only twenty-one years old, she’d learned. “They’ll die, and then we will be walking through this terrain, exposed. We must slow down.”

      “If we slow down, they’ll catch up to us,” Sarah disagreed, the Mordenian enchantress made of sterner stuff than Cara, as she’d cast the most recent round of haste spells without sympathy for the creatures. She glanced over one shoulder and extended her hand, conjuring a fireball that scorched a mile-long path through the green plains toward their pursuers.

      The flaming sphere gained speed and traction, a flash of power and heat igniting the grass in a white-hot streak. Upon reaching its destination, one of the giant guards smacked it with his shield. It fizzled into a cloud of embers.

      Sarah swore. “We have no choice but to renew the haste spell.”

      “What good is freedom if we make monsters of ourselves? Enough have died. I won’t whip these animals any more than we already have,” Amun snarled.

      “Nor will I!” cried their wood elven companion. Eianara had been the voice of reason since their escape. “But we can’t afford to be divided.”

      “We can’t,” Amun agreed, slowing down until he fell behind them. “Carry on and be strong, my friends! I will hold them back for as long as I can.”

      “Amun!” Aurora sobbed, twisting to look at him from under Cara’s arm with one pale white hand outstretched.

      But it was too late. The Samaharan mage’s horse stood on trembling legs, mighty chest heaving as it staggered to the side. He slid from the saddle onto his feet and raised both arms toward the sky, whipping up the wind and darkening the heavens.

      That was the last Cara saw of him before their horses carried them beyond sight, making Amun the second of their small company to sacrifice himself so that they may live in freedom.
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      The thick fog rolling across the Viridian rose higher than the Cannon’s top mast. Joren stood on the quarterdeck and listened to the water lapping against the sides of the ship, the only sound beyond the wind guiding them to their target.

      Miles away in the distance, a single lighthouse blazed on a hilltop.

      “Any moment now,” Joren muttered, watching the steady movement of the revolving lens.

      They’d sent a small team of their three stealthiest men ahead, one a sorcerer from Samahara, the other two Ridaeron natives from aboard the Jolly Roger with familiarity of the land. Osrim had said there’d be two slaves at the top of the lighthouse at all times, in addition to a keeper tasked with monitoring them.

      “Do you think they were discovered?” Faolan asked.

      “I hope not,” Joren murmured, counting on the trio to extinguish the light and grant them the element of surprise. “We—” The tower went dark, pitching the shoreline and much of the coastal village into shadow.

      “What do you see?” Joren asked Faolan, as the griffins and most of the other shifters had spectacular night time vision.

      “I see movement toward the tower to investigate. No one appears to be alarmed yet.”

      “Then we advance before they have a reason to suspect something is amiss.”

      Between Caecilia and Baptiste, with Joren’s minor assistance, they’d shrouded the entire attacking fleet. After vowing to disable any potential dangers on the water, the witch had returned to the water and sunk under the surface.

      “Are the Marines prepared to deploy?” he asked the fresh-faced naval captain who had transferred to the Cannon. Pierre’s wiry frame looked as if a stiff wind would blow him overboard, but he was deadly with a pistol and even sharper wielding a blade.

      “Aye, Admiral, preparations are complete.”

      “Good. Alert the men below to be ready to fire on the signal. We’re almost in position. I’ll be joining the shore team shortly.”

      “That wasn’t the plan,” Faolan cut in, shooting him an inquisitive look. He turned to face Joren and crossed both brawny arms across his chest. Like the rest of the fighters participating in the invasion, he wore leather armor under his blue and silver coat, the jacket at odds with his clan tartan. Every Oclander had resisted the white trousers of the Eisland Navy’s official uniform, demanding to keep their tartans instead. Muir had ruled in their favor, stipulating that none of them would be fighting in human form long enough for it to matter.

      Gods bless him, Muir had a point. Respecting their preference for fighting in their beastly forms, almost all of the griffins had been outfitted months ago in barding tailored to their unique shapes, protecting them whether they fought on two legs or four.

      “I know, but I’ll be more useful on the ground. Besides, I won’t have anyone else do what I won’t myself.”

      “As you say, but your sister will have my hide if you come back in anything less than one piece.” He paused and scratched his chin. “Unless that witch beats her to it.”

      Joren cocked a brow and turned to regard his friend. “Come again?”

      “You alone seem to have some understanding with her is all I’m saying. I don’t imagine she’d be pleased with your change of plan. She was rather adamant that we allow her to do the heavy lifting and that you remain aboard the vessel.”

      “I’ll deal with her displeasure later.”

      “Gods, when she gives you the arsekicking that you have coming, don’t look to any of us to protect you.”

      The laughter welled out of Joren before he could swallow it back. He clapped Faolan on the shoulder then strode across the deck to the nearest ladder. He descended to the waiting longboat and took up his position at the bow.

      Ten more longboats joined them in approaching the shore. Hundreds of lanterns shone in the distance, small blooms of yellow against the darkness blighting the coastal town. Rowing slowly kept the noise to a minimum, though Joren noticed the water had an unnatural current, pushing them onward toward the shoreline.

      It had to be Caecilia. He hadn’t seen her, but he thought he felt the enormity of her presence, something familiar lurking beneath the surface of the black water. With the moon blotted out by the bleak storm clouds brewing overhead, their boats coasted in near-darkness.

      Nigel Gaumond led another of the shore teams, standing at the forefront of the boat with a hand on his pistol. Meanwhile, Hook organized the rescue efforts between the other vessels of their attack party until Joren returned to his command. Catriona, their werewolf ally from Cairn Ocland, had been tasked with leading the rescue on the small island. She commanded three dozen furious dire wolves prepared to rip out Ridaeron throats and another dozen werebears with a gift for earth magic.

      The first cannon shots echoed like thunder through the night air. The two watchtowers flanking the bay exploded, chunks of stone splashing into the water and the great warhorns mounted atop them ruined beyond use. From elsewhere on the shore, warning bells tolled. More rounds blasted against the walls, smashed through the docks, and exploded in the streets. Fireballs sailed over the perimeter walls and laid waste to the buildings Moira had identified as guard posts.

      The moment Joren’s boat struck the sandy shore, he and his men moved forward to meet the oncoming defense. He conjured a protective shield for the men and infused electricity into the wide dome. Dazzling bolts of power danced over the surface and sent the Ridaerons scrambling backward. Lacking magic, they defended against Joren’s invading party with crossbows, though it did them no good. To the pleasure of all within a dozen feet of Joren, the enemy’s ranged weapons collided against his magical barrier and clattered to the ground.

      A big man charged and swung his hammer at the same time another Ridaeron slashed with a sword. As both clashed against the invisible force, bright white light exploded and sent up sparks. Their wielders shrieked as the electrical current hurled them back and they landed on the ground, smoking.

      “Forward, men!” Joren yelled against the din of a hundred cannons. “They can’t stand against our spells! Show them no mercy, for they will have none for you!”

      Swords met stunned bodies, and blood stained the ground. Warning horns blew an alert that echoed from one edge of the village to the next, but it was far too late, as a hundred of Eisland’s best and just as many Mordenians surged onto the shore.

      They pressed through the opposition with magic. As expected thanks to Moira’s intelligence, catapults launched flaming vats of oil and grease toward their ships, but their foul ammunition crashed against a half dozen individual mages’ shields.

      From what Joren had learned over the years, the Ridaeron Dynasty sailed three classes of ships: dreadnoughts with a complement of six to seven hundred men, single-deck galley ships often rowed across the narrow channel between their own nation and southern Samahara, and their common naval vessels comparable to the three-masted sloops of Eisland. Only one posed a true danger to their mission. If the dreadnought got on the water, they’d have an actual battle on their hands instead of the massacre they’d planned in his day cabin.

      Thankfully, they’d taken out the docks and the enemy sailors would lack the manpower to prepare the ship. Joren looked forward to watching desperate Ridaerons swimming for their vessel to aid the skeleton crew of a few dozen men that likely remained.

      Though the lighthouse remained dark, enormous bonfires and beacons lit across the hills and the low mountain. As predicted, a couple dozen crewmen dashed across the dreadnought’s deck to perform the impossible. They’d never prepare the ship for battle, but the sight made Joren cackle like a madman.

      “Where’s that damned witch?” Nigel called. “Isn’t it her job to disable them before they’re a danger to our crews?”

      “Yes,” Joren said.

      Time was not a commodity Joren had in ample supply. They pressed forward and took the next guard station on the hill. Though it couldn’t be launched just yet, the opposing dreadnought aimed its cannons at the Jolly Roger, not entirely defenseless.

      Then the cloud cover parted, dissipating enough to send a few silver beams glittering over the water, bathing all three Compact vessels in a celestial glow intensified by their magical shields. The Cannon and their allies made a beautiful sight.

      Moments later, a dozen more men emerged from hatches and spilled onto the main deck of the enemy ship. They must have kept slaves in the dreadnought’s belly.

      Joren’s grin faded. “Where is she?” he wondered aloud. Damnation. Had she turned tail and abandoned them after all?

      He heard her roar before he saw her. Knowing Caecilia was the Neverland serpent hadn’t prepared him for the reality of her emergence from the water in full serpentine glory. Despite all the times he’d sailed through the heart of the Viridian, he’d never seen more than the razor-sharp tips of its spinal fin, or a flash of tail. Knowing the beast was not an it, but a she, changed his perception of the sea monster.

      She shone in the moonlight, meters upon meters of shimmering russet scales and enormous body, easily twice as long as his ship. He stared for a moment, struck nearly senseless by the awe-inspiring sight of her.

      Hells. No wonder Ridaeron had played it safe by avoiding Neverland for so many years.

      Caecilia splashed onto the deck of the Ridaeron dreadnought and rolled, crushing men with her bulk, sweeping others into the water, and soon wrapping completely around it. They slashed and stabbed to little avail, their arrows but toothpicks in her tough hide.

      Thank the gods that she’s on our side, Joren thought.

      Her powerful tail cracked the mast, and then canvas sagged and sank to the deck. In the span of a few heartbeats, the serpentine witch capsized the ship and began dismantling it with merciless constrictions of her sinuous body.

      The others thought Caecilia ugly, but Joren saw beauty in her at that moment, something different and unique, a grace that was purely hers.

      As much as he wanted to admire the sight of her, and that of the sinking enemy ship, he had his own battles to face. The Marines pushed through the remaining resistance with ease, buffered by Joren’s spellwork and inspired by the Ocland shifters who barreled through the troops in their beast forms. Even the Ridaerons froze in the face of enraged wolves and charging bears.

      “Over there.” Joren directed attention to a structure built into the cliff face once he dropped his shield spell. “Moira said our people would be inside.”

      “Doesn’t look big enough,” someone muttered.

      “They build downwards,” Nigel reminded them. “Much of that labor performed by their slaves.”

      “Time to go get them all out. Nigel, you take your team inside and we’ll make sure the Ridaerons don’t push through behind you.”

      “On it!”

      Nigel and a dozen men veered off on their mission, while Joren returned his focus to the city wall. Another catapult exploded, taken down by well-placed cannon fire, but his attention shifted to the gates. Reinforcements were already marching through, sooner than expected.

      “We hold this quarter no matter how hard they come at us,” he called out, rallying his troops. “Once Nigel comes up with the slaves below, we’ll fall back to the boats and cover their escape. Do not push into the enemy ranks!”

      Voices raised in acknowledgment as their allied forces prepared for the next attack. The approaching horde split into three groups and spilled forward like a human tidal wave of muscle, roaring like animals themselves. These men didn’t resemble the humble, normal-sized diplomats in furs and leathers who’d visited during Gothel’s reign. The ground rumbled beneath their feet.

      Of all the Ridaerons Joren had set eyes upon in the past, these appeared to be the most ferocious, giants with braided beards wielding morning stars, maces, and war hammers on handles as long as his legs. Eisland had long ago ruled mauls to be inelegant, uncivilized weapons.

      Tiger Lily warned us, he thought, reminded of tales he’d read in ancient history books of their people sharing ancestry with giants. He’d always doubted it, chalking the stories up to exaggeration. Now he knew better.

      A stocky Ridaeron with the breadth of a bull, wielding an oversized morning star, lunged at Joren. The spiked ball crashed into his personal shield and sent up sparks of energy, but didn’t shatter the magical barrier. The man struck again and again, until the shield threatened to shatter. When Joren retaliated with a point-blank fireball, his opponent bashed it with his weapon, deflecting it with a cacophonous ringing. The flaming sphere hurtled away, sputtering and dying before it landed.

      Gods. Their weapons diverted magic!

      Unlike some mages, however, Joren didn’t rely only upon sorcery. He drew his rapier, ducked beneath a hammer swing, and thrust forward, sliding the blade through an opening in the man’s armor. But as one man fell, another took his place, and each seemed larger than the last.

      Blooms of magefire lit the back line of the defenses. Ridaeron warriors yelled and cried out in alarm as chaos ensued. Even Joren paused, uncertain as to what was happening. Then a familiar silhouette caught his attention, too tall and proud to miss, blue-white fire dancing around her arms.

      “Cara!”

      Another figure stepped up beside her, wielding lances of electricity like a spear in a manner Joren had never seen before.

      Coming under attack from both sides, the Ridaerons broke ranks and lost their greatest advantage, but there were still fifty or more men between Joren and Cara. Despite having magic on their side, they couldn’t push through, not when the Ridaerons seemed to deflect as many spells as Joren and the others cast.

      Jolee, a wolf shifter, moved up on Joren’s left side and cut through a raging berserker with her axe. “Nigel’s team is out with the prisoners. At least a hundred souls.”

      “Get them back to the ships. I have to cut a line through for Cara.”

      “I’ll let the others know.”

      The Ridaerons struck hard and renewed their attack, pushing Joren’s men back and widening the gap between him and the other mages. Each time he thought he could break through to her or she to him, the fighting shifted.

      He needed more men. He needed a bigger army. He needed a bloody miracle.

      Drops of water struck his cheek and an eerie roar echoed across the city. The winds picked up, seeming to come from all directions at once, laced with the unmistakable buzz of magic. Joren spun around, trying to get a fix on the spell’s source, and found himself facing the port—and the miracle he’d prayed for.

      The water funnel spun onto land without losing power or speed. If anything, it seemed to gain momentum, ripping up rocks and chunks of stone from destroyed buildings. The terrifying force of nature ripped through the Ridaeron troops and sent them diving for cover—at least those who managed to run away. Others weren’t so lucky, pulled into the vortex to be bludgeoned to death or drowned.

      It could only be Caecilia. Her powerful attack gave Cara and those with her the opening they needed. They raced across the town square, stopping when they were safely behind the Eisland troops. Cara reached Joren’s side and threw her arms around him.

      “Is this all of you?” he asked, searching for Camden among the small group. “Is this everyone?”

      “Yes.”

      A lead weight dropped in his stomach. “Get yourself and those with you to the longboats. You’ll come on the Cannon with me. Go.”

      She left without argument, and that alone spoke volumes. Joren worried about her brother, but now wasn’t the time to lose focus.

      “Get everyone to the boats!” he ordered. “Tell them to return to the ships.”

      “We’re not leaving you on this blasted shore, Admiral,” one of the Marines protested.

      “I’ll get him back,” Faolan promised as he landed beside Joren. “Climb on, you can sling your cover spells from the air.”

      It wasn’t the full rescue Joren had hoped for, but they’d done more damage to the Ridaeron port than he’d dreamed possible. And with the fires raging on the island behind them, he imagined the battle there had gone just as well. All that was left was to pull back and get their people home.

      Then he’d work on a plan to rescue everyone else.
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      The moment Faolan touched down on the deck, Joren dismounted and dashed through the ship, knowing where he’d find Cara even before he burst into the infirmary and saw her at Baptiste’s side, despite her status as only an apprentice-level healer. She’d neglected those talents in favor of learning to tear down mountains with her mind.

      Joren grimaced. Nothing about the scene surprised him. He watched for a time while she assisted the older mage tending to the wounded, jumping into her duties again like she wasn’t a woman rescued from slavery a half-hour prior.

      “Your Highness,” said Germain, a young man with a dirt-smeared face. He bowed deeply to Joren despite the bruises exposed by his tattered burlap shirt—bruises that spread over his torso like a vicious watercolor staining cream canvas.

      Once Germain acknowledged Joren, more attention darted to him. Attention he didn’t feel he deserved.

      “No, no need to bow to me—”

      “Not bow to you? Admiral, you came for us. You saved us,” said Ramond, a gunman sporting a bandage around his face and covering one eye.

      “Never thought I’d see you again,” agreed another sailor.

      Even those on cots tried to rise, tried to get up to bow to him, though he felt far from deserving when he’d spent the last weeks in luxury and comfort, enjoying the companionship of a beautiful woman while they worked their hands to the bone. Soon, he’d have to conduct a thorough headcount and determine who may never be among them again, cross referencing the missing against those sighted recently by rescued crewmen.

      Joren cleared his throat and infused magic into his words, until his voice resonated through the infirmary. “Please remain in your cots. You’re injured, you’re tired, and you deserve the rest. Right now, I need to have a word with Lieutenant Leblanc, and then I promise I’ll return.”

      Cara glanced at him, blue eyes bearing a weight he was desperate to share with her. His heart went out to her, and he admired her strength more than anything. If Rapunzel died, he’d never keep it together.

      Camden had been his dearest friend, and he couldn’t have closure until he knew. “Please come with me, Cara.”

      “Can’t this wait? I’m helping.”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Baptiste touched her shoulder and murmured to her, “Go. I have this. You need rest, my friend. Please go with the admiral and leave our comrades to me.”

      Reluctantly, she moved to follow him, only for a young girl with hair like ribbons of cloud to grasp Cara’s shirt and gaze at her imploringly. “Admiral—”

      “Both of you come along,” Joren said.

      Cara and the girl followed him through the ship to his cabin. He gestured them ahead of him into the stateroom.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Aurora. She doesn’t speak our language, only Ridaeron as far as I can tell.”

      “And your Ridaeron is only a little better than pigshit, if I recall from our study sessions.”

      “It’s better than you’d think.”

      “Ah. Well, she must be desperate for a nice bath. Both of you, I imagine. Why don’t I have Kendra see to her needs while we talk?”

      Cara bit her lower lip. “And…she may not agree with that.”

      “We won’t know until we ask.” Joren bent down on one knee in front of the young woman and smiled at her. It wasn’t difficult to speak to children. He loved them. “Hello,” he said, taking a chance on the central Ridaeron dialect. He’d studied their language extensively while in school. “I’m Joren. Who might you be?”

      Her eyes lit up. “You speak like us.”

      “I do. It took me many years to learn your language. Care to honor me with your name?”

      “I’m Aurora.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Aurora. As you’re a friend of Cara, that makes you a friend of mine as well. Would you like some dinner, a nice hot bath, and a warm bed?”

      “Very, very much,” she said shyly. “You’re not afraid of me?”

      “What? No. Why should I be?”

      Aurora tucked her chin.

      “The guards at the mage-prison feared her, Joren,” Cara explained in Eislandic. “I don’t think she’s entirely human. A half-breed of some sort between their kind and some other magical being.”

      Joren nodded, then twisted to glance behind him. Kendra was already in the doorway. “Would you please take Miss Aurora and provide whatever comforts she needs? She’s welcome to my bed tonight until we sort the sleeping arrangements. I’ll take my cot.”

      “Of course, Admiral.” Kendra flashed Aurora a reassuring smile and beckoned her.

      “Kendra will provide anything you want, Aurora. Please go with her.”

      The moment they were alone, Joren stepped up to Cara and hugged her tight. “There are no words to express my sorrow, Cara. How did it happen?”

      “What?”

      “Cam’s…” He swallowed the hard lump in his throat. “How did…?”

      Cara stiffened in his embrace, leaned back, and placed both hands on his shoulders. “Gods, no. You thought him being apart from me means he’s dead? No. He isn’t dead, Joren.”

      “He isn’t?”

      She shook her head and studied him. Likewise, he took in her pronounced cheekbones. “When I last saw my brother yesterday, we were perhaps one or two hundred miles inland. Maybe more. It’s difficult to judge distance traveled when you’ve used a haste spell and whipped your horses to death.”

      Joren blinked. It was unlike Cara to leave Cam behind. “So he’s alive?”

      “He’s definitely alive,” she replied, though the haunted look in her eyes didn’t fade.

      Instead of pressing her to answer his questions right away, Joren led her to a table and set about preparing tea. She was filthy, a day of dirt on her face, hair in tangles about her shoulders, and the smell of horse had permeated her clothing. He didn’t care. It was just a relief to have his old friend back where she belonged.

      Halfway through making tea, he deemed it a poor comfort for the situation and fetched the crystal decanter of Samaharan brandy. Without him urging her to answer his questions, Cara didn’t speak. That was fine. They had all night.

      “Cam is with the queen,” Cara offered on her own when he set a glass before her filled with the rich amber liquid.

      “What?” He blinked. What little he knew about their Dynasty, he knew on account of being royalty and learning the ropes from his parents over the years, going back to a time before the creature pretending to be their mother ever forged an alliance with the other kingdom. “The Queen of Ridaeron has locked him up? As in the high queen? Or one of the drottin?”

      “The high queen herself, and no, he’s far from locked up. She’s done something to him. Brainwashed him perhaps. It’s the only thing that could explain why he chose to stay.”

      “I’m sure he’s kept locked up, same as you were,” he said.

      “No, Joren, he wasn’t. He was able to help me escape because that…that beast gave him free rein to move around. Gave him a horse of his own. He had no shackles, no guards. Gods, they even rode around together and picked apples!”

      “What? But…none of that makes any sense.”

      “I’m telling you, Joren. He chose to stay.”

      Having no idea what to say, Joren sank back in his seat and tossed back the remaining alcohol in his glass. Having hardly touched her own, Cara offered him her glass, which he took without argument. None of it made any sense.

      “Maybe he wanted to gather information…?”

      “And get it to us how?” she countered, her tone resigned. “He chose to remain among those monsters for reasons I can only presume mean he’s no longer against their barbaric ways. Maybe he’s no longer on our side. Camden is lost to us.”

      “Not completely, if he helped you. I can’t imagine they’ll be pleased with him.” A sobering thought that only made him worry more for his friend. “Walk me through it, please. From the beginning.”

      “Cam came to visit, as he’d been doing for almost a week. He’d come during meal hours, because they always provided better rations if he was present. He stayed for an hour maybe, nothing unusual. Only this time as he prepared to leave, he slipped me a key and said to wait an hour, then to take the opportunity.”

      “Not very clear, was he?”

      “No, and I don’t think he expected me to bring company either, but…” Her gaze turned to Aurora in the adjacent room and lingered. “When my outer door opened, so did the inner one. They were still in the dining hall so I told them to follow me.”

      “You couldn’t leave them behind. I understand. Then what happened?”

      “The guards on our cells tried to stop us. We lost one at the very start, a Samaharan called Biram. I don’t know if he’s alive or dead, only that he was among the first I unshackled with Camden’s key. He remained behind and held them off while the rest of us ran for it. They’re immensely powerful, Joren. You can throw magic at them, but their shields and their weapons—”

      “Resist magic. I know. I learned that the hard way. What happened next?”

      “The guards upstairs were all asleep. Camden met us outside in the woods. He’d only saddled one of the horses.”

      “Definitely sounds like he expected you to be alone.” He rubbed his chin and tried to put himself in Cam’s place. “Could that be why he stayed? Because you had the extra riders?”

      “No, I don’t think so. He had rations for one, but we were able to get the rest of our mounts from the lean-to beside the prison. There were a dozen there, plus his own. When I begged him to come with us, he just shook his head and said he couldn’t leave. That he…”

      “What, Cara?”

      “That he didn’t want to leave,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “He told me he had something important to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Within an hour of completing their mission, the Oclandish ship bearing the rescued Neverlanders parted from the fleet and sailed northwest for Wai Alei. The Cannon would have joined them, if the rescued members of the Madeleine hadn’t hungered for vengeance.

      The surviving crewmen sent Cara to plead their case, and she made a compelling argument in their favor: several of their comrades—the sturdiest and strongest—had already been sold in the slave markets, and they wanted to watch Ridaeron bleed.

      The responsible course would have been to turn the ship about and sail his countrymen to safety, but he understood the desire for revenge. If anyone deserved the opportunity to see Ridaeron’s coastal villages smolder, it was the former crew of the Madeleine. Besides, if they kept the slave-dealing kingdom on the defensive, they couldn’t come after the ships fleeing to Neverland.

      The King Matthieu’s Cannon and Jolly Roger bombarded the coast as they made their way northward and rendezvoused with their other allies. Using griffin shifters as their untouchable eyes in the sky, while communicating with enchanted mirrors from Anastasia and Rapunzel, they kept ahead of the ravaged Ridaeron fleet.

      Now another full day had passed and his exhausted men exchanged places at shift change while Joren stood on the quarterdeck and observed. With Pierre aboard to command the ship, he’d devoted his day to organizing focused assaults on Ridaeron’s ports. Without the serpent among them to capsize entire battleships, they’d faced too many close calls for comfort, but ultimately found their enemies unprepared.

      She must have returned home with the islanders, he thought, unable to blame the witch for bailing out of their bloody campaign once she had what she’d wanted.

      Then a wet slap against the hull alerted him to her presence. Joren spun and peered through the fog, making out a vague shape perched on the railing. He clutched one hand to his chest. “Gods, you took me by surprise. I expected you to return to Neverland with the others.”

      “I did. The ships arrived safely,” Caecilia replied. “I swim much faster when not constrained by the limitations set by your vessels.”

      “That means your obligations have been met. You assisted us during the siege, and your people are safe. Why return?”

      “Perhaps I wished to see with my own eyes the havoc you’ve wrought on our enemy. Are you so anxious to be rid of me?”

      “No. Not at all. As for our common enemy, they won’t be sending ships out into the Viridian anytime soon. Not with their ports in shambles.”

      “Good,” she hissed in her raw and creaking voice. “Neverland will be safe for a time again.”

      Joren moved closer, until he could see her features in the dim moonlight. “So you’ll be resuming your protection?”

      “I never should have left, but it is not me I speak of.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      The witch stepped down from the rail on disfigured legs. “War will be coming, Prince. It is inevitable. The tides have been turning for a long time, the balance of power shifting. Your attack, while warranted, will provoke a new era of bloodshed on the Viridian. It will not end here.”

      “It may. We’ve dealt a substantial blow today. Perhaps they’ll lick their wounds and let it be.”

      “Never. It is not in the nature of the jottun or their descendants to be forgiving. In that, your people and theirs are similar. Such is what happens when one shares common ancestry with their enemies.”

      He stared. “Are you implying—?”

      “I imply nothing. I state,” Caecilia corrected him. “Your people have forgotten their origins. They no longer remember their past, or perhaps it isn’t that you no longer remember, but that you prefer to believe a lie.”

      “Eisland isn’t a lie.”

      “It isn’t, nor did I say it was, but I swam these seas and oceans then, young prince. I know the history. I remember the tales. I watched your ancestors sail in ships to a new world inhabited by nomads in the north. I watched the rise of your civilization and the fall of theirs, as they were assimilated into your culture and a new kingdom was born. Your forefathers are Ridaerons who fled the Dynasty and claimed Eisland for their own.”

      “That’s a bloody myth. There’s no truth to it.”

      “No,” she rasped, giving a throaty chuckle. “It isn’t a myth. And what reason would I have to lie to you? I know what I’ve seen; what I witnessed with my own eyes in my youth.”

      “That would mean you’ve witnessed our history from a time before we recorded it on paper.”

      “It does.”

      “Gods, that must make you…hundreds—no, thousands of years old.”

      Caecilia’s bitter smile provided the answer. “I no longer recall my age with certainty. Each year is no different than the last, and time has lost the meaning it once held.”

      “And you’ve been on your own that long?”

      “Not all of it, but my time is coming to an end.”
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        * * *

      

      A perplexed wrinkle creased Joren’s brow and lingered until understanding dawned in his eyes. “You’re dying,” he whispered in a gentle voice. “Is that why you left Neverland?”

      “It is tied to the reason,” Caecilia said after a moment. She didn’t dare to hope that Joren could break her curse, and even if he did, the creature known as Caecilia the Sea Witch would never exist again. Whether she became Coral Shell forever or perished, it seemed easier to let the legendary hag fade from obscurity, believed dead and lost forever.

      “Do the islanders know?”

      “No, nor would they care, I think.”

      His frown deepened. “You judge them too harshly.”

      “Perhaps,” she murmured, ashamed of herself. “Promise me that you’ll take over in my stead with your new fleet.”

      Joren gestured with one hand. “Come here.”

      Caecilia raised a brow and hung back, positive she misunderstood his intentions up until the very second the prince’s strong arms surrounded her, even in her hideous, ugly, and wretched body, all knobby bones and sagging skin. The warmth of his embrace was everything, chasing away the chill and aches lingering in her joints. She sank against him, acutely aware of how much she’d missed being held by her prince. Even more aware that she wrongfully thought of him as hers.

      Her prince. If only that were true.

      “I’m very sorry that you won’t be with us longer, Caecilia. Though we barely know one another, count me among those who will miss you. I thank you for the years you’ve devoted to protecting the Wai Alei, and it will be my honor to carry the torch once you are gone.”

      He released her after a final squeeze. “I imagine there will be a grand celebration in Eisland when we return. You should come with us. Enjoy your final days in comfort. Joaidane intends to remain near the islands for a time to assist with rebuilding their fields using his djinni magic. He can’t restore them to what they once were, but he can expedite the growth.”

      “I cannot.”

      He nodded, not pressing her. “I understand. Will you at least stay onboard tonight?”

      “Your quarters are rather crowded,” she said as she retreated to the railing and swung her legs over. “But I will be nearby. Your remaining ships will make the return safely. That much I can assure you.”

      Giving him no chance to respond, she dove into the frigid water and vanished from sight, thankful for the sea to hide her tears.
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      A week after their spectacular rescue, the King Matthieu’s Cannon and eight accompanying vessels returned to Wai Alei and found a grand celebration awaiting them. Having spent the days recovering from their captivity and honoring their dead, the islanders wanted to show their appreciation with food and music.

      From the outskirts of the main bonfire, Joren watched fire dancers and listened to songs, close enough to be a part of the festivities without seeming aloof or antisocial, but far enough to keep to his own thoughts.

      It warmed his heart to watch so many cultures mingling together. Islanders cavorted with shifters from Cairn Ocland and nobility from Creag Morden, Eislandic sailors with Samaharan warriors. Then there were the mages who had come with Cara, and some of the rescued slaves, people from Ridaeron and lands much more distant.

      One day, Joren hoped to sail to those lands. In the meantime, he tried to ignore the succulent aroma of roasting pig. Several of them cooked over a bonfire, their flesh seared golden and crispy after they were stuffed with delicious fruits and smoked for hours. He’d already eaten his fill, but the islanders made it easy to overindulge.

      “James!” Tinker Bell shrieked as her husband spun her around in the air. She’d been waiting on the island when they arrived, bringing with her a hundred tiny water sprites eager to work on the salted fields. Tink, as the rest of them knew her, peppered James’s face with kisses.

      Joren chuckled. Lucky bastard.

      No matter which direction he glanced, happy couples surrounded him. He spied Eliza in her lover’s arms, she and Dancing Willow in matching blue-green dresses and wearing flowers in their hair. Not far from them, Hook’s battlemage sliced hunks of meat off the roasting pig and served them on banana leaves. Callum’s children helped him. Though the man was Eislandic, he’d married an island woman during their pirating years and now called Wai Alei his home.

      “Here. You’ve earned this,” Joaidane said from his left, pushing a hollowed coconut husk into Joren’s hands that smelled of coconut, pineapple, and rum. “You did this.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “This.” The Grand Enchanter swept his hand in a gesture that encompassed the party beyond. “We might be in the Compact, but you are the one who brought us all together in our first true alliance. Because of that, we saved these people.”

      “We did, but at what cost?”

      “You fear retaliation from Ridaeron.”

      “I do. Caecilia seems to agree with me.”

      Joaidane dipped his head and rubbed his chin. “It would be foolish to assume they will let this pass, but you must also remember that they are only one kingdom. I do not think they will attack lightly now that we are a unified naval force. They will need to plan. After what I witnessed off the shore of Vatnslind, I doubt they’ll be prepared to tangle again with a fallen demigoddess.”

      “Demigoddess?” Joren perked. “She’s a demigoddess?”

      “Was,” Joaidane said, sipping his drink. “It’s an old tale, one I doubt even the Wai Alei recall. I was only a young man when it happened, but the seas were turbulent and roiling with fury for days afterward. My mother told me of it, perhaps hoping to scare me out of my spoiled behavior.” He sipped again. “It didn’t work. I remained a dick.”

      Joren chuckled. “Well, don’t leave me in suspense. What happened?”

      “I am not sure it is my story to tell. Suffice it to say, she incurred Triton’s wrath and that conflict shaped her life over the centuries.”

      “She spoke of dying. Do gods die?”

      “Not in the conventional sense, usually. They can…fade, I suppose would be the word. As cultures rise and fall, so too do their deities. I don’t believe a god has died since the War of the Divines.”

      “My history is a little rusty, I must admit, but that name is completely unfamiliar to me.”

      Joaidane chuckled. “It is a time few have ever read about. I only know of it through my mother’s journals, and even what she wrote was copied from old tales. They say there was a time when our ancestors warred with the kingdoms of the west. It went on for many decades, an unending conflict with no true resolution. Countless innocents died, until at last someone beseeched the gods. No one knows which side begged for help first, but help was given.”

      “So that ended the war, I assume?”

      “No,” the djinni sorcerer replied, expression grave. “That worsened it. War is a terrible thing when just mortals are involved, but once a god intervenes, hundreds of casualties become thousands. Hundreds of thousands. Finding that unfair, the other side pleaded to their deities for aid, and they too received help.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Yes. Catastrophic results, my friend. Entire civilizations fell overnight, crushed by divine power.”

      Drawn into the story, Joren raised his drink again, letting strong rum and blended fruit warm his belly. “What ended it?”

      “The book never named the gods who intervened, but I know it was the mothers of each pantheon, heartbroken from loss and bloodshed, who created a resolution. Per the terms of ending the battle, Eisen stomped the ground and created a great schism. Then Triton rolled the seas, casting the other continents far, far away from our lands. Now, one would have to travel for months to reach them.”

      “I’ve heard it’s a terrifying journey, rife with monsters, through lasting darkness and electric storms.”

      “It is. Everything Ilithyia said of the voyage from Crestoli to our gulf is true. My mother sailed it once as a child with her father. There lives a sea beast far more frightening than our amiable Sea Witch.”

      “So how is it the Ridaerons have slaves from those lands?”

      “They’re willing to brave those waters. We aren’t. Though, from what I understand, Captain Vandry has made the voyage more than most.”

      “She does,” he murmured, thinking of an unusual device Amerys had gifted him from across the sea. She’d visited areas of the world few others dared travel. “Maybe one day I’ll make the trip myself when the seas are safe again.” His gaze drifted to the ships moored out in the bay.

      “Well, you can count on my aid when it comes to Wai Alei. I cannot say with any certainty what fate awaits Caecilia, but I can promise to help watch over these lands. If she truly is fading, the world will be poorer for it.”
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      While the Wai Alei hosted a grand revel for the sailors, Caecilia pondered the merits of bottling fear potions as a final parting gift to them in the event of her demise. If she failed to earn Joren’s love, she couldn’t bear to leave Neverland defenseless. Their witches and shamans could be formidable, but they’d been unable to stand up against the mechanical might of the Ridaeron Dynasty, with their technological advancements and enslaved mages.

      At that very moment, Joren waited in the glow of a campfire for their reunion. She’d watched him from the shade of the trees with a shawl wrapped around her shoulders to conceal the telltale shell pendant, knowing he’d sent Tiger Lily and a dozen elders out searching for her.

      But all she’d been able to do was watch, lacking the courage to approach him after the kindness and respect he’d shown to her true self. He’d shown her compassion she no longer deserved.

      I am a monster. I don’t deserve him. I’ve told him lies. He’ll never forgive me.

      The cauldron bubbled and steam billowed from the milky surface. She sprinkled magic and all her vitriol and spite into the spell, pleased when a heavy mist rolled from it that smelled like absolute terror.

      Perfect.

      Then something tinkled from the entrance of her grotto, and she knew without looking that she’d regret not sealing off the entrance as she sometimes did to deter company or islanders seeking her magic.

      In her smaller form—though it was no longer necessary for the fae to be the size of a cherry pit—Tinker Bell flitted into the watery haven and stopped opposite the cauldron. Despite the golden light surrounding her, Caecilia picked out the shape of a tiny woman with both hands on her hips.

      “What brings you here, fairy? I have nothing to offer you that you do not already possess.”

      Tink landed on a rock near the cauldron. “Answers. You’re up to something, and I won’t let you meddle with my friends.”

      Laughing, Caecilia turned away to gather empty glass vessels from the shelves. “I see becoming a godmother hasn’t made you any less intrusive.”

      “I demand for you to take me seriously.” A small thump followed the fae’s impassioned words, causing Caecilia to twist around and look at her. She arched a brow and dropped her gaze to Tinker Bell’s feet.

      “Did you stomp your foot at me, little fae?”

      “Maybe.” Tinker Bell said. “I know you’re up to something. Your magic disguise didn’t fool me. I saw you watching us and the prince from afar at the party.”

      Caecilia’s stomach sank. Of course. As a grand fae, it made sense that Tinker Bell would be able to see through her enchantments. “It is not what you think.”

      “Oh? Because what I think is, you’re meddling with Prince Joren’s affections. What I can’t figure out is why. Who put you up to it, hm? What scheme are you trying to weave?”

      The abrupt accusation put Caecilia on the offensive. She drew herself up, spine stiff, tail whipping across the cavern floor in agitation, and scowled. “Leave; you have no right to be here.”

      “Oh, I’ll leave, and I’m going straight to James and Joren to tell them of your deception.”

      A cold upwelling of fear surged through her, but only for a moment. The hard lump vanished nearly as soon as it formed, and she slanted a look at the fae, narrowing her eyes. “You can’t. You would have told them already if you could.”

      “I…I can tell them you’re up to no good.” Tinker Bell stuck out her chin and shook her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I can tell them to beware and say enough things they’ll know not to trust you.”

      “You could attempt as much, but it would be a lie.” Caecilia sighed and waved the fairy away, shoulders slumping. “Bah. Begone with you and do what you will.”

      “No, I will not ‘begone’ until I have answers.”

      Bothersome pests, fairies. Caecilia abandoned her potion-making efforts and dragged herself deeper into her grotto, but Tinker Bell followed, an unrelenting gnat.

      “Had you ever considered that I enjoy his company?”

      “You have all sorts of company on the island.”

      Caecilia scoffed. “They fear me.” No islander ever visited for the sake of gaining her companionship, and even if they saw her on the shoreline, they watched from afar, never venturing close enough to speak. Ghost Hawk had been the first and only to initiate contact without desiring anything in return.

      “Yeah, well, you ask for things. Things like wings and memories. Precious things people don’t want to give up.”

      “I ask only what the price of magic demands. Did you yourself not give up three years of your life? How was that price any kinder than what I asked for?”

      Tink snapped her mouth shut and frowned, hands against her hips as she considered the argument. “Well,” she said after a moment, “I still think you’re up to something.”

      “Were you up to something when you decided to throw away three years of your life to get a human inside you?” Caecilia seethed, finally losing her temper.

      Hot red color flooded the fae’s face, so bright she glowed scarlet.

      “Well?” she pressed. “Were you?”

      “I loved James and I wanted to spend time with him as a human. There’s a difference.”

      “You could have loved him as a fae. Nothing about your size prohibited loving and affection, or the reciprocation of it from him. If anything, you wanted sex with James. You wanted to know what it would be like to have complete intimacy.” Caecilia clenched her jaw and straightened, pushing back her shoulders. “You’re a grand fae now. Then you know who and what I am. Don’t try to bullshit me by twisting the truth. At least own what you did and wanted.”

      “This isn’t about me,” Tink shot back. “This is about you messing around with the prince, pretending to be a girl so he—” She stopped herself and tucked her lower lip between her teeth.

      Caecilia blinked a few times, the only way to ease the burning sensation creeping under her eyelids. “Get out.”

      “You like him.”

      “Get out!”

      To her surprise, Tink stepped back. “I’m going, but not before I offer you some advice. Tell him. Don’t let him find out on his own, because it could ruin everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Joren met Tiger Lily after the party, once the coals were nothing more than dying embers and most celebrants had crept away to sleep off the liquor coursing through them, or make love beneath the stars with new acquaintances. Joren had already tripped over one of his sailors in a tangle of limbs with two islanders.

      “Have you any news about my lady friend?” he asked, daring to hope.

      “I sent word to every village across the islands.”

      “But?” Joren pressed, sensing the unspoken word.

      “I asked the many elders. It is their duty to know every man, woman, and child among their individual communities. No one knew of a girl named Coral Shell.”

      “It may not be her name. She can’t speak. She only gestured to the pendant she wore—”

      “There is no young woman wearing a coral shell pendant either. Nor a girl unable to speak. I mentioned all of these things.”

      Joren’s shoulders fell. “Then what could it be? I don’t understand. She was clearly one of your people, Tiger Lily. You saw her.”

      Tiger Lily’s lips pressed into a thin, tight line. “Only briefly as she sailed from your ship to our shores. Something about her troubled me even then. I saw a magical disturbance around her, Prince Joren.”

      “I never sensed any magic surrounding her. What does that mean?”

      “She could belong to a family of hermits. Some of our shamans choose to live on the fringes of society for their own well-being. Here, there are many ghosts among our people, and their impressions can make life difficult for those who sense them.”

      The relief spilled from him on a long breath. “That’s not a big deal.”

      “It isn’t. Or she could be a ghost herself.”

      With one suggestion, Tiger Lily ripped the world out from beneath him. He stared at the young chieftain, as a sinking sensation burrowed in his gut and refused to let go. “I don’t understand. Wouldn’t a ghost be tied to your lands?”

      “Not necessarily. A ghost may become bound to a place, an object, or a person. In the case of your Coral Shell, she may have been powerful enough to bind herself to something new.”

      “Or someone.”

      Tiger Lily nodded.

      “No, she can’t be. It doesn’t explain how she interacts with us. I wouldn’t be able to touch a ghost.” He swallowed, mind returning to the days aboard his fishing boat when he’d watched her consume numerous meals. He told himself a spirit couldn’t eat food, but he’d seen stranger things over the years.

      His eyes could have been playing tricks on him.

      She could have dumped the fine meals overboard.

      How many times had he truly watched Coral dine on anything at all while they were in Eisland, and how much had she bedazzled him, such that if she performed even a minor sleight-of-hand, he would have been far too enchanted to notice?

      “You don’t understand, Tiger Lily. She touched me. We’ve had…close and intimate contact,” he gritted out, praying those words would be enough to dissuade the chieftain from her theory. How many nights on the Cannon had they sprawled across his bed together, her silky hair fanned over his chest? If he closed his eyes, he could smell the lavender in her hair, taste the sweetness of her mouth.

      Tiger Lily’s brown eyes softened. “There are powerful spirits, often from powerful shamans.”

      He didn’t want to believe, but after everything he’d seen in the world, the good and the bad, he couldn’t dismiss any possibility. Even one that would leave him with nothing but an empty life and a broken heart.
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        * * *

      

      With Tiger Lily’s warning fresh in his mind, Joren searched the entire main island for Coral. He visited the ship, hoping she’d have boarded to wait for him, and he even asked the locals of the village if anyone had caught a glimpse of a young woman wearing a pink shell.

      “I see her,” said River Crane, whom he fondly recalled as his rescuer. “You look for girl in red dress. Pink shell.”

      “Yes. Where is she?”

      River Crane pointed south. “Follow beach.”

      Joren followed it at a jog at first, but then it became a desperate run fueled by two long weeks of longing and hoping to see her dazzling brown eyes again. The moment he saw her silhouette beneath the moon, his soul burst into elated song, like golden notes he only heard when his Coral came into view.

      Now he could propose.

      Now, he could finally utter the words on his mind.

      He swept her into his embrace the moment she rose to greet him. “There you are. I’ve looked everywhere for you.” She felt real and warm and alive in his arms. She couldn’t be a ghost. He’d seen the occasional wandering or lost spirit, even contacted one during his studies at the collegium, but Coral had a warm heart beating in her chest. He squeezed her extra tight and buried his face in her dark hair. “Even two weeks apart from you are two weeks too long.”

      Soft lips feathered a kiss against his cheek. Then she pushed against his shoulders with both hands until he set her down.

      “Apologies for the over-enthusiastic greeting. It’s just that…Tiger Lily had the most absurd idea about you,” he murmured. He took her hands and squeezed before raising both to his lips and kissing her individual fingers, thrilled by the lively touch of her. She can’t be a ghost. Those words became his mantra, and he repeated it over and over again until it solidified in his mind and he knew they were the truth. “She seems to believe you’re a spirit.”

      Coral pulled her hands back.

      “What’s wrong?” He cursed himself for leaving the parchment pad and quill behind. “Is it something I’ve done?”

      She touched her throat then her lips and swept her hand out toward him. “You want to tell me something. Coral, you can tell me anything.” She touched the necklace and caressed the coral beads. When her brown gaze rose to meet his, it flooded with tears.

      And he knew at that moment, whatever the secret his beloved held, it wouldn’t easily be rectified.
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        * * *

      

      Caecilia would miss dinners by candlelight, sunsets on the deck of Eislandic ships, and music in snow-filled squares. And she’d miss Joren most of all, but in hindsight, it had been cruel to hold him in a three-month lie.

      As her time came to a close, with no cure to her father’s curse, Joren would only be left to wonder at her disappearance. This was better, she thought. Better for him to hate her than to mourn yet another loss.

      With what courage she had left, Caecilia flicked open the shell and let the magic spill out to engulf her. It swept over pretty brown skin and long hair, leaving a haggard gray mess with a crooked spine in its place. Her tail coiled beneath her like a dead worm.

      Joren remained where he stood, but his entire posture changed. He’d gone rigid, tension standing out in every line and angle. She recognized the cold, hard gleam in his eyes and swallowed back her hesitation.

      “This is who I am,” Caecilia said. “Now we may finally speak. Or perhaps I should say, we speak again.”

      “You’re not an islander.”

      “No,” she whispered, voice rough and throat tight. “I’m not. Not really.”

      With a dozen excuses on the tip of her tongue, Caecilia wrung her gnarled fingers together and didn’t meet his eyes.

      “So it was all a game to you then, all this time?”

      “No. No game. That much I can swear to.”

      “Just a prank then. A cruel joke on the foreigners.”

      “No! It was never a prank or a game. I wanted to get to know you. I wanted—” She licked her lips nervously, afraid of what she’d see if she met his gaze again. “I made a deal with another witch doctor to appear as I did when uncursed. So we might meet. The cost was my voice.”

      “You deceived me. You used magic to fool me. To fool everyone, and all for what?” He shook his head and stepped back. “Get to me? If you knew anything about me, you’d know I cannot abide liars or betrayers. Those who hide behind false faces. I lived too long under a lie to ever want to do so again.”

      “I didn’t know anything about you.” Caecilia swallowed. “I never knew of your past or what happened with Gothel until the day we arrived in Eisland and I overheard the stories. I didn’t realize.”

      “But you still said nothing!” His shout echoed across the sky. “You’re no better than she was, tricking people into falling for a lie.”

      “It wasn’t my intention to lie! I only wanted to be seen for…for a person again. Joren, please.” She moved forward to take his hand, but he jerked beyond her reach. “I watched them care for you and knew if Hook took you away, I’d never get the chance to meet you. So I snuck onto his ship for the chance we could meet. I didn’t know how easily I’d come to love you.”

      “Love? You think this is love?” He laughed, the sound harsh and dry, without any true humor. Then his eyes went cold. “Love can never come from lies and treachery. My mother taught me that.”

      “I’m not her. I—”

      “I never want to look upon you again. I don’t need another betrayal in my life.” He pivoted and headed up the beach without a single backward glance.

      He may as well have cracked open her chest and ripped out her beating heart. Eyes burning and tears blurring her vision, Caecilia watched him leave. It made no difference whether or not she told him she’d been the one to rescue him from the water—he’d only hate her more for allowing the Ridaerons to take away his crew, even if it had been a choice between them and him; his life or theirs. Loathing the cursed coral shell, she tore it from her neck and flung it into the sea, her anguished wail echoing across the skies.

      The ocean could keep it. Not that it mattered when the curse had wound to its final days.
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      Preferring not to run to his twin and sob in a magic mirror like an overgrown manchild, Joren opted for the next best thing and visited the Jolly Roger. He planned to do his weeping—or his raging—in person, with people who could at least drink with him. Rapunzel’s belly meant alcohol was off the table, and he wasn’t yet so pathetic he would imbibe alone in the dark in his own cabin.

      Yet.

      James set two glasses on the table between them. Just before sunrise, after a long night of wandering the beach lost and confused, furious with himself for falling into the witch’s trap and hating himself even more for being so gullible, Joren wanted nothing more than to be deep in his cups. In his experience, nothing remedied a broken heart like chugging liquor until one was falling down drunk.

      “So…what you’re telling me,” James said in a conversational tone, “is that Coral, the mute girl, has been Caecilia this whole time?”

      “For the hundredth time, yes!”

      James filled his glass full to the brim, and then did the same to Joren’s. The potent aroma of rum filled the cabin and the fumes stung Joren’s eyes. The former pirate must have opened his best stuff.

      “Sorry. I simply cannot believe it, no matter many how many times you repeat yourself.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “No, no, no. You misunderstand; I believe you implicitly. It’s the idea of it all.” James shuddered. “She never tried such a trick with me.”

      “Because she didn’t love you,” Tink cut in.

      “Are you suggesting that deceitful hag loves him?” James cocked a brow. “Belle, Caecilia couldn’t understand the meaning of love if we read the entry to her from the dictionary.”

      “She does. I visited her during the party while the rest of you drank.”

      “Wait. You’re saying that you knew she and Coral were the same?”

      “Suspected. Then she confirmed it. I couldn’t tell either of you what I knew, but she really, really likes you, I’d dare to even say loves you, Prince Joren.”

      “She lied to me.” Joren downed his drink despite the merciless burn that scorched his nasal passages and seared into his throat. His eyes watered, but he thumped it down on the table for James to refill it. “She could have told me at any opportunity but chose not to.”

      “Damn straight,” James agreed.

      “She was mute,” Tink reminded them.

      Joren pointed at her, rum sloshing over the rim of the glass with the sharp movement. “Oh no, don’t you dare make excuses for her. I found out she could read and write and we had many a long conversation. Bookfuls.”

      “Burn them,” James said. “Out of sight, out of mind. You’ll only waste away hours rehashing every conversation, reading through them time after time. Ask me how I know.”

      He grimaced at the thought of James re-reading the same old letters from Rapunzel for years, believing a lie written from their mother as the truth. “Perhaps you’re right. Gods. I planned to pull anchor and sail for home after sunrise. I just thought Coral would be with me.” Sunrise had become their favorite hour together.

      “The sooner you put her behind you, the happier you’ll be. Burn everything she’s touched. Sail home and forget her.”

      “James!” Tink slammed a tray of snack items on the table, making cookies bounce and spilling salted nuts over the bowl’s rim. “Neither of you are giving Caecilia a chance. What about forgiveness?”

      “Belle, love, you know I adore your optimism, but this is different than you and me. You never deceived me. You do not know Caecilia as I do, and this is Joren’s decision, not yours.”

      Her nose scrunched and her face lit red. “It isn’t your decision either, to fill him with hate and animosity you…you bitter old man!”

      “Old?” James blinked. “Old!”

      Poor James. Poor, old, vain James. His wife knew where to stick the knife and give it a twist.

      Joren snickered into his glass while his friend glared at his wife. They were the distraction he needed, a honeyed taste of amusement to temper the sour patina of pain.

      “I wasn’t a bloody old man an hour ago when we—”

      “You were old then and you’re old now, but also bitter and mean and…and…” Tink’s flushed face only deepened in color, and her wings burst free in a shower of golden dust. “Heartless!” she finally cried. “You can sleep alone.”

      James rose from his chair. “Belle—”

      Too late, she was gone in a burst of radiant light, leaving only gold and pink flower petals behind.

      “Ah,” Joren said, reaching for the bottle in the middle of the table to refill his own glass. “Misery truly does love company. I’d say I’m sorry, old chap, but at least we both have a reason to be drinking now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Caecilia!” Tinker Bell’s voice echoed throughout the grotto when she appeared at its entrance in an explosion of sweet-smelling flower petals.

      She didn’t answer. Why bother, when the bug had only appeared to grind salt into her fresh wounds?

      “Caecilia!” the godmother called again. She zipped inside and hovered over the water, twisting around in the air. “Where are you? Please, I’m not here to make trouble. I want to help you!”

      Against her better judgment, Caecilia emerged from the pool and stared the beautiful fae down. “Help me? No one can help me.”

      “You can help yourself. He’s leaving. Prince Joren is leaving the island at sunrise and sailing his crew back to Eisland. You have to go to the ship before he’s gone!”

      “He doesn’t want to speak to me.”

      “Make him speak with you. Don’t take no for an answer. Go to him and pour out your heart until he listens.”

      Caecilia flashed her a sad smile. “I tried on the beach, and he wouldn’t hear anything of it. I…love is a joke, Tinker Bell. I wish more than anything right now that I’d never known it. Never experienced it. I loved that man from the very first moment I saw him, and loving him has only brought me pain.” Twice over, because she’d sacrificed what little chance she had of unraveling her father’s curse to rip Joren from death’s grip.

      And she couldn’t even bear to tell him. It would be self-serving.

      “He loves you,” Tink insisted, big tears welling in her eyes. “He does. Please go to him.”

      “He loved a lie I can never give him.”

      “He loved the true you, and he’s upset that you didn’t trust him!”

      “This is how it must be, fae. Let it be.”

      “But…but if you don’t go, you’ll die.”

      Caecilia stiffened, shoulders rising with tension, an ache throbbing through her chest. “You can see that, can’t you?”

      Tinker Bell nodded. “I didn’t see it before, but your soul, it’s…”

      “Fading?”

      The little fae nodded again, her glow becoming a subdued shade of melancholic blue. “I’m sorry. I judged you. No one asked why you did it. No one gave you a chance. You didn’t even tell him you saved his life.”

      Again, Caecilia didn’t ask how Tinker Bell knew. The fae had grown powerful over the past three years since her transformation to a demigoddess of the stars.

      “Can I ask you a question, Caecilia?”

      “Why not? I have nothing else to hide.”

      “Why did you chase James for so long? Why did you want him?”

      Caecilia closed her eyes. Henri had been the most handsome man to ever cross her vision until the day she saw Joren on the deck of the Madeleine, merrily dancing with his crew one sailor after another despite his elevated station as their commanding naval officer and their prince. “James reminded me of times long past—of a mortal man I once fancied.” She glanced away and shrugged her shoulders. The tension gripped her throat again, squeezing her jaw and constricting her airway. “Someone I wronged without meaning to. And I suppose I hoped in some way that if I treated him well—if I was good to him—it might make up for that. He loved the sea so much, I thought…”

      “Thought you could have a companion and repay your debt.”

      “Perhaps so. Not that it matters.”

      “James wasn’t the one for you, but Joren is. Please, at least see him off.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to tell the fae to buzz off, but instead, she paused and considered the request. “I promise I will think on it. That’s all.”

      “All right. Just remember, he leaves at dawn, and that’s only two hours away,” said the former sprite. She bit her lower lip and studied Caecilia a moment longer, appearing satisfied in the end. “Remember one thing for me?”

      “What is that?”

      “Believe in yourself. Even when the prize seems beyond your reach, believe.”

      Once Tinker Bell left, Caecilia returned to her current batch of potions, with absolutely no intention of going anywhere. Joren knew where to find her, but he’d made his mind quite clear when they last spoke—she disgusted him. He would sail away, and she would never see his face again. Never see the brilliance and warmth of his smile.

      No, she would fade away and be forgotten.

      But that didn’t mean she had to die without a final glimpse of him, untarnished by disgust and fury.

      Beyond her grotto, the first rays of light brightened the horizon, smudging pink and gold streaks across the fluffy clouds. Caecilia traveled down the underwater passage and into the ocean, arriving at her destination minutes later to find the King Matthieu’s Cannon no longer in sight.

      “No, no, no…”

      She slipped into deeper water and opened her senses, reaching out with her magic across the tides surrounding the archipelago. Before true fear could set in, fear that he’d left while Tink tried to warn her, she located a commotion on the waves and a sorcerer’s conjured wind. Caecilia rushed to them, tail long and agile despite its cumbersome appearance.

      Thankfully, they hadn’t traveled far and were still among the cluster of islands. Crewmen bustled around the deck, oblivious to her absence and her pain. They spoke with eager voices, ready to return home and reunite with their families and loved ones.

      Then she saw him. Joren stood on the aft balcony outside his cabin, his arms wrapped around a feminine figure with long blonde hair. Cara, the mage friend he’d worried so much about. It had to be. The sorceress had been among the first to dance with Joren on the eve of his birthday.

      Perhaps he’d loved her all along. Even as Caecilia’s heart shattered into a million tiny pieces, a part of her recognized a sensible, quality match—the very sort her father would have brokered between her and another demigod.

      Now she had her answer. Joren had moved on and forgotten her already. Why would he choose a shriveled crone when he could have a beautiful mage beside him?

      The two figures kissed as the first rays of sunrise broke the horizon. Unable to bear the sight, Caecilia dove into the water. The Viridian could wash away her tears, but nothing would ever sweep away the pain. No matter how fast she swam, her heartache remained, a gnawing sensation burning through her chest.

      “Poor, poor Caecilia. Once again feeding the oceans with her tears.”

      The familiar mocking voice floating on the currents brought her to a halt. She spun around and peered through the midnight depths in search of the speaker.

      “You know naught of what you speak.”

      “Don’t I, sister?” Andromeda swam into sight, as beautiful and haughty as ever. Her golden tail sparkled, even in the depths where the sunlight barely glimmered. Several fish, drawn by the brilliant sparkle of her scales, swam around her.

      “What do you want, Andromeda? To see me suffer? To laugh at my pain? Go ahead then. You can do nothing to worsen how I already feel.”

      Andromeda clicked her tongue and swam closer. “Always with the drama. No, little sister, I’m not here to cause you further suffering, deserving as you may be.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been sent to offer you another way out. Father still can’t bear to look at you, but he also can’t stand the idea of you dying either. For whatever reason, I don’t know. He was always soft-hearted when it came to you. He spoiled you.”

      “Spoiled me so much he did this to me,” Caecilia muttered.

      “You’re alive. It’s more than the dozens of men slaughtered thanks to your irresponsible games.” Andromeda tilted her head. “It’s more than you deserve.”

      “Get to the point. What do you want? Did you come to gloat and taunt me, or did Father truly send you here?”

      “I came bearing this.” A flick of her tail brought Andromeda within touching distance. She offered a dagger on her open palms, the gilded hilt engraved with starfish and shells. “With this dagger, you can retake your life and become one of us again. You’ll have your beauty, a complete restoration of your magic, and a life free of pain.”

      Overwhelmed by both her curiosity and its beauty, Caecilia reached for it. Magic crackled beneath her fingertips, a static buzz. “How so?”

      “By taking one heart for another. You must plunge this dagger into Prince Joren’s chest before the curse takes its toll six days hence.”

      Caecilia jerked her hand away. “No.”

      “It is that or die.”

      “I can’t do that to him.”

      “Why should it matter to you what happens to the prince? He’s only a mortal. You never had a chance with him. You deceived him. Drive this dagger into his heart as he sleeps and your curse will be broken.”

      “Why him?”

      Andromeda’s eyes twinkled with delight. “Because you love him. Breaking the curse requires a sacrifice of love. It’s the only way Father will allow you to return to the underwater realm. He wants to know you’re truly repentant and ready to do what’s necessary to end your exile.”

      “He doesn’t deserve that. I can’t…his people need him.”

      “Ah, just as you need him?” Her sister swam around her in a slow circle. “He knows you are dying. He knows your time is limited, but at this very moment he sails away to his homeland to marry another woman. A handful of hours after ending a relationship with you. How much could he possibly have cared about you? It was your body he wanted. Your aid to recover his people.”

      “That isn’t true!”

      “Isn’t it, though? Eisland is a decadent place of selfish delights and social decay. Tell me, what did you see during those months in his kingdom? I have traveled to their so-called grand city. I have walked their streets and seen the hungry and forgotten. He is no better than any other human noble, concerned only with those dear to him.”

      “That isn’t the Joren I know.”

      Andromeda tossed back her head. “Oh yes, of course. The Joren you know sailed away kissing another woman. Don’t be foolish. That is a man who will never think of you again. He used you for what you could give him, and now you’re dead to him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Joren stepped onto the aft balcony and lingered by the rail. Less than an hour from the coast of Wai Alei, he wondered if he’d made the right choice.

      If he’d miss her.

      If he’d overreacted.

      No, he thought. Caecilia had lied and could not be trusted.

      He opened the slender black box and gazed at its contents. The choker made from white star metal glittered resplendently on a bed of sapphire silk. The blue ice diamond from his grandmother’s ring added thousands of gold coins to the bauble’s value.

      He chucked it over the rail into the Viridian.

      The sooner he forgot both it and Coral, the sooner he could move on to embrace a future as a bachelor uncle, a single admiral, and a prince who refused to ever seek love again.
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      Caecilia hated him. She loved Joren and she hated him, her emotions such conflicting things that she lay on the rocks beside her grotto with the treacherous dagger within reach while she trailed her fingers through the turquoise pool. She had immortality, power, and beauty at her fingertips, a target two days’ swim away from her, and a family willing to accept her back into their arms. Supposedly.

      In two days, she could be in Atlantis once more, surrounded by adoring merpeople who’d missed their demigoddess princess.

      And a sister who loathed her. Andromeda would never forget that her own mortal lover had been among the casualties that day, drowned when he and several other Wai Alei fishermen tried to rescue crewmen of the Queen Priscilla’s Passion.

      She could hug her mother again. Gods, she missed her mother as much as she missed chess games with her father or shark hunting with Narcissa, the only older sister to ever understand Caecilia and share her passion for seducing mortal men. They both had the souls of huntresses, which had translated well when it came to pursuing humans.

      But Narcissa had never been as selfish as Caecilia, and she’d never caused a crew of dozens to drown on the reef.

      Fed up with her self-pity, she snatched the blade from the algae-slickened rocks and dove deep, a few flicks of her powerful tail propelling her through the underwater passage between her grotto and the shore. Once there, Caecilia took a seat on the rocky coast and watched the tide sweep in.

      Though she had two choices and five days to decide, she needed only seconds to know in her heart what was right.

      Caecilia flung the dagger as far as she could into the foaming tide. “I won’t do it,” she whispered to the surf. “I lived a selfish life as a demigoddess. I lived a life of repentance as a hag, and now I accept my death.”

      She had been the one to abuse his trust, and so it only made sense that she should be the one to die.
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        * * *

      

      The next time a fairy godmother gave Joren advice, he planned to listen. He spent the five-day journey from Wai Alei to Eisland in a hell of his own making, a wraith who fulfilled his duties as admiral of his kingdom’s flagship entirely from his cabin.

      Favorable winds shaved two days from their voyage. While his crew had celebrated each day they traveled closer to home, he found little signs of Coral—of Caecilia—everywhere he looked. He found a coral-pink ribbon on his bedside, one of her favorite dresses in his wardrobe, and fizzy bath spheres tucked in a basket in the bathroom. He wanted to hurl all of them overboard, but he’d already given in to his foolish impulses once too many times.

      Rapunzel wouldn’t utter a word about him throwing away the choker. That was the great thing about his empathetic and loving twin. She always knew when he had beaten himself up enough over his own foolish deeds.

      “Come join us for brunch, Joren,” Cara’s voice carried to him from the open doorway. He glanced up to find her leaning against the frame with an oversized tea mug in hand.

      “No, thank you,” he muttered, pecking at the typewriter that he’d come to loathe. “I cannot—”

      “Your work will wait for you. Your crew and your officers, however, are all worried for you.”

      He said nothing.

      “This truly is a beautiful ship.”

      Again, he peered down at the device on his desk and typed with his index fingers. Amerys had lied to him. This was not faster than handwriting.

      “What can I do to help you?”

      Finally, he sat back in the seat and eyed her shrewdly. “You just lost your brother to a kingdom filled with hate and violence, and you’re trying to help me?”

      “Yes. That’s what one does for friends, Joren. You put aside your problems to help them, just as you put aside yours to sail us home.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “You did. No one knows the entire story, but I’ve pieced together enough in the past five days to get an idea. You met a young woman on the island. Something happened. One moment, you were discussing potentially remaining docked at Neverland for another day, then suddenly you were on the deck, roaring for us to collect our shit and haul anchor.”

      “I didn’t roar.”

      Cara moved inside and shut the door behind her. “You roared, love. Like one of those big black and orange kitties from Samahara.”

      “Tigers.”

      “Whatever. You stormed the deck, roaring like a bloody tiger and smelling of Hook’s volcano rum. Scared the life out of everyone. Now they’re all tiptoeing around.”

      Joren scrubbed his face with one hand. “I hadn’t meant to. It’s just…gods, I’m not making excuses for my behavior. I’ll go out and apologize.”

      “No need,” she said, perching on the edge of his desk. “We know it’s over a woman, and even the densest of naval officers has sympathy for relationship plights. We just want you to feel better.”

      “I don’t think I can feel better,” he confessed.

      “What happened? Kendra’s an excellent secret-keeper, by the way. Wouldn’t utter a word. So, you have my ear if you need it. I need the distraction from my own troubles.”

      Joren sighed. “It is a woman, and the moment we reach Jonquilles, I’ll be sailing back to Neverland for her.”

      “You’re going to turn this big ship around and have the men sail for yet another fortnight?”

      “Yes, I—” He came up short and frowned as her words sank in and understanding dawned. It would truly be selfish of him to keep the crew away from their homes and loved ones for his own personal matters. “I’ll take my yacht and make the journey alone.”

      “You must really care for her.”

      “I do.”

      “But…?”

      “She hid things from me. Important things. I suppose it’s similar to how you felt when Camden chose to stay.”

      Cara’s gaze dropped to her lap. “You feel betrayed, but the love remains.”

      “Yes. I mean, could you ever hold back forgiveness from your brother?”

      “Yes. No.” She sighed. “I don’t know, it’s complicated. Right now I’m too angry, I think. Too hurt.”

      He reached across the desk and took her hand. “I understand, believe me.”

      She glanced up and smiled, turning her hand over so she could lace their fingers together in a friendly gesture. “Thank you for telling me. You should know by now you don’t have to brood alone. Did I not hold enough of your secrets and confidences during elementary magic school?”

      “You’re right, I should. I didn’t want to burden you with my problems when you have your own, so...thank you. As for your brother, we won’t leave him behind. Whatever his reason for staying behind, we’ll find a way to get him back among his people where he belongs.”

      Along with everyone else still among the missing. Once he made things right with Caecilia, he’d ask her to help him plan an attack, and they’d bring everyone home.

      In the meantime, he had a brunch to attend and officers sorely deserving of his attention. Later, he would contact James via mirror and plead with the pirate to take word to Caecilia.

      He needed her to know he still loved her. That he’d return for her.

      Pleased with his plan, Joren rose from his desk, bowed, and offered Cara his arm. “Join me for brunch, my lady?”

      “I’d be honored.”
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        * * *

      

      Fireworks burst in the sky, casting silver, gold, blue, and purple light across the city and the ships moored in the port. All of Jonquilles celebrated Eisland’s triumph over the Ridaeron Dynasty, and would continue to host extravagant revels for another two nights, though Joren suspected the unofficial festivities would last much longer.

      And why shouldn’t they? The victory deserved celebration, but if it weren’t for his sister’s insistence that he be present, he would have turned around already and started the voyage back to Wai Alei. Because while he rejoiced in the safe return of nearly all his crew, the absence of Coral at his side took the joy away.

      “We’re off to bed,” Rapunzel said as she struggled to rise from her seat by the window. “I’m too tired to stay up all night anymore.”

      He turned to his sister and waved a hand at her belly. “For good reason. You’re huge as a whale. Anyone would be exhausted before midnight, dragging a stomach that large around.”

      As expected, his tease earned him a swift smack against his shoulder. “Ow. Muir has taught you to throw a proper punch, I see. That one hurt more than usual.”

      “You deserve it.”

      “I do. You don’t look like a whale, more like a beautiful, glowing mother...”

      “Thank you.”

      “...porpoise,” he finished. “What? Porpoises are adorable, graceful creatures.”

      Rapunzel threw up her hands and glowered at him. “You are entirely impossible. Lucky for me, I arranged to have your yacht stocked for your journey so I won’t have to listen to your slights against my figure any longer.”

      His teasing grin dropped. “Truly? You did that for me?”

      “Of course I did. These celebrations are a result of your actions, but you deserve to enjoy them with the woman you love. So go and get her.”

      “What? Right now?”

      “Well, maybe not right this second. Get a good night’s sleep, then set out with the dawn tide.”

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Thank you.” As he was a kind and loving brother, he didn’t ask to rub her belly like the Lucky Kitty statues beloved by Liang.

      “Goodnight, Joren. Safe journey in the morning.”

      He remained at the window long after his sister left for bed with her family. Excitement and nerves warred within him. While he wanted to race to his personal vessel and set sail immediately, he recognized the wisdom in his sister’s words. He needed a night of rest, a few hours in a warm bed without stirring in the middle of the night. Now all he had to do was find the ability to sleep and remain resting until the morning.

      As he turned away from the window, a slow-moving figure on the road below caught his eye. Fat snowflakes fell in heavy puffs, adding to the ivory layers already blanketed on the icy ground. The figure hunched against the biting wind coming down from the mountain peak, and stumbled twice in its effort to reach the palace gates.

      Oh gods.

      Though there were lanterns shedding light on the winding path, the heavy snowfall created an unforgiving white curtain and shielded their visitor’s identity, revealing only a silhouette.

      That was all Joren needed. He knew the crooked spine, the familiar gait that alluded to unspoken agony and pain, a lurch he’d seen before on the deck of the Cannon and in his own personal cabin.

      It couldn’t be. It isn’t possible.

      Caecilia had come to Eisland. At that moment, he realized dreams could come true after all.
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        * * *

      

      The second Caecilia emerged from the frigid water, she wanted to reconsider all of her life’s choices. Not just the foolishness that led to the demise of Henri and his crew, but the decision that led to her swimming hundreds of miles north to Eisland without so much as a coat to wear once she stepped from the water.

      The cold bit into her skin and settled like a merciless blanket on her wet limbs. She’d used all of her magic to reach the island nation and create legs, lacking anything else to conjure appropriate wardrobe, let alone dry herself.

      Fireworks burst above her in colorful and sparkling displays while music echoed across the city, joined by laughter and cheers. No one noticed her passing by, too consumed with their celebrations to mind the passage of a wretched beggar woman. Not that it mattered. By dawn, there would be nothing left of her for anyone to see. All the more reason she had to make the long trek to the castle to say her final goodbyes.

      Caecilia kept to the shadows and the darkened lanes where the street lamps weren’t planted closely together, and the pools of light didn’t overlap. She crossed roads slick with ice, and soon lost feeling in the soles of her bare feet.

      “Hooray!” someone cried from beneath an overhang. The cork popped from a wine bottle and fizzy drink came bubbling out of it into glasses. She envied these people with their tolerance for the cold. They huddled close together, some sipping the cold wine, others holding steaming mugs they filled from casks of mulled wine. There seemed to be one on every corner.

      Despite her pain, she smiled. It was nice to see happy people, and Jonquilles deserved the night of celebration.

      “Miss? Miss!” a woman called. When Caecilia didn’t stop, hurried footsteps thumped against the snowy ground. “Miss! It’s far too cold to be walking these streets like that. Here. Gods, take my shawl.”

      Warm weight settled around Caecilia’s shoulders.

      “And my scarf!” a younger male voice said.

      Twisting around on her rickety, protesting joints brought her face to face with a middle-aged woman and a teenage boy. The woman smiled. “Pour her a cup of mulled wine, love. Be quick about it.”

      “Yes, Mum.”

      “I couldn’t—”

      “Please. You’re welcome to watch the show with us, if you’d like. Coldest night of the year, the weathermages are saying. You’ll catch yourself a case of frostbite—oh goodness, and no shoes!”

      The boy returned with a mug. His mother took it and pressed it into Caecilia’s hands. The heat sank into her swollen knuckles, soothed and chased away a fraction of the chill. The first sip was ambrosia.

      “Let us find some shoes for you,” the woman insisted.

      “Shoes, you say?” shouted a man from across the lane. “A woman in need of shoes?”

      “Oh, please, I don’t—”

      They wrapped her in another shawl and someone emerged from one of the homes with a pair of shoes far too large for her feet, but they were better than the cold ground.

      A touch warmer than before, she thanked the kind people and continued toward the palace.

      But the snowfall continued and only picked up speed afterward, as if the skies had opened at once and unleashed the whole of their wintry bounty in a single blizzard. Somehow, it didn’t detract from the celebration lights, enriching the display instead, as if each flake was infused with color.

      The wind howled its fury, cutting straight through her shawl like a razor and slicing into her bones. It wasn’t until she reached the base of the mountain that her doubts resurfaced. On that long and twisting mountain road, the snow had collected shin deep and her feet sank into the thick, wet stuff. Shooting pain flew up her ankles, though she suspected it wouldn’t last for long, and she wondered whether to be thankful or alarmed by the numbing tingle in her toes. At least that was one part of her body that no longer hurt.

      I can’t do it. I’m not strong enough to do it.

      She huddled against the mountain face with her arms wrapped around her woefully underdressed body and she wept. Even with the gifts so generously given to her, she couldn’t do it.

      It was no longer about Joren and wanting to see him one final time. She had to apologize to Rapunzel, the queen who had hugged her like the sisters she’d missed for three hundred years. She wanted to exchange words with Margaux now that she had a voice to speak. To thank the maid who fluffed her pillows and dressed her. To hug Phillip, the kind and brave boy who had been willing to take a beating if it meant his family could eat.

      And she had hours to do it before sunrise and she disintegrated into seafoam.

      Failure was no longer an option. She had to make the climb. The optimistic words of Tinker Bell returned to her then.

      I believe in myself. I survived three centuries of exile. And I will endure this.

      Each step brought searing agony, but she pushed through the pain and continued up the cobblestone road. More than once she wanted to stop, to go back to the sea and let the pain end, but then the faces of castle servants who had endured worse than her swam in her vision, and she found renewed strength.

      She could make it. She had to. Joren deserved the truth and she deserved a chance to say goodbye in a proper manner.

      Even when the knee-deep snow claimed her borrowed shoes, Caecilia continued on.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Joren burst outside, the figure had reached the outer gate. One of the sentries who stood watch was already en route, rushing to meet him, no longer wearing his winter cloak.

      “Your Highness, there’s a visitor come to see you. An old woman. Says her name is—”

      “I know who she is.”

      He broke into a run across the snow-covered courtyard, and with each step closer his resolve strengthened.

      “Caecilia?”

      At the sound of her name, Caecilia tilted her head up. The guardsman’s oversized woolen cloak and hood swallowed her smaller body, and her bare feet had no protection against the elements. He swore aloud and crossed the final distance between them, then swept her up into his arms.

      “What—”

      “No talking. Not until you’re inside and warm,” he said, more brusquely than intended. Gods, he wanted to throttle her for putting herself through so much misery. In his arms, Caecilia weighed little more than a brittle leaf, and she quaked as much as one tossed about in a windstorm.

      Rather than take her to his quarters, Joren veered into the closest room with a roaring hearth, a sitting room designated for guests. At this late an hour, it was empty, but the servants hadn’t yet come by to bank the fire.

      “You’re freezing,” he chided, kneeling to set her down on the thick rug before the fireplace. He pulled off the royal guardsman’s cloak and the two thin shawls, then grabbed a blanket from a nearby settee and wrapped that around her bony shoulders. Those were all stitched with enchanted thread from Samahara and guaranteed to return the warmth to her. “You shouldn’t be here, Caecilia. Coldest winter we’ve had in ten years, and you’re only wearing…gods, barely anything at all.”

      He knew the rags she wore beneath it, all old linen stitched from torn cloth. He suspected she wore castoffs from the islander women. Unable to bear her suffering, he rubbed his hands briskly together and channeled a heat spell before taking one of her frail feet between his palms. The rocks had cut them, and her toes were blue.

      “I had to come,” she said, teeth chattering together. “Hear me out, that is all I ask. Consider it a dying woman’s request.” She licked her dry lips and continued before he could get a word in. “I understand why you’re angry, and you have every right to be. Even so, I need you to know how sorry I am, and that my feelings for you were—are—real. And if being with your friend makes you happy then…then I wish you the best in your life moving forward.”

      Even after she fell silent, Joren waited, kneading the ball of her small left foot. After a moment, he took in a deep breath.

      “My turn now?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now then, whatever are you talking about when you say me and my friend moving forward?”

      “You and C-Cara,” she stammered. “When you left Neverland, I saw you on the balcony and you looked…you looked very close. At least, I presume the woman in your arms was Cara.”

      He arched a brow. “A woman on my balcony. What did she look like?”

      “Taller than you. Waist-length blonde hair.”

      “That’s definitely Cara, but I can’t say I’ve kissed her since we were children at the collegium.” He cocked his head, studying her. “Are you positive that’s what you saw?”

      “My eyesight has been better, but I know what I saw. I’m not blind, I only appear to be.”

      “No.” It didn’t take much to repair the shallow cut on her heel, but her frostbitten toes required more attention. He worked over them, infusing more magic, brows knit in consternation. “I’m only saying I wasn’t with Cara on the balcony.”

      “But I saw…I was positive I saw you and her.”

      He shook his head again. “I’ve only briefly entertained the idea of a romantic relationship with Cara, but it was far too strange to act upon. She’s more of a sister than anything. We grew up together.”

      Caecilia’s pallid face fell. “I would have swum to the ship the morning you left. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for lying and deceiving you and everything else I’ve done. I just…when I saw you on the deck of the Madeleine dancing with your crew like a friend, I wanted to meet you more than anything. Then the opportunity was there, and I knew no other way to do it.” Her cloudy gray eyes brimmed over with tears. “I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing more to forgive, Caecilia. I decided during the voyage home that I’d turn right around and sail back to the island for you. I was set to leave in the morning. Didn’t James relay the message?”

      “Message? No. He told me—” She gasped. “He only told me to haul my tail to Eisland as quickly as I could.”

      Joren grimaced at the thought of her walking from the shoreline through Jonquilles, ascending the mountain trail to the palace across ice and snow-covered rocks. “I’ll beat what bloody sense he has left out of him when next we cross paths. For now, how do you feel? What possessed you to walk all this way barefoot on…” He trailed off as he remembered her former words related to her curse. “You were in agony this entire time?”

      She gave a tiny nod, barely moving her chin.

      “Caecilia, why? Why didn’t you use the shell pendant and spare yourself the pain?”

      Caecilia bit her lower lip and dropped her head, breaking eye contact. “After you stormed away, I couldn’t bear to look at it again. I tossed it aside. I was furious at it and myself for what I’d sacrificed to have it, and even angrier that I’d chased you away.”

      “Your life. That was the cost of your beauty. Of being Coral Shell, wasn’t it?” At her meek nod, he sighed. “I have little understanding of curses and blood magic, as neither are my forte, but I know there are circumstances to neutralize and even reverse them. Where is the shell now?”

      “When I tried to find it, it had vanished. I suppose the sea sought to punish me for all my lies.”

      “That’s fine. We don’t need it. As long as you’re here and this curse doesn’t take you from me again.” He rose from the rug and helped her stand. “Let me take you to my chambers. You swam far too long to go without rest.”

      “Your bedchamber? Joren, look at me. I’m hideous.”

      “I don’t care if you’re…different. I don’t care if you never wear Coral Shell’s guise again. The woman in here is who I love.” He touched the center of her chest. “What you’ve shown me these three months is a woman filled with courage and compassion, fiercely protective of those weaker than she. Whatever reason you were punished in the past, Caecilia, you’re long past it. Your soul is beautiful, and I’ll do whatever is in my power to lift your curse.”

      “What if—”

      Whatever she wanted to say was of no consequence to Joren. He didn’t let her finish, tipping her face up with the touch of an index finger to her chin and kissing her fiercely.

      Ten short weeks alongside his Coral Shell had been the happiest days of his life, a time when he felt adored for who he was, not what he could do, as if more than his title and status mattered. He thought of long hours playing chess on his yacht and long conversations over parchment on the Cannon. Her tireless dedication to his care on the Jolly Roger, and the risk she’d taken to save a servant girl’s life.

      And he thought of her fury each time she’d capsized a ship from the Ridaeron Dynasty, and something tickled his memory of seeing her once before; meeting her not as a woman, but a serpent. The complete recollection eluded him.

      Someone gasped, a servant eager to see to their needs perhaps, but Joren no longer cared. The moment was his to enjoy—having his Coral, his Caecilia, whatever name she chose to take.

      As long as she was his.

      Caecilia shifted her position and leaned into him with both hands on his shoulders. He dragged her closer, gentle with her fragile bones. Her kisses felt the same. As long as he awakened another morning with her beside him. All he needed was the opportunity to cure her.

      Satisfied that she was still his Coral, even if the appearance of her body had changed, Joren leaned back to study her face, only to discover something peculiar.

      Mystical light and magic bathed her skin, and cheeks that had been sunken with ill-health had filled again. Her lips were plump and rosy, a growing flush of health spreading down flesh that became increasingly bronzed with each passing second. Her brown hair grew lush and thick, the gray patches of her scalp no longer visible.

      Life spread down her limbs, thickening them with muscle tone and fat until a shapely silhouette remained where a dusky hag had stood moments before.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Whatever self-effacing thing Caecilia had planned to utter, Joren disintegrated the thought in record time. His lips claimed hers, the kiss scorching through her and sizzling down her nerve endings, leaving nothing but warmth in their wake, heating through her cold limbs.

      Caecilia opened her eyes to find Joren staring at her. “What?” she murmured, only to realize she was glowing silver, lit by moonlight spilling through the palace’s enormous picture windows and a thousand glittering sparks alight across her skin. Her limbs straightened, and she stood taller, knees no longer bowlegged and bare toes no longer gnarled.

      “Joren!” she cried, the voice issuing from her mouth no longer the abrasive hiss of the past three centuries. “You broke the curse!”

      “What? But how? I didn’t do anything.”

      “You didn’t do anything? Joren, you did everything.” She shook with relief and lost the tenuous control over her emotions, a sob in her throat and tears spilling down her cheeks. She threw her arms around him and hugged him tight.

      “You loved me for who I was. You saw beauty in me even when I no longer saw it in myself. You saved me by just being you.” By doing the only thing that had drawn her to him to begin with. By being compassionate, loving, and showing kindness to others, he’d unraveled a centuries-old curse and set her free. With tears still spilling down her face, she rose on tiptoe and kissed him again.

      “Then it’s over?”

      “Yes!”

      She could have stood forever before the hearth wrapped in his arms, reacquainting herself with the taste of him, if a draft against her bare skin didn’t remind Caecilia that she was quite indecently dressed in the queen’s palace.

      “Ah,” Joren said, appearing to read her mind. His hand closed around one bare cheek, squeezing her ass. “Erm, these rags aren’t meant for you.”

      “They aren’t.”

      “Then I suggest we carry on with my original thought and head to my chambers. Only now, I think I should like to get them off you.”

      Joren did that and more, carrying her, though it was no longer necessary, from the sitting room up to his private chambers. He bypassed the bed, startling her when they entered the bathroom and he set her on the sink.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You’re still shaking.”

      “From happiness. Are you suggesting that I stink?”

      “From near frostbite,” he countered, turning the knobs on the shower until it ran hot and rained steaming water into the glorious marble basin. “And no. Did you forget I’ve been a sailor almost all my life? I’ve smelled far, far worse. Still, you’re bloody trembling.”

      “From joy,” she teased back, though she couldn’t deny how much she’d love a hot bath. “I’m trembling with joy and—” His shirt came off, and Caecilia needed no further motivation. Any excuses, any jests, all disintegrated when his trousers dropped next.

      She made a tiny sound in her throat.

      Of course, he grinned. “See something you like?”

      “Everything.”

      Joren peeled off her rags and carried her into the deep basin big enough to sit three or four people. A large umbrella-like fixture rained water on them from directly above, like a summer mist on the island. She tilted her face up to the spray as he set her on her feet and closed her eyes, surrounded by steam and his strong arms.

      “Now that you’ve apologized to me, it’s only fair that I’m man enough to do the same. I’m sorry, Caecilia. Perhaps I had every right to feel betrayed, but storming away was childish.”

      “We both made mistakes and learned from them.” She peered at him through the steam. “I’m still the same Coral I was before.”

      “No. You’re not. You’re my Caecilia, and you’re far better, because now when I hold you like this…” He dragged her closer by a palmful of her ass and squeezed, earning a startled squeak before his hand slid down to her thigh and he hiked her leg up to his hip. “I can hear you make that sound. And later, when we’re in bed, when I talk to you, you can answer, letting me learn everything about you I’ve wondered all along. And tomorrow, when we’re out in the kingdom and I shout my love for you to all of Jonquilles, you can respond to each person we encounter who wishes us a happy future together.”

      His kiss stole her breath. She’d thought the mulled wine from the partygoers had been ambrosia, sweet and spicy warmth on a cold night, but Joren’s kisses surpassed that.

      “I could never understand why I felt drawn to you, why I wanted to get to know you and needed you near when we were on the ship. Gods, I felt a fool. Worse than that, untrue to the Coral I wanted to give my heart. Then I learned you were both the same woman, and it was you I admired all along.”

      She moaned against his lips when the rock-hard girth of him brushed past her entrance. One shift of his hips, and he’d be inside her. “You admired me?” Her voice shook, lust tightening her core as he teased against her again.

      “How could I not? You cared for the islanders as if they were your own, you sacrificed for them, and you aided our ships. That is why Caecilia will always be better than Coral,” he whispered against the corner of her mouth, still holding her closely. “I adored you as Coral, when you were my mute and kind-hearted caretaker, but I love you even more as your true self. A compassionate warrior, loving mother to the islanders, and woman I was honored to fight alongside.”

      And then he made love to her tirelessly, busy hands coaxing one cry after the next from her, until what little cold lingered in her bones was gone and only smoldering heat remained.

      When she climaxed, tugging his hair with one hand and gripping his shoulder with the other, her back was against the polished tiles and legs wrapped around his waist. They wore nothing to bed, long limbs entwined as they murmured in the dark room lit by a single distant candle.

      Caecilia slept in her prince’s arms that night, overjoyed to know there’d be many more passionate evenings and conversations ahead of them.

      Their dreams of sailing the oceans together weren’t beyond reach.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn had never been more beautiful than today. Caecilia stood on the shoreline with her face tilted toward the breeze and Joren close behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist. As the first golden rays warmed her face, she smiled.

      “It’s still all so surreal, being here with you when I was certain I was about to meet my fate.”

      “Your fate obviously wasn’t to die,” Joren murmured against her hair. “Is that why you wanted to take this walk instead of remaining curled up in bed? To be sure?”

      “Maybe,” she admitted as she turned in his embrace and looped her arms around his neck. “Can you blame me?”

      “No. No, I can’t.” He stroked her cheek with his knuckles and smiled. “Though I wouldn’t mind returning to the cuddling. Aren’t you cold?”

      “It’s not as bad as it once was. With my magic returned to me, the cold seems less biting. I imagine I could swim in your frozen northern waters without much difficulty, though they’ll never beat the tropical warmth and beauty of the islands.”

      “About that…”

      She studied his face, guessing the thoughts on his mind. “I will go wherever you are, Joren.”

      “I don’t want to keep you away from the sea and your home.”

      “Nor should you, human prince.” The voice boomed through the air and made Caecilia go cold, while Joren tensed.

      Energy buzzed through the air and raised the fine hairs on her arms and nape. The mounting wave rose, higher than should have been possible in the bay’s calm waters. Joren pulled her behind him in a desperate bid to shield her, but the water never crashed down over them.

      Instead, it parted like a curtain and revealed an aquatic world beyond the imposing figure of her father wielding his mythical trident and appearing far, far taller than she remembered. He towered over her and Joren, impressive stature adorned by silver-plated armor and the flowing colors of cloths adapted from the Wai Alei.

      “Triton,” Joren whispered in awe. He wavered a moment on his feet, bowed deeply at the waist, and then, still appearing undecided, started to kneel until Caecilia grasped him by the arm and held him upright, slipping her hand into his.

      “Father, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to see with my own eyes that it was true. That the curse I placed upon you has truly broken.”

      Judging by her father’s cool tone, he wasn’t pleased. At least, he didn’t seem happy about her restoration.

      “I am as I was,” she said. “Thanks to Joren. You needn’t worry I’ll try and come home and cause a mess again, because I’m perfectly happy to remain here.”

      “Preposterous. You will return to Atlantis where you belong.”

      Joren sucked in a sharp, quiet breath. She wondered what he must be thinking and feeling in this moment, faced with the god he worshipped, a deity he’d devoted his life to following and hoping to appease. Would he be disappointed with the reality?

      “No, Father, I won’t.”

      “To what purpose?” Triton demanded. “This human prince will wither and die. What will you do once the ocean breeze has dried his skin and shriveled him to bones, yet you remain the very vision you are today?”

      “I’ll love him,” she murmured, gripping Joren’s hand tighter. “Even then.”

      “And when he perishes, leaving you behind to mourn and bemoan those lost years, what then? A god’s heart may only be given once, Caecilia.”

      “I realize that. A week ago, had you asked me the same question, I would have told you I planned to cherish each day with him and hold those memories close once he was gone.”

      “And now?” her father pressed, cocking one dark brow.

      “Now the only answer is clear. I…I don’t want to keep my divine powers, Father. I want to stay here with the mortals, on these legs.”

      “You would forsake immortality to remain with a human?”

      “I would. These days exploring the surface world alongside Joren have been the happiest moments of my life. There are so many more places I’ve left uncharted and experiences I’ve yet to uncover.” Caecilia swallowed the unyielding lump in her throat to little avail. It was stuck fast, a hard knot of apprehension.

      Joren turned to face her and took both of her hands in his. “Perhaps it is now my turn to be noble. I can’t allow you to give up everything you are to have a simple life with me. I’m no one special, but you have a chance to return to your homeland now. You can move forward and be happy.”

      “Yes, I can move forward. With you. You’ve already given me happiness.”

      “I can’t let you do this.”

      “I’m not asking your permission.” She turned back to her father. “This is what I want. A mortal life. I’ve spent two thousand years in the sea. Let me have my remaining fifty on dry land.”

      “If your powers are lost, how will you help the people of Wai Alei?”

      “It’s time for someone else to be their protector now. I will miss them so very much. There won’t be a day that I won’t think of Blue Heron’s sacrifice of her eyesight to restore her daughter’s vision, or Dancing Willow offering her own womb for her brother and his wife to have a healthy child. They’ve taught me the meaning of sacrifice. But they’ve also taught me to love myself again. I’ve done the best I can for centuries. I’m tired, and I want to enjoy life the way I never did as a Princess of Atlantis, Father.”

      He studied her for a time, his jaw set and bright eyes studying them. “And you’ve made up your mind?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I see there is only one thing I can do.” Triton leveled his trident and pointed the three-pronged end at Joren, steel in his eyes and an unspoken promise. It glowed with divine light and power pulsed from it, sailing out from the weapon in a brilliant white cone toward them both. Caecilia stumbled back and lost her grip on Joren’s hand as understanding dawned.

      Her father meant to reclaim her for Atlantis the only way he could, by removing Joren from the equation.

      “No!” She rushed toward him to disrupt the spell, pulse thundering in her ears and heart slamming fast, but her feet fused beneath her and she crashed to the sand on her hands and elbows. He’d stolen her legs, ripping away her bodily autonomy as only a god could. “Father, please! Don’t hurt him!”

      Godly power washed over Joren, and he cried out as the tide swept in and claimed him, hauling him away into the sea. His arms flailed and he shouted her name while she lay weak as a baby in the sand.

      “Joren!” she cried. “No! How could you, Father? How could you?”

      The moment the water reached her, she pulled herself forward and tried to follow, but her father’s might restrained her when she reached deeper water, the tide buffeting against her body no matter how hard she flicked her tail. The more she fought, the harder the swirling waters tossed her back.

      “Enough, daughter! Wait!” At his command, the ocean stilled. Before Caecilia could get her bearings, he took her by her shoulders and turned her, bringing Joren’s floating body into view.

      As her father had always been a fan of the theatrical, it should have surprised her none. She peered through the slanted beams of light spilling through the waves, and gasped at the sight of Joren with a sleek fishtail in lieu of his long legs, the muscular power of it having split his boots and breeches. Tatters of cloth drifted around his lower body and away in the current.

      Her father hadn’t killed him, and he appeared as bewildered as her.

      “I don’t understand. What in the blazes just happened to me? Why am I—?” Joren twisted in the water, golden hair flowing around his face. “I’m breathing underwater?”

      “I couldn’t force you to choose,” Triton said in a quiet voice, “between your happiness and your family. I miss you, dear daughter, and I have never stopped missing you. And when your time came to pass from this world, I would have missed you even more.”

      “Father, I truly don’t understand. What did you do?”

      He gazed at them both. “I have taken your divine gift, not from anger but out of love, and shared a fraction of it with your chosen mate,” her father murmured, gazing at Joren. “You are a man of great integrity, compassion, and courage. I can think of no greater man to swim alongside my Caecilia.”

      “I don’t know what to say, I—I don’t feel worthy.”

      “It is precisely for this reason that you are worthy. Today, you are Prince Joren of Eisland. Soon, I hope to name you Prince Joren of Atlantis.”

      She whipped around in the water to stare at her father, though it was short-lived and she found her gaze drawn back to Joren. Her prince’s mouth opened and closed, as fishlike as his magnificent lower half. The scales shimmered teal with mesmerizing streaks of complementing violet, so beautiful she couldn’t rip her gaze away again, despite the bomb her father had just dropped. How could he become Prince Joren of Atlantis…unless her father planned to elevate her to crown princess?

      “But you may need this.” Triton opened his palm, revealing a stunning necklace with a glittering frost diamond at its center. He turned from Caecilia and offered the gift to Joren.

      “My grandmother’s jewel. I—how did—you’re a god,” Joren babbled, appearing stunned as he accepted the gift. “Why am I even asking how you found it, or even knew I’d tossed it away? Thank you, Tri—Your Majesty. Thank you.” Her poor prince bowed his head, and had he legs, she thought he would have knelt again.

      “No, young prince. You may call me Triton, as you always have in your prayers. Swim as one of us from this day forward and continue to make my daughter happy.”

      Then Caecilia couldn’t stand it any longer and blurted out the one question on her mind. “Are you saying…he’s now—?” Her father couldn’t have made him a demigod. Couldn’t have. Such things almost never happened, a rarity that had only occurred a handful of times throughout the ages.

      Triton inclined his head. “Not yet,” he said, dashing her hopes that Joren could be an immortal like her. “Consider this my gift to you, my future son; the gift of seeing our world and experiencing it as only we can. I could grant nothing more to the man who loves my daughter and saw the beauty beyond her flesh.”

      She stared at her father, torn by uncertainty. “Then why did you send the dagger? Why did you tell me to kill him?”

      “Wait. Kill me?”

      She turned from her father to Joren and dipped her head. “After you left, my sister appeared to me with an offer. If I took your life, my curse would be broken and I’d be allowed home again.”

      “And I would have known your lesson was not learned,” Triton said, drawing her attention back to himself. “I believed in you. Your sister did not. It was her idea to test you once more and determine whether you were truly worthy of returning to us, that you had learned humility and grace, but also the selflessness expected of a ruler.”

      “That is…quite the test,” Joren said, looking a little paler than usual.

      Triton dipped his head toward Joren. “Had I not had absolute confidence in Caecilia, I would have never placed your life on the line as the stake in our bet. I’ve watched her for far too many years to believe she could be capable of taking a life in cold blood, even if it would save her own.”

      “She’s too good for that,” Joren said in her defense.

      “She is,” Triton agreed. “Which is why I changed the terms of the curse.”

      “What? But Ghost Hawk is the one who gave me legs without pain.”

      Her father cocked one brow. “Do you truly think I would let you give up all hope?”

      She blinked furiously, thinking back to every moment in time she’d seen the old shaman. Her sense of time had been so skewed by her immortality that she’d never noticed how he didn’t age at all. Always showing up when he was needed.

      “That was you, Father?”

      “It was. I saw your despair and I couldn’t bear it. I wanted to give you a chance.”

      “Would she truly have died at dawn?” Joren asked.

      “Yes. All magic comes with a price, young prince, as you know. After all, she exhausted every ounce of magic she’d hoarded over the years to save your life.”

      Joren caught her around the wrist and drew her close. “It was you?”

      Caecilia dipped her chin, struck by sudden shyness. “I carried your body in my jaws.”

      “Gods. All along, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I knew you as a serpent and had met you before. All this time and you never said.”

      “I couldn’t let you drown, but I couldn’t save your people either. Not all of them.”

      Joren pulled her in close and kissed her until she was breathless, her heart fluttering in her chest like a swarm of butterflies.

      “Go now, both of you,” her father said, and she heard the smile in his voice. “Enjoy your lives together and know that when you are ready, you will be welcomed home in Atlantis. I hope to see you there soon.”

      She realized, as her father drifted into the depths of the sea, that he hadn’t told her no.

      “Not yet” was what he’d said, and that left room for hope that one day, Joren could truly be like her. If any human was deserving of the distinction of elevating from mortality to demigodhood—bold, courageous, and willing to set aside his own wants for others, it was him.
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      Three celebratory days became two weeks of revelry once news swept across the kingdom regarding Joren and Caecilia’s betrothal. With Triton’s blessing already given, neither felt the need to prolong their engagement. He had no desire for a big wedding, content to cement their bond in Astra’s temple with only Rapunzel, Muir, and a small group of friends as witnesses to their union before the goddess of love.

      With the thousands in gold coin that weren’t squandered on lace napkins, extravagant seven-course meals, and oceans of wine, Caecilia asked for a bride gift that made her truly beloved among the citizens of Jonquilles—every copper was donated to revitalizing the poorer quarter of the city, a district often gone unnoticed by Joren and Rapunzel. She amazed him every day with her compassion, and her ability to see what he and his sister had shamefully overlooked far too long in their own kingdom.

      Each day allowed Joren to discover more about his new bride. Her magic intrigued him, and likewise, his new gift from her father led to hours spent underwater, swimming off the coast of Eisland. It seemed ironic to him that a sailor who loved the sea and fishing so much should become part fish himself.

      Two days prior to his plans to leave with Caecilia for Atlantis, a bright and sunny day dawned, motivating Joren to spend an afternoon on the beach with everyone he loved. He sat with his sister and watched Muir and Caecilia supervising the twins as they splashed in the surf. The water lapped around their feet and their giggles carried on the pleasant breeze.

      “Caecilia is a blessing. The water is never this calm or warm this time of year,” Rapunzel said.

      “The perk of being a mermaid princess: controlling the water.”

      “A perk you have now as well, no doubt?”

      “Jealous?”

      “Me? Never. I still can’t believe I’m related to a fish,” Rapunzel muttered, though her eyes sparkled with the mirth her voice lacked.

      “Eh, it’s better than being an ice queen,” he quipped. “Besides, you’re one to talk when you married a chicken.”

      Rapunzel choked out a laugh and sputtered. “Don’t let him hear you say that!”

      They both laughed after that, leaning against one another, until their sides hurt and they gasped for air. Moments like this were what Joren cherished most.

      After a time, Rapunzel wiped her eyes and released a quiet breath. “What happens next?”

      “You deliver two more beautiful children into this world.”

      “Well, that’s a given. I meant, what’s next for you and Caecilia? Are you still determined to go to Ridaeron?”

      “Yes. I think she and I will fare better going alone. Once we have a clear view of the situation, we can mobilize the fleet.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      He leaned in and kissed her brow. “I know, but I won’t waste any more lives in blind attacks. After our raid on their shores and the destruction of Kaskadehavn, they’ll expect it this time. Before, they were too cocky and arrogant to ever expect us to launch an assault of our own. This is the best way to go about things.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Don’t worry, we won’t be leaving just yet. I have to meet my new family first.”

      Rapunzel sighed, the sound wistful. “Atlantis. We have so many legends and myths, but I never imagined it to be a real place. More like…an idea.”

      “The gods truly are closer to us than we ever believed.” His gaze turned to his wife, and he watched her swoop Soren into her arms and kiss the top of his ginger head. One day, they would have their own children, an idea that brought a smile to his face.

      Not that he was in any rush. They had all the time in the world, and he planned to enjoy every moment.
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        * * *

      

      They sailed to Neverland, enjoying a two-week pleasure voyage aboard Joren’s yacht, unrushed and without a deadline. Their days passed in talk, games, and fishing, while their nights were spent in one another’s arms. Joren taught her the stars and in return she taught him the secrets of the sea. They spent as much time in the water as out of it, exploring the depths of the Viridian and the wonders they concealed.

      Neverland provided safe harbor for their boat, as well as a welcome interlude on solid ground. Thanks to Tinker Bell’s guidance, the little sprites from Cairn Ocland had salvaged the sweetwater fields with days of cleansing rainfall, sending the salt and ash out to the sea. A team of bear shifters aided them by turning over the soil with their earth magic.

      While it would take a few years to restore the island’s bountiful grove, Joaidane’s magic had created strong and healthy little saplings and aided in the regrowth. In the meantime, relief ships from Samahara, Creag Morden, Cairn Ocland, and Eisland brought a bounty in grains and fresh crops.

      Joren and Caecilia enjoyed the hospitality of the Wai Alei for three nights before embarking on their journey to the south without the yacht. They visited a dozen underwater reefs along the way while swimming down the narrow channel between the western coast of the Ridaeron Dynasty and Samahara, each one more magnificent than the last and inhabited by beauty he’d never seen on the surface.

      They encountered energetic dolphins, golden-bodied fish, radiant eels, and friendly whales who accompanied them for part of the journey. Underwater, his vision remained as clear as it had been on dry land, no matter how far they traveled from the surface.

      “Are you ready?” she asked. “We’re almost there.”

      “I think so.”

      She took his hand and led the way forward, taking them past a deep gorge into warmer water, the ocean equivalent of a balmy summer day on land. It should have been cold, distant as it was from the sun, but the whole region radiated warmth and life. They reached the cliff of a trench’s deep drop and stopped.

      “Welcome to Atlantis.” she said.

      Watching Joren’s face as he glimpsed her beloved home for the first time gave Caecilia more pleasure than she’d expected. They floated in the depths, with the kingdom spread before them for miles across the ocean floor, glowing pale blue, deep plum, and vibrant pink. Coral towers rose up like delicate flowers amidst marble arches and shell pathways. At the very heart of it all, the Pearl Palace shone pristine white, a gorgeous edifice of unblemished nacre.

      “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” he whispered, and then his gaze turned to her. “Save you.”

      “I don’t think I can compare to a kingdom.”

      “But you do.”

      The water did nothing to cool or conceal her blush. She took him by the hand and led the way into the city, grateful to have him by her side. Sirens paused their activities to watch them pass, many with surprised looks upon their faces, and not a single one of them with disgust or disappointment.

      Word must have spread, because soon the lanes were lined by her people, come to see their returned princess and her mortal lover. Some called out in greeting and the cries picked up, more voices joining to welcome her home.

      Her father waited for them at the palace gates.

      “Welcome home, daughter. Welcome, Joren. We are pleased to have both of you here in Atlantis.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      He cupped her face between his hands and laid a kiss against her brow, whispering in a soft voice for her ears alone, “I love you, Caecilia. You have been sorely missed.”

      Then he pulled away and raised his voice for all to hear, moving to stand between her and Joren.

      “Let us all rejoice, for Caecilia is with us once again, and as you all see, she is not alone. Prince Joren of Eisland has wed her in the traditions of his people, and now, I will bless the union before you all in accordance with our customs.”

      Warmth bloomed in her chest, her love for her father surging through her body. Taking both her hand and Joren’s, he placed their palms together. Unlike the solemn silence of their Eisland wedding, the spectating members of her family and the Atlantean court began to hum, a melodic harmony rising from the crowd. She felt the vibrations in her chest, the rising swell of magic and music stirring her heart.

      There were no words, no vows to be spoken, only their shared love and desire burning through a link that went deeper than the soul. Joren laced their fingers together, his gaze riveted on her own. The world faded away around them, and all she saw was him and the limitless possibilities of their future together. The life they had yet to live and the joys each day would bring.

      Caecilia had set out to steal a mortal’s heart to save herself from a lifetime of pain and suffering. In the end, Joren had stolen hers instead.
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        * * *

      

      Need to know more about what happened to Camden after the mages’ miraculous escape? Keep reading.
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      In the days that followed Cara’s escape, Camden did nothing to draw attention to himself. He’d expected Brynhildr to throw him under the proverbial carriage and be done with him, but she instead cleared him of suspicion with clever wordplay. Her thrall couldn’t be guilty of wrongdoing, otherwise he would have escaped with the mages. And they had escaped. He knew as much, just as he knew Joren had survived after all and launched a spectacular assault against the coastline. He couldn’t enter a room in Steinblomst Keep without hearing hushed whispers about it.

      Raised voices down the hall made Camden slow on his approach to the chapel. The king had returned earlier that day and the whole castle had been in a tizzy since then, thralls scurrying around to meet his every request.

      Cam peered around the next corner and caught sight of both monarchs standing outside the temple door, Bryn standing in the entry with her arms crossed. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d shoved her husband out of the sacred room itself, to keep his yelling from desecrating the goddess.

      “We will take every ship and we will wipe them from this world. The seas should run red with Eislandic blood.”

      “You are every bit the old fool you were the day I married you,” she hissed between her teeth. “Have we not lost enough? Thousands dead, our best ships lost, and for what? This is not honor, Gunnar. This is stupidity. If Jörmungandr has truly taken their side, what chance have we of reaching their shores? I will not lend my shieldmaidens to your negligent warmongering, only to watch them die in senseless battle, devoured by the world serpent. There is no honor in suicide.”

      “You would let them get away with this? Our coasts burn. Our property has been taken. The other jarls are whispering amongst themselves, and they will see us as weak.”

      “The other jarls always whisper!”

      “It is bad enough your thrall was present at the repository.”

      “The mages left him behind, or he chose to remain. We may never know the truth of what happened that day, but he is here among us and that speaks of his loyalty.” Finally, her arms uncrossed from her chest and she placed both hands on her husband’s shoulders. “Listen to me. If you initiate war against Eisland, all the nations of this gulf will stand against us. We will fight not only Eisland but Creag Morden, Cairn Ocland, and Samahara. Liang cannot be trusted to aid us. They are greater snakes than the desertmen, vultures waiting to pick apart our remains if we fail. And we will. Then the jarls will know we are weak.”

      He grunted. “Perhaps so, but we must do something. And it will begin by making your thrall forsake his gods and swear himself to ours, before all the jarls.”

      Tension gripped Camden in his belly at the thought of renouncing the Eislandic pantheon he’d known and loved for over three decades. Protest surged to the tip of his tongue, but he remained silent. If he spoke, if he uttered a word, they’d know they had an audience—and they’d know he had a deeper grasp of their language than he let on.

      Brynhildr’s jaw clenched. “Very well. He will do it.”

      “Good. The jarls are already downstairs.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey took them three days and nights on foot, as was custom on a sacrificial journey. During that time, Camden was bound to silence, told to make peace with his decision and contemplate his new beginning. Liran saw to his needs during that time, bringing him water and food during their rest stops.

      A massive henge stood at the hilltop, tall white stones reaching toward the cloudless sky with an obsidian alter in the center. He counted one for each of the Ridaeron gods.

      Brynhildr walked at the forefront of the procession alongside her husband, speaking nothing to him for the duration of their pilgrimage. That night, they slept at the base of the hilltop in bedrolls beneath the stars, and Camden listened to the conversations in the dark, struggling to understand the different dialects of the Dynasty’s many regions.

      She woke him at dawn—just when it seemed he’d finally closed his eyes—her callused fingertips on his bare arm and gestured for him to follow her.

      While the others remained asleep, the queen led him to lake at the edge of the meadow carrying a bundle in her arms. “I thought you would like the opportunity to bathe in privacy.”

      Uncertain of whether he could speak, he accepted the bundle and dipped his head, then turned toward the water. The stars reflected in the still water, so clearly it seemed they had come down to the water themselves. He had no idea if she remained or had left, but he stripped without shame and set his dirty clothes aside while setting the bundle on a large boulder for safekeeping.

      He bathed in silence.

      When he turned to the shore, he found Brynhildr seated on the grass, knees drawn to her chest while she watched what remained of the stars in the multi-hued sky.

      “It is very important that you make each dedication without flaw,” she said in a quiet voice. “If you falter, if you shame the gods, Gunnar will gut you and this will become your sacrifice to appease Odin and regain his blessing.” He watched her swallow, still avoiding eye contact as he donned the white garments. “The blót is sacred to our people, our way of honoring the gods.”

      She led him back to the hill in silence. The jarls stood in a circle around the altar, and the king waited on the opposite side of the stone table, a young lamb in his arms. Once Camden reached his place, King Gunnar laid the bleating animal on the slab and offered Camden a dagger. Though it turned his stomach to do so, Camden took the blade and thrust it into the animal’s heart.

      One by one, he visited each stone in the henge and painted the rune symbolizing one of their deities upon its pale surface with lamb’s blood. And with each one, he swore himself to their everlasting service.

      When it was done, he returned to the altar and knelt. “I pledge myself to the gods and to Ridaeron,” he said in a clear voice, careful to make sure he spoke every syllable in the guttural and harsh language correctly. Then, before he could stop himself, he added, “I pledge myself to my queen. All I have, all I am, is hers.”

      A low murmur spread over the spectators, and he picked up the gist of a few comments. Some had expected him to bow out, to die as an Eislander before he accepted their ways. They didn’t know him well. If he was anything, it was stubborn.

      What good could he do upon a ship in Eisland, when he had a far better chance of saving his people from within the kingdom of their enemy?

      It seemed a worthy sacrifice.

      “Rise now,” Brynhildr said, eyes glittering with unconcealed pleasure. She turned a smug smile to her husband, who only looked increasingly agitated, his mouth drawn into a tight frown. When she gazed upon Camden, nothing but warmth remained. “With this sunrise you are reborn a son of Ridaeron. From this day forward, you are to be known by all as Sigurd.”
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        * * *

      

      Queen Brynhildr and Camden will return this fall in Sigurd and the Valkyrie. We hope you enjoyed Caecilia’s story of redemption, as well as the foray into the Ridaeron Dynasty. Many of you have been asking when we would get to their culture, and now it’s finally time!

      

      In the meantime, if you need more merpeople, check out Nicole’s solo work.
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        * * *

      

      At the age of twenty-eight, Princess Ysolde Westbrook is a spinster duchess, the adopted daughter of Hindera's eccentric monarch. Commoners love their benevolent leader, but the kingdom's gentry take offense to the outsider among them. Amid noble plots and demands for her to marry a local aristocrat, an assassination attempt places her life in peril--if she will not have one of them for a husband, they would sooner see her dead.

      Finding allies in strangers with powerful gifts and even darker secrets, Ysolde must learn what it means to lead and find her own inner strengths. Whether or not she survives the tangled web of treason will determine the fate of her duchy, the royal family, and the kingdom she loves.
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