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​Prologue

Like the Tide
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And they lived happily ever...

This is not that fairytale.

But life must go on, right?

There’s nothing quite like the feeling of falling in love. The warmth in your chest, the flutter in your stomach, the smile that never seems to fade. Loving someone—and being loved for exactly who you are—is intoxicating. Addictive, even.

But if we’re truly honest, we know better.

We all wear masks, play parts. We smile, we scheme, we deceive. We powder our faces, tighten our laces, and paint our lips just right. We curate what others see, because deep down we fear that what we are—what we truly are—isn’t enough.

So, does anyone really love us? Or only the version we’ve created for them?

I’ve learned that some love the mask more than the girl beneath it. And some love the girl—but only when she forgets who she was before she put on the mask.

History is full of love stories—grand, sweeping, tragic. And almost all of them end the same way—in death and destruction. If the lovers don’t die young, their love ignites wars. Topples kingdoms. Ends empires.

Because to be remembered, love must leave wreckage.

They say those who don’t learn from history are doomed to repeat it. But here’s what they never tell you—sometimes even when you do learn, even when you vow never to make the same mistakes—history comes for you anyway.

Because history isn’t a lesson.

It’s a warning.

No one heeds a warning—especially when love is involved.

Go ahead, call me a cynic.

But what else would you expect from the daughter of the Sea Witch?

I didn’t grow up believing in fairytales. My mother had to trick my father into marriage. I was raised on saltwater, shadows, and spells that clung like seafoam to my skin.

But somewhere along the way, I hoped. I dared to believe I could choose something different.

And now?

Now, I’m wearing the mask. I’ve prepared the wardrobe. I’m ready for my performance.

I know love is dangerous.

But I’m not one to shy away from danger.

I’ve already fallen—hard. Completely.

Into what, I’m still not sure.

But the tide endures to rise with every fall—and so shall I.
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​PART ONE

What We Hide
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​One

The Awakening
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As a sea witch masquerading as a human, I’ve accepted that not all humans are bad. Some, in fact, are downright amazing. Take the one currently worshipping my body for the third time this morning. He’s amazing.

My prince without a throne has spent an inordinate amount of time pampering his sea princess. We’ve barely left our bedchamber in a month. Whether it’s the spell of new love or plain avoidance of what waits beyond these four walls—I’m not sure. But being in love has been quite enjoyable.

Unfortunately, being human can sometimes be rather uncomfortable. In the sea, I never had to experience the disgusting act of sweating. The water temperature was always perfect. Never hot. Never sticky. And I certainly never had to choose between relief and gratification.

Yet, the sunlight pouring through the open balcony doors is far too bold for a spring morning. Now, even the sea breeze drifting in feels warm and sticky.

Louis rolls off me with a satisfied grunt, flopping onto his back like he just conquered a kingdom.

“You might be the death of me,” he murmurs.

“This heat might do me in first. Tell me again—why haven’t we moved these activities to the pool?”

“Would the seawater bring out your elusive tentacles?” he asks, all intrigue.

“No,” I groan, pushing his heavy limbs off my sweaty body. “Only a lot of magic. And a tremendous amount of pain.”

“That is unfortunate,” he pouts.

“Why are you so interested in seeing me with tentacles?” I ask.

I never expected him to be delighted when he found out I was a sea witch. Never imagined he’d want to see my tentacled form. Yet after a month together, he still asks.

“If you’ll recall that time I saved your life,” he begins.

I scoff. Yes, he romantically leapt into the sea after me—but he played a minimal role in actually saving my life.

That honor goes to my mother, Hulda, the Sea Witch herself. She used her powerful magic to revive me after I took a trident to the abdomen... protecting the Prince of St. Braga.

Cristiano, on the other hand, recoiled the moment he realized what I was. He caught me in his arms—then, with revulsion, cast me back into the sea.

“You did not save me,” I remind Louis. It’s important to keep him grounded, or he tends to get a little full of himself. His confidence is charming, but his arrogance is a lot to handle.

“As I was saying, Tempest.” He always uses that nickname when he’s about to be dramatic. “When I dove into the stormy sea to rescue you, your tentacles had their way with me. Clinging to me in unholy ways.”

“Oh really?” I prop myself up on an elbow, trying to determine whether he’s being truthful or simply bending reality to suit his favorite narrative.

“It was quite something,” he gushes. “Like being seduced by an entire coven.”

“Oh, really?” I repeat, raising a brow.

“A seductive, mildly aggressive coven,” he amends with a grin.

“So, while I was dying in your arms, you were busy fantasizing about being fondled by multiple women?”

“No, that’s not what I meant!”

“Well, it sounds like one woman isn’t enough for you. Like I’m not enough for you,” I say, my voice tinged with heat. “Like you need an entire coven of lusty witches just to keep things interesting.”

“You’re misunderstanding,” he sputters, clearly flustered.

He might’ve been about to dig his way out of his misstep, but a knock at the door interrupts us.

I cover our bare bodies with a sheet, cringing at the added warmth, and bid the visitor to enter.

Zita struts in without hesitation. She has obviously become accustomed to discovering us in this manner. Not that it doesn’t still disappoint her that I’ve abandoned all propriety. My lady’s maid is never one to keep her opinions to herself, and she wears her disapproval openly.

“Good morning, my lady. Lord Montford. A letter has arrived from Provence for his lordship. I wasn’t sure either of you planned to ever leave this den of iniquity, so I thought it better to bring it to you.”

She crosses the room, hands the letter to Louis, glances around, taking in the scattered clothes and empty rum bottles, and leaves without another word.

“Who’s it from?” I ask curiously.

Louis examines the letter, focusing on the fancy F on the seal. “It’s the Fonteneau crest.”

His voice is calm, but there’s a flicker of something in his eyes. Memory. Regret. Maybe both.

“Friends of yours?” I push for more.

“Once upon a time,” he says wispily.

Louis opens the seal and reads the letter to himself. His jaw tightens, eyes fixed on the parchment for too long. When Louis finally lowers it, his gaze seems far away, the playful light gone. 

Over his shoulder, I try to read the contents, but my reading skills are still mediocre. Born and raised in the sea, there were few opportunities for me to learn to read. Nor was there a need. Now that I’m part of the human world, it’s become a necessary skill. Especially among the nobility. Louis has tried tirelessly to teach me—though fancy handwriting still looks like tangled seaweed.

Cautiously, I ask, “What does it say?”

Because he’s amazing, he doesn’t just summarize the letter or read it aloud—he points to each word as he says it, so that I may follow along and try to decipher it myself.


My Dearest Louis,

The kingdom is breaking. Your uncle has not been seen in months. The nobles grow crueler. The poor are starving. The unrest has grown out of control. People are being executed just for trying to feed their families. I fear what will happen if no one puts an end to this horror. Please, if you still remember what it means to be our Prince... come home.

With all my heart,

Ottilie



I look up at Louis, searching for a reaction. I have never asked him about the circumstances of his exile. His past did not matter to me. I only cared about his future.

When he finally speaks, his voice is distant, as if the words dredge up something he’d buried.

“Hey, Tempest—”

I wait for him to continue, but once again, he seems lost in his thoughts.

“What’s up, Lucy?” I ask, rubbing a hand over his shoulder to bring his attention back to me.

“What would you say if I asked you to go to Provence with me?” he asks, uncharacteristically nervous.

“I’d go anywhere with you,” I respond without hesitation.

“What would you say if I told you I was thinking of taking back my kingdom?”

This is not a proposal I expected. I thought St. Braga would be my home. I love Villa Azulmar and the life I have found within it. However, a part of me wonders if my love for the Villa was because I always felt Louis in it. It’s as much a part of him as it is of me. As long as I’m with him, I’m sure I can be happy anywhere.

“I’d say it’s a big decision... but I’ll help in any way I can.”

“So, if I asked you to do your sea witch thing and channel those angry tendencies of yours to drive my uncle out of my palace.” He shrugs. “Perhaps you can turn him into a chicken.” Another shrug. “That’s something you might be willing to do?”

I know I said I’d help any way I could, but...

“I can’t just walk into a castle and start wielding magic. I’ll be seen as a monster. And not the kind typically rooted in court politics. The type hunted and bled dry in the square.”

“Well, maybe that’s not the best plan, but so long as my uncle ends up dead or transformed into something horrible, the rest of the details don’t really matter.”

He says it like a jest, but there’s something behind it. Not anger. Resolve.

He shrugs and then, with a wide grin, adds, “You can be my queen, and I’ll put you in charge of all maritime matters.”

“Queen?” I repeat, tasting the word like salt on my tongue. I’ve been promised thrones before.

He continues, “Have I mentioned my kingdom has more coastline than any known region in the world?”

Louis knows me well. His decision to play to my devotion to the sea is brilliant. I have seen the Kingdom of Provence on a map. Whereas St. Braga is a modest-sized realm, Provence is massive, sprawling across much of the continent. To command that much coastline? It’s tempting.

He brushes a hand over my cheek. “What do you say, my love? Will you help me? Because I have to do this. And as much as I want you with me... I know I’m asking a lot. And if you want no part of it, I’d understand.”

I press a hand to his mouth. “Stop talking. I’m in.” Even if I have no idea what we’re walking into.

“We’ll need a ship,” Louis says, brushing his lips against my fingers.

“First, we need a bath. And we need to let the maids into this room to wash away the debauchery.” I slide off the bed and sort through the discarded clothing to find something suitable to wear through the villa.

“Do you think Jasper’s forgiven me yet?” he asks, tugging on a pair of black trousers.

“I don’t know, he’s still rather loyal to Cristiano.” I drop a gown over my head and wrangle into the sleeves. The last thing I need is cloying fabric in this heat, but propriety loves to ruin a good mood.

“Then why does he stay?” Louis pulls a white shirt over his head. I hate it when he covers up all that tantalizing skin, though, admittedly, my concentration improves drastically.

“Because as long as Mrs. Cirilo works here, Ana won’t leave—and Jasper won’t leave Ana.”

“Aren’t they kind of young to be that in love?”

“I don’t know.” I turn my back to Louis, silently asking him to lace up my gown. “Ana turns sixteen next week, and Jasper’s age is hard to determine.”

“He’s five...” Louis tugs me close, the laces of my gown tight against his chest, and looks over my shoulder. “I remember when Tiano brought him home.”

“Does he look like a five-year-old to you?” I pull away, gesturing for him to finish with the laces.

Both dressed, we head down from our tower.

“Maybe he’d like you better if you stopped treating him like a dog,” I say.

“I’ll try, but I don’t like the way he treats you.”

“We have a complicated relationship,” I admit, though the truth isn’t so complicated.

Jasper hates me because I turned him into a human. He was perfectly happy as Cristiano’s shaggy black beast. Then, after threatening him and Cristiano, I forced him to help me navigate the human world. He’s not nice to me, and I take immense pleasure in making him do awful tasks.

Once on the main floor, I glance around looking for any of my staff. The cool marble floor meets my bare feet as we step into the entry hall, its vaulted ceiling catching the early light, illuminating the gilded artwork.

Villa Azulmar isn’t grand by most standards—but it’s beautiful. Bright and open, with shutters that always seem to catch the breeze off the water, and tiled mosaics that feel like the sea itself spilled across the floor. From the terrace, the sea stretches out in every shade of blue, the breeze bringing the scent of brine and citrus on its back. The hum of the distant waves is a lullaby I never tire of.

It felt like home the moment I stepped inside—and it’s still the only place I’ve ever known peace.

The first person I find is Antonela, one of three maids who had come to me gaunt and hollow-eyed, now healthy and dressed smartly in her black uniform and turquoise sash. She’s changing the flowers in the sitting room, humming softly to herself.

“Antonela,” I call out.

“My lady.” She drops into a quick curtsy.

“Do you know where Jasper is?” I ask.

“No, missus. I have not seen him this morning.”

“Have you seen Ana?”

She glances between Louis and me, cheeks dimpling with a coy smile she quickly hides. I imagine the villa staff have had plenty to whisper about, given our month-long retreat into wantonness.

“Yes, I believe she’s in the kitchen,” she says, biting back a grin.

“Thanks.” I glance at the flowers she has arranged in the vase. The large blooms and varied colors remind me of the reefs. “Those are beautiful,” I say, then turn toward the kitchen. Louis directly behind me.

Ana is rolling out dough when we arrive. She swipes a hand over her forehead, leaving behind a smudge of flour, then returns to the rolling pin with a resigned sigh. Her mother’s been trying to teach her how to bake, and Ana is trying—really trying—but it’s clearly not her strength.

“Good morning,” I announce as we enter the kitchen.

“Good morning, my lady. My lord.” Ana dips into an awkward curtsy, holding the rolling pin like she’s unsure whether to set it down or brandish it in self-defense. Not that she’d ever be bold enough to wield it. Her brows pinch in concentration as she tries not to sneeze at the flour dusting the air like mist. The poor thing looks like she’s lost a duel with a flour mill. “Is there something you need?”

“Have you seen Jasper?”

“I believe he may have stayed at the inn last night,” she responds despondently.

“You believe?” I ask, hoping for clarification.

“Well... he went to the alehouse last evening, and he never came back.”

My first instinct is annoyance. It’s not the first time Jasper’s disappointed me by indulging in too much ale. But more irritating is this nagging, inconvenient human emotion—worry.
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​Two

Snails and Judgment
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It’s not beyond me to admit my shortcomings. I haven’t exactly kept close tabs on my staff’s comings and goings. But the villa is clean, and I haven’t gone hungry, so everything has functioned just fine without me.

Yes, I’ve sent the entire household to the inn before—for privacy’s sake—but I never imagined any of them would choose to stay there for the sheer enjoyment of it. If anything, it’s a dereliction of their duties.

So why would Jasper go into town and not come back? It makes no sense.

“Does he do that often?” Louis asks.

Ana looks to Louis, wide-eyed. It’s not that she’s scared of him, but she has a challenging time conversing with him. I can’t quite figure out what the issue is. She’s still holding the rolling pin—her knuckles white against the floured wood. Not fear—maybe frustration. And something else I can’t quite name.

Louis, ever composed, doesn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he does. He notices everything.

I draw her attention back to me. “Has this happened more than once?”

“Well, sure. Like any man, he heads to the alehouse when he receives his wages.” She says it like it’s normal, but her tone betrays her unease.

I would ask why she doesn’t go with him, but I already know why. We pulled her out of that world once. She’s not about to walk back into it wearing pearls and my castoff gowns.

“And does he always stay in town when that happens?” I inquire.

“No. Not always.”

“Do you expect him to return anytime soon?”

“I cannot say, missus.”

“Well, that’s...” I trail off. I’m not even sure what it is—just annoying, mostly. I don’t need him often, but I hate waiting when I do.

Louis wraps an arm around my shoulder and guides me from the kitchen before I say something regrettable.

“Do you think he’s just drinking too much?” I ask when we’re out of earshot from the kitchen.

“That’s one possibility, but I would venture a guess he’s getting into a little more than drinks.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, unsure what else could keep him from coming home at night.

“Perhaps the same thing that has kept us occupied over the past month?”

“What?” I ask, outraged. “Why would he be doing that? He has Ana.”

“He’s not doing that with Ana,” Louis says confidently.

“How do you know?”

“That girl there is as innocent as they come. Despite whatever horrors she witnessed at the inn, she is still an innocent.”

“But how do you know?”

“Because I saw it on her face. She is upset that Jasper has gone into town to slake his desires and is contemplating whether he would still do it if she offered him the same thing.”

“Did you get all that from that brief interaction right now?” I point back to the kitchen.

Louis has a maddening ability to read people like open books. One glance and he somehow knows their secrets, their shame, their unspoken dreams. It’s utterly baffling. And more than a little unfair. I, on the other hand, still struggle to see past the surface—unless that surface glitters like danger.

“That,” Louis says, “and I know Mrs. Cirilo barely lets her daughter out of her sight. She’s a very protective mother.” He smirks playfully. “I imagine you’ll be the same someday. Maybe sooner than we think, with how busy we’ve been.”

He looks so hopeful at the idea of me carrying his child, oblivious to the ache it stirs in me. It’s devastating.

Hope is such a cruel thing when it can’t be shared.

I had been able to tell Louis many truths. He knows what I am and what my mother is. He knows the truth about Jasper. He’s the only one who knows I turned Lady Serafina into a hermit crab when she threatened to out me. But I could never bring myself to tell him that I was unable to bear children.

After the trident incident, my womb was the only part of me Hulda couldn’t heal. Everything else she put back together. But not that.

It’s devastating. He sees a future I know I can’t give him. And I—I can’t bear to steal that hope from his eyes.

So, like always, I ignore the mention of children and change the subject. “Should we go to the inn and find him?”

“I imagine he’ll be rolling in shortly. Let’s get those baths you spoke of, and if he’s not back by the time we’re done, we can swing by the inn on our way to the castle.”

“We’re going to the castle?”

He grins. “Yes. I told you. We need a ship.”

Of course we do.

***
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We’re clean, clothed, and stepping out toward the carriage just as Jasper comes strolling up the drive—far too casually for someone who vanished overnight.

I narrow my eyes. 

At least now I won’t have to turn him into a snail, yet.

Depending on his explanation, that threat may still be on the table.

I can’t help but look at him with an air of disgust. Whatever he’d likely been out doing—while Ana was here pining after him—makes me angry.

He glances up, catches sight of us, and immediately looks sheepish.

“Did you have a good night?” I snarl.

Louis presses a hand to my back—reining me in. A warning. A silent command to keep my temper in check.

“None of my business,” I amend, though it takes effort to pull the bite from my voice. “Did you walk into town?” I ask instead. The villa isn’t far, but walking makes no sense when we have a stable full of horses.

Jasper winces before answering. “No, not initially. I rode in. But my horse seems to have gone missing.”

“What do you mean gone missing?” Louis asks, frowning.

“Exactly that,” Jasper replies uneasily. “When I went to collect him at the night’s end, he simply wasn’t there. The stable master offered to reimburse me, but I didn’t want to carry that much coin after drinking so much. I told him I’d return today but he wasn’t there when I stopped by.”

“We’re heading to the castle,” Louis announces. “We could stop by and collect for you.”

“That’s not necessary,” Jasper replies stiffly. “My doing got us into this situation, and I’ll correct it.”

“Whatever you want,” I say. “In the meantime, Lord Montford and I are planning a voyage to Provence.”

“Provence?” he echoes, clearly startled.

“Yes. We want to leave as soon as possible. I need all of our things packed and ready to sail.”

“Will I be going with you?” he asks, tone oddly unreadable. I can’t tell whether he’s hoping for inclusion or dismissal.

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” I hedge.

“But who will manage your business transactions?”

“I think I can manage on my own. The only thing I’m incapable of doing is reading, and I have Lucy for that.”

“But it’s my job,” he says, voice rising. “It’s my job!”

It’s not just protest. It’s panic. And I can’t tell if it comes from pride—or fear of being left behind.

“What about Ana?” I ask, sharper than intended.

“She can come too. As your lady’s maid.”

“Zita has already agreed to accompany me.”

“But Provence is a grander kingdom than St. Braga,” he argues. “You should have two maids.”

“I’ll talk to Mrs. Cirilo when I return,” I say coolly. “Until then, please begin packing our things. Zita has already started on my wardrobe. The voyage alone will take a month, so we’ll need substantial provisions.”

Louis helps me into the carriage, and as we pull away, I replay our conversation with Jasper. Something doesn’t make sense.

“That was odd, right?” I ask.

“Very much,” he says, pulling me close to him.

“Too hot,” I groan, pushing him away.

“You know it’s only spring. The weather here’s only going to get hotter and more unbearable.”

The sun in St. Braga is relentless—thick and heavy like syrup. The white stone streets reflect the heat until it feels like it’s rising from below as much as above. Even the nights are sweltering.

Back home, the sun shimmered through saltwater. It never beat down on my skin like a hammer. The heat here feels personal, like punishment.

“What’s the weather like in Provence?” I ask.

“Not nearly as hot as here. And in the winter, it actually snows.”

“Snow?” I echo. “What’s that like?” I try to picture it: not waves or rain, but white flakes soft as sea mist falling from the sky.

“Very cold,” he says. “But it’s beautiful. There’s nothing more peaceful than drinking hot cider by the fire while watching the snow fall over the kingdom.” He closes his eyes, clearly picturing it.

“That sounds wonderful,” I admit. “Will you tell me what happened? How did your uncle take the throne?”

“It was your typical coup,” he says flatly. “One jealous brother and a group of greedy noblemen. They led an attack on the palace. My mother and I managed to escape through a little-known tunnel.”

He inhales deeply. Exhales slower.

“My father was beheaded. They displayed his head at the front gate. That’s how I learned my father was dead. I was ten.”

I place my hand over his heart. I can feel it beating—fast and shallow.

“We fled here. It took them about eight years to track us down the first time. They killed my mother. But Queen Beatriz took me in, offered me her protection, and there were no further attempts after that. Not that I know of.”

“Did you ever consider going back before now?”

“Oh yes. Many times. Usually when I was too drunk to know better, I’d vow revenge—but I knew it was pointless.”

The carriage pulls to a stop.

The door bursts open, and Cristiano vaults into the carriage, muttering curses under his breath. Despite the heat, he’s dressed in true St. Braga fashion—light-colored trousers, a pale linen shirt, and a finely embroidered vest better suited for a salon than a sprint. His shaggy blond hair is windblown, damp at the edges, and his cheeks are flushed with exertion. The moment the door clicks shut, he yells to the driver, “Move, Farmer!” and bangs impatiently on the carriage roof.

“Are you running for your life?” I ask with mild concern.

He exhales hard and starts rolling up his sleeves, exposing sun-bronzed forearms that flex with every impatient tug.

His eyes, bright and searingly blue, land on me with theatrical intensity. “Stel, it is absolutely wonderful to see you. But tell me—when you healed my mother, did you mean to restore her youthful vigor?”

“No,” I reply, “but is that so bad?”

“Yes!” he shouts. “She’s become unbearable! Between her and Isadora, I might lose my mind.”

“But isn’t it worth it to have your mother alive?” I ask.

“Don’t listen to him, Tempest,” Louis drawls. “He’s just being dramatic.”

“And you, asshole!” Cristiano turns to Louis. “You stole my betrothed, and now they’ve got it in their heads I’m ready to take a wife!”

“Well, aren’t you?” I ask. “Because I thought you told me you were ready.”

“That’s when I thought my mother was dying. But now, she is the opposite of dying, and I’ve rethought my stance on the matter.”

He throws his hands in the air.

“And I still haven’t gotten a straight story out of Lady Serafina about where she disappeared to for over a month. But whatever happened, she’s clearly lost her mind. She has this weird thing for pinching now—pinching, Stel! I look like I’ve lost a fight with an octopus!” He breathes deeply.

“You do sort of invite violence. It’s the face, mostly,” I mutter.

“There is not one woman in this entire blasted kingdom I can tolerate long enough to survive a wedding ceremony.”

He slumps dramatically against the carriage seat.

“What the hell is wrong with all the women in this kingdom?” he groans.

“I have six sisters, if you’re still into mermaids,” I joke.

He glares at me.

“What? Too soon?” I smirk.

“How’s my dog?” Cristiano asks.

“As insufferable as ever,” I admit. “He better be back at the villa packing.”

“Packing for what? Don’t tell me you let him go.”

“We are embarking on an ocean voyage,” Louis answers.

“Where are you going? Anywhere good?”

“Provence,” Louis says, his voice intense.

There’s a long pause before Cristiano even blinks.

He sits up straighter. “You’re going to take back your kingdom.”

It’s not a question. He knows. They’ve been friends for nearly three decades—too long to pretend otherwise.

I almost came between that friendship. I could never have stayed with Louis knowing I’d destroyed it.

Cristiano blinks again. “No. We are not going to Provence. That’s a suicide mission.”

Louis raises an eyebrow. “You’re not invited.”

“I wouldn’t go even if I were,” Cristiano scoffs. “Do you know what they eat in Provence? Snails. That’s all Provence is: snails and judgment. And an endless stream of nobles with the personality of boiled cabbage.”

“Sounds familiar,” I say under my breath—the judgment part at least.

He ignores me. “The place is filthy. Last time I was there, someone tried to duel me over my friendship with you. And you want to go back to that?”

“We were nine, and it was a wooden sword—you big baby,” Louis grumbles.

He leans back, exasperated. “Besides, we’re not going for the food and ambiance. We’re going to take back my throne. Provence needs me. I’d be surprised to learn they’re eating snails. From the sound of it, most of them are starving.”

“Someone contacted you?”

Louis nods.

Cristiano stares. His mouth opens, then closes. Then opens again.

“Who?”

“Ottilie de Fonteneau.”

Cristiano glares at both of us. Then sighs. Deeply. Theatrically.

“Fine,” he says. “I’ll come. But if I die on this idiotic voyage, I swear I’ll haunt both of you until the end of your miserable, sea-salted lives.”

“We’ll make room for your ghost.” I’m once again ignored.

“We weren’t asking you to come,” Louis says casually. “We just need a ship.”

“Oh, please,” Cristiano snaps. “Like I’d trust you alone with one of my ships—I made that mistake with my betrothed, and look where that got me.”

Whatever this voyage becomes, it won’t be dull. I just hope nobody ends up going overboard.
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​Three

Night Swimming
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The full moon glows over the ocean, stretching its silver touch across the rolling waves. From the top of the villa tower, I can see my past—the life I left behind to live as something resembling a human. I miss it.

Louis is asleep. Always the same with one arm stretched out, the other slung over his eyes. The sheet barely covers his waist, never his legs. If I were beside him, I’d be anchored beneath one of his weighty limbs. But I can’t sleep.

We set sail in the morning—the ship already loaded and stocked for the month-long journey. A journey away from the life I love. I ache for the sea. But I think I’ll miss this more.

This villa is the first place I’ve ever truly felt I belong. It’s home. A home I’m about to leave behind.

Why did I agree to go?

I tiptoe out of the room and slip down to the beach in my nightgown. I need water. I need the salt, the depth, the silence.

I dive in, bracing for the searing snap of transformation—bones softening, limbs unraveling into their true form. But it’s worth it. Goddess, it’s worth it. The sea wraps around me like an old memory—cold, vast, and endlessly familiar. Beneath the surface, I’m free again. I streak through the reef, weaving past moonlit coral and dodging curious sharks.

I laugh, freer than I’ve felt since we decided to leave for Provence.

I swim down the coastline, all the way to the docks. And there, waiting like a slumbering giant on the surface, is The Serpent—the pride of Cristiano’s fleet. The largest ship on the ocean. The Prince loves the sea—and this is his tribute to it.

Personally, I really hate the carved mermaid on the bow.

I drift closer, keeping to the shadows beneath the docks. The water is darker here, cooler. Above me, soft footsteps echo on the planks—someone else who can’t sleep tonight.

Then, quietly, a song weaves through the stillness. A familiar tune, in a familiar voice.

Cristiano.

I know the tune the moment I hear it. My own words drifting back to me like a wave I forgot I cast.

Still her song lingers, a tale bittersweet,

Alone she waits where the moon and waves meet.

For some say at midnight, when the water runs black,

The tide carries his whispers, still begging her back.

Yet the lone sailor’s vow outlived his last breath—

He hesitates, as if he’s forgotten the next line or maybe he just doesn’t want to sing it.

I rise silently from the water just behind him.

“For the love of his sea lass outlived even death,” I finish the verse, rising behind him.

He startles with a shout and nearly tumbles off the dock.

I laugh as he spins to face me.

“God, Maristela, are you trying to kill me?”

He’s dressed casually—a simple white shirt and brown trousers. He could almost pass for a deckhand.

“You sound like an old lady,” I scoff. “It was just a little startle.”

“A little startle?” He laughs. “You scared the hell out of me.”

“I meant to.” I tread water below the dock, the tips of my tentacles flickering beneath the surface. “That’s my song you were singing.”

“I know.” His smile softens. “Did it summon you?”

“Not at all. I assume I’m here for the same reason you are.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” he says.

“Me neither.”

“Are you... naked?” he asks, eyes flicking toward the horizon like it might offer him dignity.

“I suppose you could say that.” I adjust my camouflage. “In this form, it’s not quite the same as in human form.”

“You’re in your sea witch form?”

“Tentacles and all,” I confirm, rising a little higher from the water, flicking one of them, and splashing him.

“I remember,” he says, wiping the drops from his cheek.

“Yes. You liked them so much you cast me back into the sea like a cursed relic.”

He looks back down at me. “I admit, I was... startled.”

A beat of silence passes between us, thick with everything we’ve been through.

“Do you miss it?” he asks quietly. “Being like this?”

“Every day.”

“It will be harder to get away in Provence. Harder to take a midnight swim when you can’t sleep.”

“I’ve already accepted everything will be harder there.”

“Then why go?”

“Because he needs me.” Even if I’m not sure what I have to offer.

“That’s a terrible reason,” he says. “But I guess it’s the only one that matters.”

“Are you still mad at him? At us?” I ask softly.

“Of course.”

I swim backward a few strokes, giving him space.

“But not enough to let it come between us,” he says.

I smile. He’s lucky I’m in a good mood. Otherwise, I’d leave him here quoting sea shanties to the stars.

“Care for a swim?” I ask. “The reef in the moonlight is spectacular.”

“Oh sure, I’ll just hold my breath until I die.”

“Wow. You’re so morbid tonight.” I dart forward, wrap a tentacle around his leg, and yank him into the water.

“What are you doing?” he sputters when he surfaces.

“Relax.” I run a hand from his temple to his collarbone, granting him the ability to breathe underwater. Then I pull him under.

He’s still panicking, so I hold him close. With the tip of a tentacle, I tap his lips.

“Breathe,” I whisper.

He doesn’t listen right away—still holding his breath, jaw clenched. I realize he probably can’t hear me down here.

I tap again, more urgently.

“Just breathe. Trust me.”

His expression is doubtful. But then... he lets go and takes a breath.

When he doesn’t choke on saltwater, his eyes widen in disbelief.

I smile. Then I nod for him to follow me.

Surprisingly, he keeps up rather well. Cristiano is a strong swimmer.

I point out the animals that usually hide during the day—lobsters, starfish, an octopus—all out now, feeding under the silver-lit reef. Cristiano points from one to the next with the excitement of a small child. His eyes dart from creature to creature, wide with wonder. But every time he turns to me, something softer flickers behind the awe. I find myself watching him more than the sea life. Watching him experience my world. 

After about the third shark, I realize he’s probably had enough. His body isn’t made to stay underwater this long, and it’s remarkable he’s lasted as long as he has.

I lead him back to the dock. He clings to a ladder but doesn’t climb out right away. I remove the spell, letting him breathe the air again.

“Do you and Louis do this often?” he asks, still breathless with wonder—and a touch of envy.

“I’ve never done this with Lucy.”

“Why not?”

“Well, for one, changing forms is extremely painful. But also... I don’t know. He’s always asking to see me like this, but it’s never felt like the right time.”

“Oh.” He pauses. “Then why me?”

I shrug. “Maybe because I don’t care as much if you find me scary.”

“You are terrifying,” he says, grinning crookedly. “And breathtaking. And I think Louis might be in over his head.”

“Going to Provence?” I ask, following the shift in his tone.

He nods. “Provence isn’t St. Braga. The deceit, the power plays—they’re sharper. They’d turn on their own mothers for a chance to matter. It changes people.”

He hesitates, then reaches down and presses a hand to my chest, just above my heart.

“Promise me something.”

I nod.

“Don’t lose this.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t lose who you are. Don’t let their treachery, their games, change you.”

“I’ll do whatever I must to get Louis his throne.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. There’s a line between devotion and self-sacrifice.”

I look up at him, water dripping from his hair. “Well... you’ll be there. If I ever forget who I am,” I say softly, “bring me back.”

“You’ve got it.”

He climbs the rest of the way up the ladder, then gazes down at me, something warm and wistful in his eyes. “Thank you,” he gestures toward the water. “This was... amazing.”
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