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Pronunciations




People

Adria / Adriavata  (AH-dree-uh / AH-dree-ah-VAH-tah) – derived from Illyrian "adur" (water) + Sanskrit "vata" (wind, air) meaning "wind of the sea"
Airian / Airi (AIR-ee-uhn / AHY-ree) – derived from Welsh "Eirian" (bright) + "arian" (silver) meaning "bright silver"
Alariel (AH-lah-ree-EL) – derived from Arabic "Ala" (exalted, sublime) + Hebrew "-riel" (of god) meaning "exalted energy of god"
Anjali (AHN-jah-lee, AHN like "on") – Sanskrit meaning “divine offering”
Aqirun (AH-key-roon) – derived from the Latin "aqua" (water) + "runa" (secret or mystery) meaning "mysterious water"
Avi (AH-vee) – shortened version of True Name; meaning "night dew"
Aysima dal Aybek (AYE-see-mah dahl EYE-bek) – Aysima, Turkish meaning "she who possesses the beauty of the moon" + dal, Korean meaning "moon" + Aybek, from Ay- Turkish meaning "moon" and Aibek, Kyrgyz meaning "moon masters"
Belian (Lian) (BEH-LEE-ahn) – derived from the Turkish "balian" meaning "king or lord"
Bian (BEE-ahn) – Chinese meaning “ever-changing fate”
Brac (BRAHK, Rhymes with "rock") – shortened version of True Name; meaning "strong arms"
Bryn (BRIN, Rhymes with “win”) – derived from the Welsh "Bryn" (hill or high place) + Old Norse "bryne" (fire); adopted by Sun Fae to mean "celestial fire"
Carina (kuh-REE-nah) – derived from the Italian/Latin "carus" meaning "dear or beloved”
Cassia (KAY-shuh) – from Greek "kassia," a type of cinnamon tree, symbolizing spice, warmth, and exotic strength; used as a name to symbolize "alluring presence"
Cephus (SEE-fus) – derived from the Greek "Kēphos," meaning "rock or strong foundation"
Charisse (shah-REES, REES like "peace") – derived from the Greek "charis" meaning “grace or kindness”
Cielan (SEA-eh-lan) – derived from the French "ciel" meaning “sky or heaven”
Cyrillus (sih-RILL-us, RILL like “thrill”) – Greek meaning “lordly, masterful”
Edmar (EHD-mar, EHD like "bed") – Old Norse meaning "wealthy sea"
Emira (Emmy) (eh-MEE-rah, MEE as in "meet") – Arabic meaning "princess"
Eurynome (YOU-rih-noh-mee) – Greek Goddess of Water-Meadows, meaning "mistress of the floodplains"
Galerius (guh-LAIR-ee-us) – derived from the English "gale" (strong wind) + the Latin suffix -erius (indicating stature or quality) meaning "mysterious wind"
Galton (GALL-tun) – English meaning “owner of rented estates”
Glacius (GLAY-shus, GLAY like "glacier") – derived from the Latin "glacies" meaning “ice or frozen”
Grigor (GRIH-gor, GRIH like "grit") – Armenian meaning “watchful, vigilant.”
Isamore / Isa (EE-sah-more, EE like “see” / EE-sah) – derived from Old Norse "isa" (ice) + Old Irish "mór" (great) meaning "great, mythical ice"
Jayasurya (JAY-ah-SOAR-yah) – Sanskrit meaning “victorious sun”
Jesi (JEH-see, Soft "J" like in "Jewel") – shortened version of True Name; meaning "one formed from water"
Kalden (KAHL-den, KAHL as in "call") – derived from the Old Norse "kalda" meaning “cold or chill"
Kyran (KY-ran) – from Kiran, Sanskrit meaning “ray of light”
Lida (LEE-dah, LEE like "lead") – derived from the Greek "leda" meaning “beloved”
Malala (mah-LAH-lah) – derived from Pashto "malal" (grief) + Spanish "mal" (bad, wrong) and "ala" (wing) meaning "one with broken wings," symbolically representing powerlessness, sorrow, or lost potential
Lutine (LOO-teen) – from French Folklore meaning “the tormentress”
Mithya (MYTH-yah) – Sankskrit meaning "illusion or unreal"
Morcant (MORE-kant) – Welsh meaning "sea circle"
Morvella (more-VEL-lah) – derived from Latin "maurus" (dark) + "velum" (sail) meaning "dark tide"
Najla (NAHJ-lah, NAHJ like "lodge" but with an "N") – Arabic meaning "one with beautiful large eyes"
Nereus (NEH-ree-us, NEH like "net") – Greek sea god, meaning "wise one of the sea"
Nira (NEE-rah) – shortened version of full name that means "burning wrath" and "fiery rage"
Nuria (NEW-ree-ah) – derived from the Arabic "nur" meaning “radiant, light”
Owen (OH-wen) – Welsh meaning “young warrior”
Rafiq (rah-FEEK, FEEK like "peek") – Arabic meaning “gentle friend”
Rin (RIN, Rhymes with “win”) – Japanese meaning “cold, dignified, severe”
Rivus (RIH-vus, RIH as in "river") – Latin meaning “stream” or “river”
Rythnor (RITH-nor, RITH like "myth") – derived from Greek "rhythmos" (flow) + Old Norse/Saxon "nordr" (north) meaning "the flow of ice"
Sargon (SAR-gon, SAR like “car”) – Akkadian meaning “true king”
Solvrev (SOLV like "solve" and REHV like "rev") – meaning "silver fox"
Sygilla (sih-JIL-lah) – partly derived from Scylla in Greek mythology, adopted for a meaning of "wounded beauty"
Tarinor (TAR-ih-nor) – derived from Sanskrit "tarana" (crossing water) + Old Norse "nor" (narrow sea) meaning "guide of the narrow sea"
Thrandmir (THRAND-meer, THRAND like "grand") – derived from Old Norse "Thrand" (strength, boldness) + Arabic "Mir" (prince, leader) meaning "The Bold Prince or The Powerful Commander"
Vamphyr (VAM-fear, VAM like "vam-pire") – derived from Slavic "vampir" (vampire) + archaic English "vampyr" meaning "vampire"
Vayushin (VY-oo-shin) – derived from Sanskrit "Vāyu" (wind, air) + Slavic "-shin" (from "sin," meaning "son") meaning "Son of the Wind"
Yolande (YO-lahnd, LAHND like "wand") –  French variant of "Yolanda," derived from Greek "Iolanthe" meaning "violet"
Zane (ZAYN, Rhymes with "rain") – derived from Hebrew meaning "God is gracious" + Arabic meaning "beauty" or "grace" meaning "gracious beauty"; in the mythology of the Winter Goddess, Zane symbolizes the graciousness of winter and the icy beauty of snow

Places

Aelunis (AY-loo-nis, AY like "fate," LOO-nis) – derived from Aelius, from the Greek "helios" (sun, to symbolize celestial bodies) + luna, from Latin (moon) meaning "the moon in the heavens"
Agondray (A-gone-dray, A like “bay” and DRAY like “tray”) – derived from Gondr, Old Norse meaning "way" + -dray, from "dregr" (Old Norse) meaning "pull" meaning "way of the kings"
Cyaneus (SIGH-ah-nee-us) – Greek meaning "blue of the sea"
Drakkon (DRAH-kon, DRAH like "draw," KON like "conquer") – derived from the Greek "drakon" meaning "dragon"
Khalanthrax (KAH-lan-thraks) – derived from the combination of Arabic "khalid" (eternal, immortal) + "hadid" (iron) + Greek "teichos" (wall) + Latin "arx" (citadel) meaning "the Iron Fortress"
Malustra (mah-LUS-trah) – derived from Mal-, Latin meaning "bad" + -lustra, Latin meaning "forestland" meaning "cursed forest" or "bad forest"
Mariskust (MAH-ris-kust) – derived from Mari-, Latin from "mare" (sea) + -kust, Dutch/Swedish meaning "coast" meaning "sea coast" or "maritime coast"
Mellan (MEL-ahn) – Irish Gaelic for “lightning”
Meridonali (MEH-ree-doh-NAH-lee, MEH like “met”) – Latin meaning “southern”
Nilamora (NEE-lah-MOHR-ah) – derived from Sanskrit "nila" (sapphire) + Hinidi "nilam" (blue sapphire) + Latin "ora" (shore, border) meaning "the Sapphire City"
Nordrun (NORD-run, NORD like “north”) – Nordr-, from Old Norse/Saxon meaning “north”
Novacor (NOH-vah-kor) – derived from Latin "nova" (new) + "cor" (heart) meaning "new heart"
Paxsylva (PACK-sihl-vah, SIHL like “silver”) – derived from Latin "pax" (peace) + "sylva" (forest) meaning "peaceful forest"
Sarineton (SAW-ree-neh-ton) – derived from Sanskrit "sarin" (noble) + Old English "-ton" (town) meaning "noble town"
Virdis (VEER-dis, dis like “this”) – derived from the Latin "viridis" meaning "green, lush"
Zaheel (ZAH-heal, ZAH like “saw”) – Arabic meaning "sure of heart"








  
  

Prologue


Edmar
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The midsummer sky gleamed like molten gold as Edmar soared, his dragon wings slicing through the warm breeze. Below him, the sea lay deceptively still, but it could turn in an instant. Just like his curse. 

Another bride by chance. Another death. The curse would force his hand soon, as it had for a thousand years. At times, its oppressiveness threatened to crush him.

For now, he reveled in the freedom of the sky. Each wingbeat sent ripples through the air as he glided toward Siren’s Cove, a hidden paradise nestled among turbulent waves where the mermaids sang at dawn and dusk.

He pushed forward. Sunset loomed, dragging his dreaded transformation with it. The curse stole his wings with the fading light, binding him in human flesh. Yet this evening, like so many others, he would risk it—for the mermaids’ song. 

He’d made this flight countless times.

As the cove came into view, his heart quickened, and he angled downward, cutting through the humid air. The chaotic surf gave way to calm waters around the rocky island. Mermaids, their jewel-toned tails glistening under the fading sunlight, gathered in song, their voices weaving together in haunting harmony.

Thoughts, feelings, none of them his own, threaded into his mind. Subtle at first, like a soft breeze, then stronger, flooding him with desire and longing, tempered with pain. Their song filled him with more than music, whispering of the mermaids themselves.

The melodies wove through him, threads of light in the darkness until one mermaid shattered the spell.

She sat on a coral throne, sapphire blue hair cascading down her back. She was unlike the others—her curves more pronounced, her stillness more unsettling. While the others swayed and sang, she remained motionless, her emerald eyes fixed on him alone.

The music faltered, the other voices fading into the background as if they’d never existed. The gaze of the mermaid held him captive. She didn’t move, didn’t blink, but her presence seemed to grow. Filling the space between them, pulling at something deep inside him.

For a moment, he forgot to breathe. Longing stirred in his chest—but not just for her beauty. It was her stillness, the way she observed him, with a warmth he’d been missing until he found her. 

She belonged to him, and he to her.

Then a visceral twinge alerted him to his impending change. Sunset was near. He had to return to the safety of his kingdom before the curse forced his transformation.

I have to leave her. He growled at the idea, but he didn’t have a choice. Reluctantly, he tore his eyes away and beat his wings hard, flying back toward the coast, promising himself he’d find her again.

Then the sky darkened. The wind turned.

The storm struck.

Purple lightning slashed across the sky, and the air crackled with static. He swore, banked left, and tried to outfly the storm. But the clouds rolled in faster than any natural storm, churning above him as if summoned from the depths of the ocean.

He dodged the first bolt, then the second, but the third struck him in the chest. Pain seared through him as magic coursed over his scales. His wings locked, and before he could recover, the world spun, and he plummeted toward the churning sea.

Darkness claimed him before he hit the water.

He woke on the beach, the sand cool beneath his bare skin. His body was human now—naked, vulnerable, weak. For a long moment, he stared at faint stars against descending twilight, disoriented, until he heard the soft splash of water nearby.

A shadow loomed over him.

The curse stirred, scratching through him once more. Compelled change, shifting between his human and dragon form, was merely a symptom of his unending torment. An invisible band constricted around his chest, familiar claws sinking into his flesh like old wounds reopening.

No. Not again.

His next wife had been chosen.

A bride by chance, not by choice—a prisoner of his fate, picked by the cruel magic that dictated his every move. If he didn’t marry her before the lunar cycle ended, the curse would claim his life. But marrying her meant her death, just like all the others.

Then the nightmare cycle would repeat. Unbroken, eternal, merciless.

She knelt beside him, and his breath hitched. It was her, the mermaid his heart called to. Her emerald eyes caught the dim light, and searing into his soul, far more intense up close.

His heart stuttered as his gaze swept over her. She was naked, too, long legs in place of her tail, sapphire hair spilling over her shoulders, silver swirls glowing faintly on her skin.

This mermaid—this woman—was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. An immediate, powerful attraction that went beyond physical desire. The curse’s binding force tightened around his chest, warring with his own emotions.

“No,” he whispered, the word breaking as it left his lips. Not her.

She flinched, her eyes flashing with something that looked like sorrow and pain.

The thousand-year-old spell had chosen her, demanded their union. A fate that meant her death. Yet something else stirred within him, a strange sense of rightness, an unfamiliar pull toward her. A spark of hope ignited.

Can she be the one to finally break it, to free me?

Hope, such a fragile thing, flickered in his heart. Maybe, just maybe, she was different.

“What’s your name?” His raw voice cracked, and his hand trembled as it brushed the wet sand. “Please. I need to know.”

She didn’t answer.

Instead, she touched the glowing red gem embedded in a gold band around her throat, the source of her power. It pulsed in time with his heartbeat, its dark crimson light thrumming with ancient magic. She winced, clutching it as though in pain.

His chest tightened further, a silent reminder of his fate. That he must marry this woman or die. He forced himself to sit up, ignoring the protests in his body.

“You’re hurt?” He struggled to focus through the confusion. The storm, the lightning, the curse. It all swirled together in a blur.

Her lips pressed into a thin line. She said nothing, but her eyes flickered with something—anger? Fear? He couldn’t tell. But he needed to understand.

The gem’s light intensified, and she recoiled as if she couldn’t bear the pain anymore. With a final look, a look that seemed to hold a thousand apologies and a lifetime of sorrow, she rose and turned toward the sea, her bare feet leaving soft impressions in the sand.

“Wait!” he called.

But she continued, the gem’s glow expanding, enveloping her as she dove into the churning waves.

He collapsed back onto the sand, gasping from the snap in his chest. The curse’s tight band felt gone, severed.

How?

Silence fell over the beach, broken only by his ragged breaths and the distant crash of the ocean.

His chest ached, not from the spell, but from the sudden, hollow absence, as if something vital had been torn from him. He had lost brides before, all claimed by the curse, but never like this. Never had it relinquished one.

Never had a bride left so abruptly.

Never had one been so silent.

Never had the curse let one go without a death.

What does it mean?
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Twenty-five years later...

Edmar missed flying with the stars. 

The vast expanse, constellations stretching beyond sight, the wind beneath his wings. Freedom. He hadn’t known it in a thousand years. The curse had stolen his dragon form at night, along with the hope that he might ever find a love truly his own.

Every year, that dream faded, worn thin by his fruitless search for the mermaid. And yet, part of him resisted. His fate couldn’t be to marry, then mourn, again and again. He wanted more than duty. More than a fate-bound marriage. He wanted a choice. A partner. Someone who saw him, not just the king, but the man.

He soared through the snow-choked morning, his wings slicing the frozen air. The cold didn’t bother him. He was an Ice Dragon, a creature of Winter. But this was more than cold.

Below, Kalden’s once-vibrant land lay entombed in white and gray, its villages skeletal remains of their former selves. Winter had stolen its breath. Its people dwindled. Its crops lay buried beneath ever-deepening ice. The curse took its toll, not just on Kalden, but on the innocent humans he had sworn to protect.

His heart ached. For Kalden, for the humans, and for himself.

He didn’t want another wife chosen by fate. Another love twisted into obligation. He wanted more. To love freely, without invisible chains tightening around his ribs, forcing his heart to accept what the curse dictated.

But the curse didn’t care.

And time cared even less.

His own kingdom had not yet starved, but the creeping freeze at his northern border with Kalden strangled vital trade routes, and fewer ships arrived each passing season.

He angled his wings, descending toward the jagged white peaks of the Therossium Mountain Range, the Beast’s Bones. Sharp and unforgiving stone jutted toward the sky like the ribs of a long-dead titan.

Kalden’s cave sat atop the shortest peak in the range. The Dragon’s Perch. A perch, meant for watching over one’s domain.

Kalden had used it to disappear. A twenty-year prison of his own making.

As Edmar neared the cave’s entrance, the air thickened, heavy with frost. Ice crystals coiled in midair, stirring an unnatural gust of snowfall. He grimaced. The curse always reacted when he and his brothers were near each other. A worse storm would come soon.

With a sharp exhale, his breath turning to mist, he prepared for what would come next. He’d allowed his brother to wallow too long in his grief.

Tucking his wings, he dove into the cave, landing with a heavy thud. Snow kicked up in his wake, swirling and bringing an unmistakable crispness into the cave. Pebbles and loose rock cracked beneath his claws as he strode deeper inside. Tendrils of ice slithered from the entrance, gripping the walls like skeletal fingers.

Morning’s weak light barely reached the cavern’s maw, leaving shadows to coil in the corners. His dragon’s sight, glowing teal in the dimness, quickly found his brother. He approached the black dragon, a hunched shadow on a bed of stale straw.

Kalden! His voice thundered through their shared link, firm, unyielding.

A low growl rumbled from the shadowed mass. Cobalt eyes flickered, cold light cutting through the dark. The slow scrape of claws against stone echoed in the cave. Leave me be.

The weariness in Kalden’s voice twisted something in Edmar’s chest. He despised watching his brother sink further into misery. He knew this pain, had felt the sting of loss himself many times. But unlike Kalden, he refused to let it break him. He buried it instead, locking his sorrow deep in the ice of his mental Frostlands.

One day he would find a way not just to endure the curse, but to break it. He had to. He wouldn’t let the curse snuff out every chance at love, his brother’s or his own. You know that won’t happen. He lowered himself into a squat beside Kalden, his tail sweeping across the floor. He noted the smell of damp, old straw, a pungent aroma adding to the scent of cold stone. Besides, these storms are combining with Rin’s, creating havoc in my lands. Don’t you have any care for the humans? For everyone living in Agondray?

Rin was their oldest brother, and the only one who had never given in to the curse’s demands.

The people will forget I even exist.

He knew his brother too well. Kalden did not say this because he did not care. He said it because he cared too much. Because grief had hollowed his brother out from the inside.

This is what happens when you stop hoping, Edmar thought to himself.

Too many wives lost. Too many funeral pyres. Kalden had surrendered twenty years ago, retreating into his beast. Was this Edmar’s future, too? Would he one day retreat to a cave, decades slipping by, too heartbroken to try again?

That hollow desperation in Kalden’s eyes was a mirror Edmar refused to face. And yet, here he stood, forced to watch his brother slip into despair after a thousand years of suffering.

He glanced toward the cave’s entrance, where the snowstorm raged. Kalden’s words echoed in his mind, the fear that his people would forget him. If there are any left after all this, I’m sure they will. His exhaled breath added to the cave’s already biting chill. Dragons were created to protect the humans, and we are the Dragon Kings. It is our duty to take care of them.

Kalden turned his back to Edmar, a gesture of utter defeat, retreating from a world he no longer wished to face.

Edmar’s wings twitched. His brother’s melancholy sent a lance of pain through his chest, but he refused to give up. He hardened his tone. From the moment Rin allowed his beast to take over, you became the eldest brother. You should lead by example.

I’m following Rin’s example.

Rin had lost himself to fury and heartbreak long ago, triggering the first great wave of ice that had locked down the entire eastern side of the continent. He had loved the woman responsible for their curse—the Snow Princess. Now, no humans lived in his kingdom. No one lived there at all.

Edmar’s tail lashed once, striking the ground. And where will that leave Agondray? We are supposed to be the protectors of humanity!

Kalden remained silent, but his claws twitched—small, involuntary. A crack in his otherwise frozen demeanor.

This was never who his brother was. Kalden had always been the sensitive one, the one who had felt each loss too deeply. The part of him the curse had sunk its claws into, slowly tearing him apart, bride by bride, year by year.

The curse was a cruel tormentor, and it had broken something in Kalden. But not everything. Not yet.

The brother Edmar once knew—the one who had cared too much—was still in there somewhere, buried beneath the grief.

Edmar softened his voice. Your people are starving. Homes and farms have become ghosts of activity. Fields empty after so much snow and ice.

He watched for a reaction, but Kalden only remained still. His brother’s heart still beat, even if it was weary, even if he wished otherwise.

He continued. It’s been twenty years, brother. Time to end this.

At last, Kalden responded. His voice raw through their link. I can’t do it again.

A pang of sorrow tugged at Edmar. He knew what that meant.

Kalden had loved each and every wife, deeply, desperately. And the curse had stolen them all.

Edmar had endured his own heartbreaks, but at least he had found moments of happiness with each bride. At least he had his Frostlands, the mental stronghold where he buried the worst of his emotions. Kalden had nothing. No way to escape the pain. No way to lessen it.

The wind whistled through the cave, and the snowstorm intensified. Time was running out. Edmar swept his spiked tail through the accumulating frost. It’s a full moon tonight.

The words seemed to drain Kalden further. The Snow Princess’s curse was bound to the lunar cycle, always waiting for its moment to strike. If they met a bride by chance, they had until the end of the cycle to marry her.

They had learned long ago that avoiding women entirely was the only way to delay it. But delaying wasn’t the same as breaking it.

And finding a bride by chance on the first night, ensured they would have thirty days and thirty nights to convince her to marry.

They couldn’t force her. But if she refused—

They would die.

Kalden didn’t move, his voice softer now with his repeated request. Leave me be.

Edmar had no intention of listening. Despite his compassion, he couldn’t let this continue. He loved Kalden, and he would no longer allow him to hide in his cave. Kalden, we need you. I need my brother back.

For a long moment, there was no reply. A bitter wind howled, funneling snow into the dark corners of the cave. The silence stretched so long Edmar almost thought he would get no answer. But then… I wish she would just let us die.

His gut twisted. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard this from his brother. But it never got easier. Even if we weren’t cursed, we’re immortal.

Kalden surged up without warning, claws latching onto Edmar’s shoulders, his grip strong enough to crush mortal bone. She stops my hand! I beg of you, kill me. Let this misery end.

Edmar snarled and wrenched himself free. Stop! You’re no coward, and I won’t have it.

Kalden slumped onto the straw, the fight draining out of him as his wings folded tight around him. What’s the use?

That look in Kalden’s eyes—Edmar had never seen him so defeated. His great form seemed so much smaller in his despair.

Edmar forced down the sick feeling in his stomach. Duty demanded he save both Kalden and the mortals who depended on them. Even if you can’t find the will to marry anew, even if you can’t do it for your people, do it for us. Your family. Think of Mother and Father, and what they would say to you.

A tremor ran through him. The memory of their parents was a bittersweet ache, echoing across the centuries. 

What if this time could be… His words trailed off. He’d always clung to the slight chance that one day, a bride might break the Snow Princess’s hold on them. Perhaps it was naive. Yet hope was the only thing left. He wished he could impart some hope to his brother, even the possibility of finding something real within the confines of the curse.

Kalden’s eyes gleamed in the dark, and for a moment, a crack seemed to spread through that wall of grief. Who can survive the Dragon’s Kiss?

The Dragon’s Kiss, a requirement to break the curse. No human could withstand a kiss from an Ice Dragon, cold breath stealing their warmth, so finding the right bride in Kalden’s kingdom would prove difficult.

Then forget about what can’t be done right now. Find your bride by chance so your land can thaw out. Guard your heart if you need to, but save the people. Don’t forget what happens when we refuse the curse’s demands.

In the beginning, it wasn’t just Rin who had defied the Snow Princess’s will. They all had. And in response, the Little Ice Age swallowed Agondray, burying the land in ice and snow. Humanity had barely survived.

Finally, Kalden exhaled a long, ragged breath. His wings drooped, shoulders sinking, resignation in every motion. Fine, I’ll put out the Dragon’s Call.

Relief filled Edmar. He covered his eyes, rubbing away the sudden moisture collecting there. He hadn’t been sure he could pull his brother back from the edge—or make him want to live again. But Kalden wasn’t safe yet. Not until he married the bride the curse would soon send.

He grimaced at Kalden’s preferred method of choosing brides. Barbaric, but it works.

But what about me? The thought burned at the back of his mind. He told himself he still had time. That he wasn’t as lost as Kalden. That he could afford to wait, to search for his mermaid. But how long could he chase a ghost?

Kalden’s breath curled into the cold air. You put out the same call with your Blind King’s Bluff Ball.

His throat tightened at the reminder. He had once hoped that the mermaid might be different. But she had fled before he could begin to know her.

Had she felt the same pull toward him that he had toward her?

It didn’t matter. He had to let her go. His kingdom needed a queen, and the curse wouldn’t wait forever. His people had already endured two years of worsening winters. He owed them more than his longing for a woman who had vanished beneath the waves.

He would host another ball. The women of his kingdom would come willingly. Unlike yours, he thought, glancing at Kalden.

The curse was cruel, demanding randomness or outside intervention to act. Kalden had resisted for decades, isolating himself to avoid triggering the magic that would bind him to a new bride. But time was running out. Already, his brother’s kingdom turned to ice.

Edmar had seen the toll firsthand. His own land still bore the scars of the mermaid’s escape. One year of endless winter. One year of loss before the curse forced his hand, choosing another bride to keep the frost at bay.

But the mermaid’s choice to leave sat uncomfortably in the back of his mind, because Kalden’s bride would have no such freedom. She would be compelled to answer his call, bound to him whether she wished it or not. Yes, she could refuse to marry him, but she would have no choice in being chosen. And that involuntary fate made Edmar want to roar in protest.

Yet he held his tongue. The curse bound them in ways no mortal could truly understand. Kalden turned his face to the stone wall, retreating into silence once more.

At least he had agreed.

Edmar rose, his footfalls heavy in the cavern’s stillness. The storm outside thickened, fresh ice gathering in the air, the curse whispering its relentless demands. Kalden would summon his next bride. Edmar only prayed his brother would survive it.

But Edmar’s duty here was done. His path lay elsewhere.

And he wasn’t ready to give up on the mermaid.

She had fled once. He had let her go. But if there was even a chance of finding her again, he would chase the stars themselves to bring her back.

Yet, the next full moon loomed. If he wanted to save his people from a creeping winter, the ball had to happen soon.

Maybe he had a few days. A few days left before the curse bound him for another twenty years. A few days to decide between duty and the ghost of a woman who had once saved his life. 

If he found her, stars above, he wouldn’t let her slip away again.
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Emmy
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Five days later...

Life was pain. 

Only two things brought relief.

Hold absolutely still or use her magic.

But even the thought of using her magic, a gift of her merfolk heritage, filled Emmy with terror, her stomach twisting.

Her breath caught. The memory of her mother’s death was still raw, her fire acid of her body, bursting free, searing her mother’s skin.

Even as it burned through skin and scales, eating down to bone, her mother’s voice had been calm, absolving. “It’s not your fault.”

But ten-year-old Emmy hadn’t understood. Not until it was too late.

After that, she had learned to hold still for nearly two hundred years. Until today.

Now, fire acid simmered beneath her skin again, awakened by the journey from her royal prison to this land meeting with the Seat of the Dwarf, ruler of all dwarves in Central Agondray.

Under the cover of night, the Seat of the Dwarf’s mountain loomed ahead, its wide, yawning mouth carved into the Zaheel Mountain Range. Behind her, the brackish river lay dark and still—the only path home.

Before her and the other merfolk, the Seat of the Dwarf sat on a throne of stone and gems, his gold crown glinting in the firelight. Warriors flanked him, their weapons ready, rough features cast in flickering torchlight.

Icy wind stirred through the clearing. She willed it to brush her bare skin, the only barrier between her and the cold a simple seaweed wrap around her wide hips. Anything to quiet the fire acid raging inside her. She longed to scream, to unleash the power that terrified her, the force that had taken her mother’s life.

But her scream wouldn’t be just for the pain. It would be for why she was here, standing on land covered in winter, surrounded by Land Bound, boxed in by mermen warriors on all sides.

Today, her father, the King of the Seas, intended to barter her away like a rare pearl, offering her to the Seat of the Dwarf—a creature as alien to her as the land itself. 

“Your daughter is... remarkable,” the Seat of the Dwarf said, his rumbling voice as cold as the surrounding peaks. “Such beauty, and a gem so rare. Painite, is it not?”

Her painite. Her power. Her curse. The deep red gem rested in a gold band around her neck.

Standing between her and the dwarves, her father inclined his head, his tone polished but distant. “It is. The rarest of our kind. But let me not continue to interrupt the little humans.”

Another group had arrived first, standing just north of the river. They huddled together, but one stood out. A towering Earth Fae with a black gem glowing at his neck, just like hers.

Strange. Only merfolk’s magic was tied to their gems, always worn at the throat. Fae had no such need to access their innate magic.

A thin-voiced human man spoke. “Baron Cyrillus of House Galton thanks you for the recent trade and would like to continue.”

“If Lord Galton continues the supply of money, I will see he receives uninterrupted shipments.” That was the Seat of the Dwarf’s rumbling voice.

The human bowed. “My father, Lord Galton, would ask if you’d allow our Earth Fae a chance to inspect the mountain where you find your supply for the valuable resource in our trade agreement?”

The Dwarf’s sudden bark of laughter startled her. She flinched, a barely perceptible movement, but pain tore through her body. She fought to keep her expression neutral, swallowing the moan rising in her throat.

Every movement, no matter how small, triggered the fire acid in her veins. It spread through her muscles, coiling like a living thing, waiting to consume her. Only stillness kept it at bay. 

The Seat of the Dwarf leaned forward over the two-handed battle ax on his lap. “Your father is an idiot if he thought I’d allow any stranger into the domain of my people.”

The human raised his hands. “I apologize for the assumption, Your Majesty. My father was just interested in—”

Her father tapped his trident against the ground twice, both ignored. Even after giving space for the human to speak, he bore little patience. His final trident slam interrupted the other male, who finally realized the danger he was in as a mere human testing the tolerance of the King of the Seas.

“King Cephus, Seat of the Dwarf, the humans have spoken long enough, and I have a counteroffer for the trade agreements. I offer my daughter in marriage in exchange. We will also offer one-tenth of the jewels from our sleeping merfolk.”

Her breath quickened. At last, her father had spoken the words she had dreaded—offering her as a bride, her worth measured in jewels and minerals.

Why is my father doing this?

“This is new.” The Seat of the Dwarf’s voice barely hinted at surprise.

Unable to move and track conversations by sight when her magic forced her stillness, she had long learned to listen for the smallest shifts in tone.

“We hope we can come to some resolution agreeable for all parties?” The same Land Bound man spoke with an arrogance that hardly suited a fragile, magicless creature.

“Silence, human!” The prongs of her father’s trident glowed against the snow, pulsing with magic.

Her father was the most powerful here, but this was a treaty to the Seat of the Dwarf. The King of the Seas wouldn’t gain any favors by dominating the meeting.

The human’s voice notched into a higher tone. “How dare you? I’m Lord Samael, son and heir of Lord Cyrillus Galton, the wealthiest and most influential man—”

“I said, ‘Silence’.”

None of this made sense. Merfolk rarely dealt with the Land Bound, and they certainly never needed to trade. The seas provided everything.

Why would her father marry her off, knowing the risk? Unless that is his plan.

The Seat of the Dwarf had no idea what she was. He couldn’t know. If he understood the curse in her magic, he wouldn’t be so eager, dreaming of the wealth she could bring him.

He couldn’t know she’d likely kill him.

Her throat tightened, the urge to scream again rising inside her. Why couldn’t she demand answers? Why couldn’t she refuse? But mermaids didn’t question. They obeyed.

Mermaids and mermatrons were bound to their mermen. First their fathers, then their mates. An invisible tether ensured their obedience from birth.

That same tether linked mermen to their females’ gems, allowing them to track their mermaids and mates at all times. Her painite, a deep red Fire crystal, pulsed within the wide metal band around her throat, its glow a warning of rising magic.

Her father shot her a wary glance but continued speaking as if nothing was wrong. The mermen warriors edged closer, their gazes sharp with unease.

No one wanted her magic to burst free.

She suppressed a shudder. The mermen hated they couldn’t control her magic. To them, mermaids were possessions to be guarded, not individuals with a will of their own.

Mermen enjoyed a freedom she would never know. Their gems belonged to them, their fates their own to forge. But she would be passed from one master to another, her magic a weapon to be wielded by someone else, her desires irrelevant.

Her painite, the rarest gem among merfolk, gave her dominant magic but also unbearable pain. She wished she had been born with a useless garnet instead, a gem with no power in water. At least then, she wouldn’t be a threat or a burden.

One of the merman’s gemstones glowed blue, radiating protective magic. His power couldn’t contain hers, but he would shield the king if she lost control.

Yet how could she stand there while her father handed her to a dwarf who had no idea he was accepting a death sentence wrapped in seaweed?

A ripple passed through the clearing, the air shifting as if sensing an unseen force. Murmurs stirred among the gathered crowd.

Heat pulsed from her gem as she instinctively turned toward the commotion. Pain lanced through her muscles, fire acid surging in warning. She forced herself still, dropping her gaze, struggling to breathe through the tension gripping her body.

The whispers grew louder. A storm’s shadow passed over the moon, swallowing its pale glow. Her heart stuttered, and for a breath, her fire acid flared, her control slipping. She clenched her teeth, forcing the magic down, swallowing the pain.

Then, the wind carried three words through the icy air, clear as a prophecy.

“The Dragon Kings...”

All of them...?

The words crackled through her like lightning, but she remained frozen, a prisoner in her own body. Her heart pounded, a frantic drumbeat against the silence of the snow-covered clearing.

Memories surged, breaking free like waves against the shore—blue-green eyes, hauntingly beautiful, a voice as soothing as the ocean’s lull, the day she saved a Dragon King from certain death.

She had relived that day endlessly, trapped in motionless decades, longing to see it again.

Now, he might be here.

One of the four Dragon Kings, rulers of Agondray alongside the dwarves.

Her pulse quickened. Through a break in the mermen surrounding her, she finally dared to look up.

It was him.

He stood tall in his human form, his sharp gaze sweeping the crowd before settling on her. Ocean-colored eyes locked with hers, and a sense of familiarity swelled within her, as if she had always been meant to find him.

Twenty-five years was long enough to forget childhood fantasies. But not him. Not the only Land Bound she had ever met.

Does my Dragon King recognize me, the one who had once saved his life?

Did he realize she was being sold, a pawn in her father’s ruthless game? 

Fire acid flared in her muscles, and her knees buckled. She caught herself before she fell, but the effort sent a tremor through her limbs. Her gem pulsed brighter, a red stain against the snow. 

The mermen warriors stiffened, their fear tangible.

Panic clawed at her throat. She had to regain control. She bowed her head, closing her eyes, focusing on the meditation techniques her mother had taught her.

“Focus, Emmy, breathe... let the calm flow through you, like the still waters of the deep.”

Slowly, she inhaled. Hold. Exhale. Each breath a battle, a brief reprieve from the agony coiling inside her. Her mother’s voice faded.

The pain ebbed, but his presence filled the void, stronger than ever. My Dragon King.

He was here—with two of his three brothers. The fourth had not been seen in centuries.

A low, smoky voice cut through the rising clamor. One of the Dragon Kings spoke. “Long ago, a Seat of the Dwarf went to the true king and queen of Agondray and offered trade rights to a new mineral. Dwarven snow.”

She sharpened her focus. Dwarven snow—the third ingredient in black powder. The conversation unfolded like a game of strategy, a careful exchange between the Dragon Kings and dwarves, a clash of power and secrets she barely understood. She listened as accusations flew, as the smoky voice of the one Dragon King hinted at a dangerous game being played.

A blast of icy wind swept through the clearing, snuffing out the torches. Darkness swallowed the space.

She tensed, bracing for pain. But then, blue light flared around her. The merman’s protective magic shimmered, his gem casting a translucent barrier over the gathered merfolk.

As quickly as the chaos had erupted, it faded. The humans fled the snow-washed clearing, and the dwarves withdrew into their mountain, vanishing into the yawning stone entrance.

The Dragon Kings spoke in hushed tones, their words lost to the wind and the shimmering barrier. Her father turned to her and the merman warriors.

“Aqirun, stay with the princess. The others will come with me.”

But Aqirun hesitated, torn between obedience and his duty as protector. “Your Majesty, it’s too dangerous. We shouldn’t enter their domain uninvited.”

He meant her father shouldn’t enter the dwarves’ mountain.

Her father growled, frustration thick in his voice. “You know I have no choice.”

“As your Protector, I veto your decision.”

“Then we all go.”

She hid her grimace, keeping her head bowed. She would rather stay here than get dragged into their argument.

“No.” Aqirun stood firm. “It’s too risky. Think of your daughter.” 

But he wasn’t concerned for her safety. He feared her magic. They all did.

“May the depths consume you, Aqirun!”

Her father wanted to follow the dwarves, but his resolve wavered. She could hear it in his voice. 

“I hate this wasted time,” her father said.

Aqirun’s voice softened. “If I may, Your Majesty, the Seat of the Dwarf has seen your daughter. He knows what you offer. Further communication can be done by courier.”

“This is too important for a courier.”

“Then I suggest leaving the princess behind next time.”

Even with her eyes closed, she felt their stares, the breath they held. They hated the risk they had taken bringing her here—and they would not take it again.

The journey from the ocean depths had been a silent, agonizing procession. Carried in the arms of her father’s mermen, she had endured the jarring swim by pouring all her focus into suppressing her magic.

But if they’d left her behind, she never would have seen her Dragon King again. Not that it mattered. The Dragon Kings would leave, too.

Despair twisted in her gut. Is this it? Would she never see him again?

“King Sargon, King of the Merfolk, King of the Seas,” a familiar voice called out. His voice, a gentle cadence promising intimacy, a brush of his words on her lips. “I want to talk to you about your daughter.”

Hope flared to life, fragile but burning.

But as her heart raced with anticipation, another emotion crashed into her like a tidal wave—fear. Fear that her magic would spiral out of control, that she would hurt him as she had hurt her mother and the others before she had learned to suppress it. That she would lose him before she ever truly got to know him, despite the life she had once saved.

The Ocean’s Lament, her people’s song of sorrow, rose unbidden, humming through her bones.

She could not risk being near her sweet Dragon King.

She could not bear to be the reason he died.

Her father’s voice was cold and dismissive. “My daughter is not open for discussion.”

Hope withered, replaced by relief. The memory of her mother’s screams as her fire acid consumed her kept Emmy chained to her fate. She was a danger to everyone she loved.

But the Dragon King persisted. “Is there nothing I can say to change your mind?”

Her father laughed coldly. “No.”

The King of the Seas was stronger than her Dragon King, stronger than anyone here.

Yet she could not stand still much longer, knowing everything she could never have. So she focused on the darkness behind her closed eyes, the cold beneath her feet, the wind whispering through the clearing.

The Dragon King’s voice pulled her from the darkness. “Then perhaps I’ll make my own terms.”
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Emmy’s eyes snapped open, her heart hammering as the Dragon King stepped closer. Against every instinct screaming at her to stay still, she lifted her head, pain igniting through her body. 

Agony flared—fire surging through her veins—but she gritted her teeth and breathed through it. She’d endured worse. And for this moment, the pain was worth it.

Her pulse roared in her ears as their eyes met. His gaze held something that stole her breath. Fleeting, yet real. The same connection as before.

Recognition. Yearning.

The memory struck like lightning—the storm, his fall, the raw agony of holding back her magic to save him.

Now, standing before him, her gem pulsed with barely contained power. And she knew, with certainty—she couldn’t go back. Not to the prison she had endured for nearly two hundred years.

“Enough of this,” her father snapped, his voice slicing through the moment. He raised his hand, signaling to the guards. “Take her back.”

She wanted to scream. To tear herself free. To stay. But she didn’t dare move. Not when her magic clawed at the edge of her control, waiting to explode.

A useless dream.

Her heart ached, a reminder of her brokenness.

She didn’t have the power to choose him. She wouldn’t risk his life just to feel his embrace, to know what it was like to be so close to another without sensing their disdain or dread.

The mermen hauled her toward the brackish river. A low growl rumbled from her Dragon King.

“You would force her into this?” His voice cut through the night, rich with authority. 

His gaze never wavered. Then, the water swallowed her whole. The current pulled her down, muffling the world above, but not the ache in her chest.

In the river’s cold depths, her body transformed, legs melding into a tail. A merman tucked the cloth from her hips into a seaweed bag. Merfolk didn’t wear clothes.

They swam, gripping her tightly, steering her toward the caves and sea channels leading back to the Mellan Ocean. Her mind screamed in defiance. It couldn’t end like this.

She might never see her Dragon King again, but she would not marry the Seat of the Dwarf.

She couldn’t.

For two centuries, she had searched for a way to control her magic, but this marriage changed everything.

If she didn’t act now, she would never escape. She would never be free.

She refused to continue living like that.

She would escape—and find a way to sever her magic.

After that, she would find her Dragon King.

She would rewrite her fate, even if it was only a daydream.

With a sudden burst of strength, she tore free from the unsuspecting mermen and shot into the dark sea channels. Searing pain ignited with every stroke. Her gem flared, casting blood-red shadows along the tunnel walls. Fire acid swelled through her veins, but she forced it down through sheer willpower, knowing it wouldn’t be enough soon.

Shouts rang out behind her, but she didn’t—couldn’t—stop. Every movement stoked her magic and pain, but even fleeting freedom was worth the agony. She steeled herself against it and pushed forward.

Keep going.

She dove deeper into the tunnels, the cold pressing against her skin. Her muscles, weak from years of confinement, protested, but she forced herself forward.

A tunnel branched off to her right, dark and uncharted. It beckoned her deeper into the unknown. She darted inside, heart hammering, power surging, coiling, demanding release. She was running out of time.

Years of stillness in the Little Palace had kept her magic contained, caged. But now, with every movement, pressure built inside her, rising to an unbearable peak. A white-hot glow pulsed beneath her sea foam-green skin, turning her flesh translucent.

She cried out.

She turned and released a torrent of fire acid. A blinding blast of energy rushed through the tunnel, rock shattering as the passage behind her collapsed.

Agony tore through her. She screamed, nausea crashing over her as the explosion’s echo faded.

Darkness crept into her vision, cold and beckoning. Weightless, she let the current carry her deeper into the tunnel.

But she had little time. Her father would find her through the link in her gem—just as all fathers could with their daughters until they were mated and the tether passed to another.

She blinked against the lure of a dark void, her determination sharpening with a sudden, unsettling awareness.

I’m not alone.

A magnetic force tugged at her, resonating with her magic, growing stronger with each stroke of her tail. Her gem throbbed at her throat, a beacon of heat in the abyss.

Then the ache of her magic returned.

The tunnels twisted and turned, the water growing saltier, the air thicker. Countless channels wove beneath Agondray, many mapped by her father. Not that she had ever seen them. Daughters knew little. The Sea King’s daughters knew even less.

She only knew what Gilly, her best friend, had said to her in secret.

But something else guided her now, pulling her forward, calling to the power in her gem.

Pain pierced through her muscles, fire acid coiling beneath her skin, throbbing in time with the pulsing energy ahead. It crawled through her veins like lava across the seabed.

Tunnel walls narrowed until her broad hips grazed the rock. Panic settled in her chest.

She closed her eyes, flipped her tail, and delved into a meditative state, willing her fire acid to calm.

Give to me.

She startled at the voice in her head. The voice of what had called to her. It was alive.

Electromagnetic energy vibrated in the water, her tail’s lateral line sensitive to it. She swam faster, pain nearly doubling her over, bile rising in her throat. Dark red light oozed from her gem.

At last, she emerged into a vast, circular cavern.

It was breathtaking. Walls shimmered with luminous crystal veins, sapphire-blue water stretched below, and above, the ceiling glowed like a mosaic of living anemones.

And at the center, floating like a luminous moon in the abyss, pulsed a massive, egg-like structure, alive with energy.

Her heart pounded as she drew closer, senses overwhelmed. The egg, diaphanous yet filled with swirling, otherworldly energy, emanated warmth, a song of power calling to her. It needed her magic.

Fire acid fought for control, rearing through her limbs with sharp, burning stabs. Her skin lightened again, turning translucent. She thrashed against the encroaching burn, her vision blurring.

A figure plummeted into the water from the cavern above, stopping silently beside the egg. A woman.

Black feathered wings stretched wide, their edges wavering in the shifting currents. Black and silver hair billowed around a face both beautiful and terrifying. Black eyes, dark and shiny, like twin mirrors reflecting the dim, blue-tinged light. 

An aural energy, also black, like flowing smoke, flickered over pale skin. A sword in her claw-tipped hand, a blood-red smile, and sharp fangs. Looking at her was like staring into the face of death itself. Yet, she emitted no electromagnetic pulse—no sign of life.

This specter didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Her presence, cold and menacing, radiated a silent warning for Emmy to stay back.

Fire acid erupted, a burning tide Emmy could no longer control. Agony cracked through her bones. With a guttural scream, she released the torrent of dark red power that both washed the egg and was absorbed by the egg. Its form shimmered as it drank deeply of her power.

Then the egg reached back through her stream of magic, traveling against the tide of her searing energy, reaching into her very being. An overwhelming, invasive void drawing her magic’s essence, drinking and consuming her fire acid.

The pain ebbed, replaced by a strange emptiness, an eerie sense of peace. Her body grew heavier, sinking toward the cavern floor. Darkness pressed at the edges of her vision, but before it swallowed her, a thought surfaced.

How powerful must the winged woman be to guard a creature that could drain magic like this?

As the darkness took her, she felt two sets of strong hands yank her back into the tunnel.

And in those final moments before oblivion, a vision surfaced—the face of a girl. A powerful, ancient soul within the egg, still calling for her, still demanding more.
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Emmy woke to the familiar glow of painted constellations on her chamber walls and coral ceiling.  

Back in the Little Palace.

A shadowed memory of the cavern lingered behind her eyelids. Someone had brought her back, cold hands as impersonal as the chains now binding her to the bed.

The Little Palace, a gilded cage far from Opal City, was her prison, built to contain her power. A place she rarely left.

Of course, she hadn’t escaped. Her father had found her. Chained her down again.

She calmed the ache in her chest by recalling the stories of the stars. Her younger sister, the only one who didn’t fear her, had painted the constellations, each brushstroke a quiet offering. Anjali’s gift eased the longing in Emmy’s heart, but still, she yearned for a world beyond her reach.

She had glimpsed the twilight stars only once—twenty-five years ago, the night she saved her Dragon King. A beautiful man beneath a sky full of stars.

Now lying trapped beneath the waves again, she couldn’t even float near enough to touch the stars painted on her walls.

Other mermaids adorned their tails with jewels, precious metals, and oyster shells—symbols of status. Her tail bore only chains and heavy stones, anchoring her to the kelp bed. They hooked into her scales, dull against the iridescent colors shifting between deep purple and sea-green, like fractured fluorite.

For nearly two hundred years, this had been her existence. But she hadn’t forgotten her promise to herself. She couldn’t live as this prisoner anymore.

Unless... Had the egg-child drained her completely? Maybe her fire acid was gone.

She twitched her tail, then froze. The pain was dull—but waiting.

My magic isn’t gone.

As if sensing her wakefulness, the coral wall unfurled, its branches spreading like a sea bloom. Two mermaid servants glided through, followed by a warrior merman who took his post at the entrance. His wary gaze swept the room—carefully avoiding hers.

The servants also avoided her gaze as they set down two glass cages filled with bioluminescent lantern fish. Their soft, shifting glow dimmed the painted constellations. Fear tightened the servants’ mouths as they lifted her from the bed and settled her into the seaweed-cushioned rock chair by the window.

Hastily, they shoveled a bland, soupy seafood mixture into her mouth—nothing that required chewing. Can’t risk her magic building. Their eyes darted to the gem at her throat, watching for the faintest shimmer, the smallest shift.

Decades had passed since her fire had scorched a servant’s hands, but they hadn’t forgotten. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been feared. What would freedom be like?

The coral wall unfurled again, and King Sargon entered.

His presence radiated cold authority, an undertow of power that rippled through the room. Aqirun, his ever-present shadow, stood at his side. Trident in hand, Sargon dismissed the servants with a glance before settling his sharp, unforgiving gaze on Emmy.

“You will explain yourself, Emira.” Anger laced his command. “Why did you swim away?”

She stayed silent, finding solace in the painted stars. He didn’t truly expect an answer—not yet. But his question meant Gilly would arrive soon. She would speak for Emmy, as she always did.

“Do you think this is a game? You brought shame upon our family. You will never again be allowed such freedom. Not until you are safely bound to the Seat of the Dwarf.”

She met his cold, unyielding gaze. There was only hatred there. Najla had been the love of his life; he had despised Emmy since the day her mother died.

Like all mermen, Sargon’s coloring—from head to tail—was muted browns and blacks beneath the waves. But on land, she had learned, their hair and eyes shimmered with jewel tones, their skin softening to pastels. Mermaids, in contrast, were always vibrant—born to attract mates. Silver streaked through Sargon’s tail—a mark of his ancient lineage and power, setting him apart from other males. That same silver traced faint, swirling patterns across his torso and arms, barely visible but undeniable. A mark shared by all his children. A symbol of their heritage. Their unquestioned right to rule.

With his trident in hand and the blue agate that inspired loyalty and compelled truth, none could rival his power—none except the Sea Witch, a grotesque being Emmy had only seen in rock drawings.

The coral parted again, and Gilly entered, her rare black tail shimmering. The only mermaid untouched by jewel tones. She bowed, reverent—yet still managed a conspiratorial wink toward Emmy.

“Your Majesty,” she said, her voice melodic compared to Sargon’s harsh tone. “I came as soon as I was summoned.”

His gaze lingered on Gilly, a flicker of past desire in his eyes. Once, he had hoped to make her his wife—until she had chosen another.

As Emmy’s best friend, Gilly was one of two people in Emmy’s life who didn’t fear her. Emmy had thought she knew everything about her—except she had never met Gilly’s mate. Her friend rarely spoke of him. But then, Gilly was fiercely independent, more than any mermaid Emmy had ever known.

Sargon pinched the bridge of his nose, exhaling sharply as Gilly straightened from her bow, expectant. His dark eyes roamed over her full curves, lingering at her small waist. Some of his irritation eased, replaced by something else—a sigh of old, unfulfilled desire.

Emmy had always envied Gilly’s slender grace. She had curves too—full breasts, wide hips—but no merman would dare claim a mate who could kill him with a touch.

Sargon waved a dismissive hand but his gaze sharpened on Emmy. “Tell me, Gilly. Why did she think she could defy me?”

Gilly’s quartz necklace pulsed as she slipped into Emmy’s thoughts. A flicker of anger crossed her amethyst eyes before she spoke. Her gem granted her a rare gift—the ability to read minds.

Emmy told her everything: the meeting with the dwarves, her impending engagement if her father got his way, seeing her Dragon King, escaping the mermen, and then finding the strange egg and winged woman in the cavern.

Then a flicker of happiness lit Gilly’s eyes, confusing Emmy. Was her friend happy to see her married off like a sack of seashells? But the happiness vanished, replaced with anger, and Emmy wondered if she’d imagined the mirth.

“The marriage is not to her liking, Your Majesty.” Gilly’s voice lowered. “She’s afraid of hurting someone.”

“What else am I to do with her?” Sargon’s voice echoed against the walls of her prison. All her sisters, save herself and Anjali, had been married off already decades ago. “She is a danger to everyone. No one wants her. No one will risk their life for a creature who could kill with a single touch.”

He’s right. I am a monster. I’m so tired—of hurting others, of watching everyone fear me, of Gilly and Anjali dedicating their lives to helping me.

Her gaze drifted to Gilly, heart heavy. I don’t want to be a burden anymore.

She, Anjali, and Gilly had spent years searching for a way to control her magic, to break free from the curse that imprisoned her. Every path led to the same place. Dead ends. Despair.

Except for one. The one Emmy had refused.

“And what would this marriage accomplish?” Gilly challenged, meeting his gaze. “Their execution? You would condemn your own daughter to that?”

Sargon’s face hardened, his eyes cold and calculating. He rounded on Gilly, his fury sharp enough to make her flinch. “She will obey. She will marry the Seat of the Dwarf and finally serve this family—this kingdom—as she should.”

No. Her fingers twitched, straining against the chains biting into her scales. She was not a pawn, not a weapon to be wielded and discarded. She would rather die. 

There’s only the one way out.

One she dared not think of. One Gilly had whispered of in secret.

A single chance to break free. To live without fear. Without pain. Without loneliness.

Her heart pounded as she looked at her friend.

Understanding gleamed in Gilly’s amethyst eyes. Then—a small, knowing smile.

A dangerous plan.

Her only hope.
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Despite the enormous stone fireplace dominating one wall, the Emerald Palace’s Council Hall felt cool and cavernous. Green marble floors remained cold underfoot. Edmar didn’t mind the chill—he preferred it to the summer heat—but the high-backed wooden chair was another matter. Hard. Unforgiving. 

He had walked most of the night, leaving the Zaheel Mountain Range and the Seat of the Dwarf behind. A hot bath should have been waiting for him, a chance to soak away the tension knotting his muscles. Instead, he was here.

Through the tall, double-paned windows, he watched the night unravel as the first light of dawn approached, the Mellan Ocean a dark smudge on the horizon. Another hour at most. What he wouldn’t give to watch the last stars fade.

Instead, he must attend this council meeting.

“Your Majesty, we must speak of the upcoming Summer Solstice celebration. As you know, this is a sacred time of year. When the power of the sun is at its strongest, we must honor the Sun God with our prayers and offerings.”

Once of humble origins, Father Jayasurya had risen through his unwavering faith and wisdom. Now, as the abbot of the Sun Temple, he looked at ease in his bright orange robe and golden mantle. Ornate oil lamps touched a shine on his brown bald head.

“How long before the solstice?” Edmar struggled to focus, distracted by his memories of the sapphire-haired mermaid. 

After all these years, he’d finally found her, and she was still so far away from him. The curse hadn’t picked her again, not like it had twenty-five years ago when she’d rescued him.

No telltale sign of tightness in his chest.

Father Jayasurya cleared his throat and spoke in a firm, but respectful tone for the whole council to hear. “Three days, Your Majesty. We must ensure that we have enough supplies and decorations for the celebration. I propose we allocate an additional budget for—”

Lord Mithya interrupted the abbot. His thin lips curled into a sneer on his reddish-orange face. “Do we really need to spend more money on this frivolous celebration? We already allocate a significant portion of the kingdom’s resources toward religious ceremonies and festivals. Surely, we can make do with what we have.” 

Other council members sat around the large wooden table. Most were humans like Father Jayasurya, but his Treasurer, Mithya, was a full-blooded Sun Fae. His hair shimmered like woven strands of golden light, each thread pulsing with subtle energy. Only full fae had hair that moved.

Absently, Edmar rubbed his temple. As his Treasurer, Mithya would be responsible for the budget, but he couldn’t ignore the celebration, either. Father Jayasurya looked entirely unhappy in his seat across from the Treasurer.

As he rested his hand on the polished table, teal scales peeked from beneath his sleeve, overlaying his powdery-blue skin. Nearly three years without a wife. If he waited much longer, he would continue to evolve—until he looked like Kalden, more beast than man in most lights.

Father Jayasurya arched an eyebrow, his gaze sharp in his wrinkled face. “The Summer Solstice celebration is sacred. We must honor the Sun God and give thanks for His season.”

Mithya waved a dismissive hand. “I understand its significance, Father, but we can’t ignore the kingdom’s finances. Reckless spending will empty our coffers.”

The other council members shifted uncomfortably, all except Rivus, his only true confidant and friend, who frowned beside him. As Marshal of Cyaneus, Rivus secured the kingdom. Edmar had already briefed him on the meeting with the Seat of the Dwarf—his thoughts were likely on that, not a festival.

Still, Edmar couldn’t ignore the solstice. The abbot had likely raised this before. With more Sun Fae migrating to Cyaneus to worship at the Sun Temple and see the Sun Stone, their traditions had to be upheld.

He looked Mithya in the eye as he spoke. “Father Jayasurya raises a valid point. The Summer Solstice is an important event for our people, and it is our duty to ensure it is celebrated properly, especially in these times.”

When Mithya’s gaze flicked to his teal scales, Edmar pulled his hand back, tucking it beneath the table. Few knew the truth of his lineage—a secret he and his brothers guarded against Summer Fae assassins, who had culled their kind long before the curse ravaged them.

Of those present, only Rivus knew his secrets—secrets his Marshall had already been aware of when they first met as comrades on the battlefield.

A thousand years ago, the Snow Princess cursed him and his brothers, forcing them into an endless cycle of fate-bound marriages. He had long since accepted that part of his life—but not the cold hand it laid on his heart.

No one else knew his history. To most, he was an enigma—a being of uncertain lineage, whispered about in speculation yet never questioned, never challenged. His kingdom had flourished for centuries… or at least it had, until the last twenty years.

Rivus studied him now, waiting for an announcement he had long been pressing Edmar to make.

It was time he married again.

Agondray’s eastern lands remained frozen because Rin refused to marry. Kalden had resisted, too. Now, Agondray suffered—winters lengthening, trade routes closing. Mithya had reason to be concerned.

He had to fix this. First, his visit to Kalden a few days past seemed to rouse his brother, who had found his next bride by chance already—except that the girl, Airian, refused to marry him. If Kalden didn’t convince her, he’d be dead with the next full moon.

But now, it was his turn. He had found his mermaid again—but her father had refused him, shutting him out before he could even try. She was beyond his reach. He bit back a sigh. “Additionally, it’s time for the next Blind King’s Bluff Ball. I must take a wife again.”

Rivus nodded, relief clear in his expression, pleased that Edmar was finally listening to him. At least someone cared about Edmar’s fate. Not all his brothers were as fortunate—only Kalden had a confidante in Bryn, his former nanny turned steward. In fact, it was Bryn who had urged Edmar to speak with his brother, unable to rouse Kalden herself.

But now, he had to put his duty first, as it always had. The ball would bring the kingdom’s noblewomen before him, and the curse would choose his bride. But the weight in his chest told him what he already knew—his heart had already chosen.

The curse had not.

Not the sapphire-haired mermaid. Not the princess of the sea.

Mithya scowled, his narrowed eyes shrinking further between the sharp angles of his pinched nose. “And how much do you intend to allocate to all of this, Your Majesty?”

Edmar gave him a patient look. Of his brothers, he was the level-headed one, the measured one. Emotions—especially useless ones—had no place in his decisions. A waste of time.

Emotions went to die in his mental Frostlands, a vast, frozen wasteland where nothing ruled but the cold.

Like the gloom expanding in his chest as he thought of the mermaid.

She had saved him twenty-five years ago and asked for nothing in return. No favors, no titles, no power—just a fleeting act of selflessness. That was the kind of person he wanted in his life. Not like his council members, who schemed for influence. Not like the women who attended his balls, their eyes set on a crown rather than the man who wore it.

Very few people in his life were trustworthy. His brothers. Rivus. Father Jayasurya.

That was enough.

He sent this new gloom to his Frostlands, the icy vastness swallowing his emotions. 

Edmar exhaled slowly, unwilling to waste energy on Mithya’s skepticism. “We’ll combine the Summer Solstice and the Blind King’s Bluff Ball this year. It will save costs, but allocate enough for what Father Jayasurya needs.”

He didn’t want to prolong the distasteful topic and handed the discussion over to Rivus to discuss rumors of the Dwarven snow and all Edmar had learned from the Seat of the Dwarf. His thoughts drifted back to the mermaid while the council deliberated over Rivus’s plans.

She was immortal, as he was.

Might there be a day when he could claim her as his, just as he felt it in the depths of his soul?

As the meeting drew to a close, Edmar rose and thanked his council members for their time. They filed out of the room, but he hesitated, going to one of the long windows, lost in thought.

Rivus cleared his throat. “You’ll need to get to your cave soon.”

The Emerald Palace perched high on the cliffs, overlooking the restless sea. As the tide receded, it revealed a small, secluded bay—a hidden world carved between rock and water. His cave lay there, at the end of a winding flight of marble steps that led from the palace to the sea.

“I’ll walk the beach instead.” Edmar hadn’t been to Siren’s Cove in weeks. Seeing his lost mermaid reminded him of how much he enjoyed flying over the ocean at dusk and dawn. He glanced at Rivus, who knew about his coming transformation. “I thought you had left already. Don’t you have a new paramour waiting for you?”

“Ah, a certain woman on your mind.”

“The curse didn’t choose her again.” He’d told Rivus everything, including seeing the mermaid again.

“Perhaps it’s not time.”

Maybe.

But that didn’t stop his thoughts of her.
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An hour later, Gilly returned with Anjali, whose turquoise eyes shone with worry. Of all Emmy’s sisters, only Anjali dared to come near her—the only one who truly cared. They looked nearly identical, except for Anjali’s slender frame and eye color. 

As Anjali swam closer, the soft chime of delicate oyster shells strung along her tail accompanied her movements, a gentle melody that echoed her status as the youngest princess. Precious metals glinted in the shifting light, woven into the translucent fins of her tail. 

Anjali wrapped her in a gentle hug.

“I’m so sorry.” Her whisper resonated faintly in the water. “I fear the day Father makes me marry.”

Emmy stilled, closing her eyes as she inhaled Anjali’s scent—fresh water lily, sweet with a hint of lemon. The Ocean’s Lament, the melody of their people’s grief, swelled within her, but she swallowed it down. She wouldn’t burden Anjali with its sorrow.

She loved Anjali for accepting her, cursed magic and all, expecting nothing in return.

If only she could do the same for her sister.

All their older sisters had lost their first husbands—not to cursed magic like Emmy’s, but to Sargon’s ambition. As the highest ruler, he sought to dominate the smaller kingdoms, especially those guarding the Sea Veins, the vital trade routes connecting the underwater realms.

Sargon married his daughters to kings along the Sea Veins. Then, he sent his new sons-in-law to war, ensuring their deaths in battle. With their husbands gone, his daughters inherited the kingdoms, but control of their gems and their autonomy reverted to him, their father.

In this way, Sargon didn’t just rule his own kingdom—he ruled the Sea Veins.

That was how he became King of the Seas.

There was nothing Emmy could do for her sister’s future marriage, unable to change their subservient fate to their mermen.

“Don’t waste your pity,” Gilly said, slicing through the tenderness. “Emmy won’t be marrying anyone.”

Anjali pulled back, confusion flickering through her worry. “What do you mean?”

“Tonight.” Gilly’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Emmy escapes.”

“Escape? But where?” Panic flashed across Anjali’s face.

Don’t tell her! Emmy yelled the words to Gilly in her mind.

Anjali would never understand, never allow her to seek the Sea Witch—their greatest threat. Although the monstrous creature hadn’t been seen in her lifetime, tales and legends spoke of her continual war with the King of the Seas, seeking control of all merfolk. No one believed the Sea Witch had given up, even if she was hiding.

Gilly shook her head. “It’s a secret. For your own safety.”

The way Gilly said that last part seemed to taste bitter in her mouth.

“I don’t care about safety! I just need to know she’ll be alright.”

“You will,” Gilly assured her. She fixed Emmy with a firm look.

Her heart ached. While she wouldn’t miss this prison, she would miss them. She projected the image of herself singing the Ocean’s Lament at dawn, a beacon in the ocean’s vastness.

Gilly relayed the message, her brow furrowed. “She’ll sing at dawn. Every dawn, until you find her.”

Anjali’s eyes widened, her hand tightening around Emmy’s. “But her magic—”

“We’ll find a way,” Gilly promised, though doubt flickered in her gaze.

Love and worry shone in Anjali’s turquoise eyes, and for a moment, Emmy wished she could freeze time, hold on to this feeling of being loved.

Anjali embraced her once more before departing. “Be careful, Emmy. Please.”

Gilly squeezed Emmy’s hand. “Rest. I’ll come when the kingdom sleeps.”

Her friend’s words echoed in the silence of her chamber long after she’d departed. Get rest.

But rest eluded her. Every shadow, every creak of coral, became the swish of her father’s tail, his inevitable knowledge of her plans. Coming to stop her. Coming with more chains.

The Little Palace was a tomb of perpetual twilight, a gilded cage where she marked time by the hushed routines of her fearful servants.

The hours crawled by. Emmy clung to the memory of Anjali’s embrace, the warmth of her sister’s love a fragile beacon in the cold depths. A love she didn’t deserve. A love she endangered with every heartbeat.

But she had to try.

For Anjali. For herself. For a life beyond the suffocating grip of her magic.

I’m so tired of being the monster everyone hates and fears. Her gaze fixed on the star constellations painted on the walls.

Only one path remained. She had to take it.

Hours later, as the servants retreated with their glass cages of bioluminescent lantern fish, a shadow flickered at the coral wall’s entrance.

It was time.

Gilly moved swiftly under the painted constellations, her amethyst eyes gleaming with determination. Her touch was sure, her fingers deft as she unfastened the chains. She hooked an arm around Emmy’s soft waist, and she swam them out of the room.

In the hall, Emmy’s usual guards drifted motionless, a servant or two among them.

Are they dead? she asked through their mental link.

“Asleep.”

They left the Little Palace behind, slipping through the open sea.

Emmy hadn’t realized how close the Sea Witch’s lair was—so close to Agondray, to her Dragon King. The thought unsettled her, swirling through her mind as Gilly pulled her through the currents.

The silence stretched between them, broken only by the rhythmic beat of Gilly’s tail and Emmy’s ragged breaths.

Fear gnawed at Emmy’s resolve as the Sea Witch’s lair loomed ahead. 

What if she kills me without hearing me out?

“Be reverent.”

Stories she’d heard from Gilly and Anjali flashed through her mind. The Sea Witch, the ruthless being who claimed to be the first mermaid, but looked like a monster.

“She’s not a monster!” Gilly’s vehemence startled Emmy.

Who is she to you?

Gilly shook her head, refusing to answer. People deserved their secrets. Emmy wouldn’t push.

“Just remember your father meant for you to die,” Gilly said, her voice low and urgent. “He planned for you to kill the Seat of the Dwarf, then let the dwarves execute you in revenge.”

Her father’s men would have done the same. 

A cold knot coiled in her gut. Her own father had planned her death.

“He never even considered the Longing. He knew you’d be dead long before it took hold.”

The Longing. A slow unraveling, a madness that crept in when merfolk were severed from the sea for too long. It ended the same way—death by their own hands.

“He’s never cared about you.”

They swam south for another hour, until a dark cave loomed ahead. Her insides turned to salt water with her fear.

Gilly gripped her shoulders. “I can’t go any farther. The Sea Witch doesn’t tolerate strangers. This is your bargain to make.”

Can I trust her? Will she help me... or destroy me?

Terror slicked cold scales down her spine. She drew a slow, steadying breath, then met Gilly’s gaze. In case I don’t see you again...

“Go,” Gilly urged, her gaze intense. “She’s waiting for you.”

Gilly pushed her toward the cave. “Go. Find your destiny.”

Thank you.

Emmy plunged into the darkness. The cavern’s entrance narrowed, the water cold and murky. Silence swallowed every sound but the slow beat of her heart.

She swam deeper. Her magic stirred—an ever-present threat coiling beneath her skin.

Her gem pulsed, a muted heartbeat of red light in the abyss.

Her tail’s iridescent purple and green hues illuminated, her skin’s faint swirls glowing softly, like bioluminescent whispers in the dark.

Then she saw them. Hundreds of them. Glowing, seaweed-like plants, swaying in the current. Their moans echoed through the cavern, a chorus of lost souls blinking mournful eyes up at her.

The Garden of Souls.

A graveyard of the lost. Trapped mermaids and mermen.

They had come to the Sea Witch seeking favors. When they failed to uphold their bargains, she claimed their souls.

Their stolen magic fed her, each loss making her stronger.

Her heart slammed against her ribs as she pushed forward, fire acid threading through her muscles like molten wire. A whimper escaped her—a pitiful sound.

The tunnel constricted around her, and pain erupted. Magic surged, white-hot, locking her muscles mid-motion. She clenched her jaw, shutting her eyes against the agony.

Breathe.

She forced herself into meditation, sinking deep into her center, inhaling slowly. Exhaling slower. Bit by bit, the fire acid dimmed, retreating like embers buried beneath ash.

Her nerves still screamed. Two days of unchecked magic had left her raw, scoured from within.

Finally, she pushed forward, emerging into a vast cavern—taller than it was wide, its jagged walls riddled with crevices and crannies overflowing with strange relics.

Shells and gems. Bones and skulls. A dragon’s talon, its surface blackened and cracked. A human skull, its hollow sockets watching.

She drifted upward, the eerie collection glinting in the dim light.

“Welcome, Daughter of Ruin.”

The rough voice startled her. A bolt of pain lanced through her, and she barely swallowed a gasp.

An enormous shadow undulated out of the darkness.

She prayed. May the Sun God and his Seven Sleepers keep me safe.

The creature chuckled, drifting into the oculus’s pale light. Thick, inky octopus legs intertwined with four mechanical limbs, each ending in three razor-sharp claws. Their tips bit into the rock, supporting a bulbous body.

The Sea Witch came to rest in front of Emmy, her massive face nearly the size of Emmy’s entire body. Her voice rumbled through the water, low and scornful. “The gods couldn’t care less for their creations. Least of all the merfolk, Little Mermaid.”

A thick metal belt circled her waist, flashing in erratic bursts, emitting low, woofing pulses. From the torso up, she looked very much like merfolk, save for the gleaming metal plates fused to her flesh, curving over one of her rounded breasts.

One amethyst eye—eerily like Gilly’s—gleamed with something ancient and knowing. The other was a metal tube, extending and retracting with a faint mechanical hiss. A red light burned at its center, a cold and soulless gaze.

You can read my thoughts? Emmy continued floating upward.

The Sea Witch’s voice slithered through her mind. All those with direct god blood can see your thoughts.

See? Interesting. So it was more than just hearing words. She would have loved that ability, to have lived life through another’s visions while she’d been a prisoner, trapped in her immobile body.

The Sea Witch sighed, a deep sound that lifted her full breasts. If she had been a mermaid once, she would have been one of the most beautiful. Emmy could see it in the marred but delicate lines of her face, the softness of her full lips, her daintily pointed chin.

“Beauty is a curse.” The Sea Witch’s voice held no nostalgia—only certainty.

Heat crept up Emmy’s cheeks. Of course, she had heard that thought too.

“Tell me why you have come. Does the Daughter of Ruin seek to end her own misery?”

Daughter of Ruin. She had called her that before. Was it because she had killed her mother?

“That and so much more,” the Sea Witch said. “But I’m bored with your questions. Say something before I change my mind about not adding you to my garden.”

Internally, Emmy shuddered, but she rushed to mentally communicate her innermost desire. She flipped her tail to halt her upward float. Fire acid bubbled in her veins with the slight movement.

The amethyst eye gazed down at her painite’s soft red glow. “I will take your magic if that is what you truly wish, but it will come at a price.”

Anything.

“You will have to be dedicated.”

I will be.

“Hear me out first.”

Emmy didn’t respond, not wanting to delay the time until she no longer felt pain, that she was no longer a threat to anyone.

“You must collect all the Gods’ Stones and bring them to me. Will you do that?”

Most had been lost to time and legend—only the Sun Stone remained. She had no idea where to find the others. But none of that mattered if she still had her power. 

I will do this if you can help me control my magic. Otherwise, I cannot move without pain or killing those around me.

“I can help with that.” The Sea Witch lifted a hand to pull Emmy back down from where her body naturally floated again. “A spell to temporarily sever your connection to your magic, but that will change your natural being. You’ll be powerless like all humans, but existing as neither a mermaid nor a human.”

Not a mermaid? 

No swimming in the ocean without needing the air above water. No Ocean’s Lament? She wouldn’t be able to fulfill her promise to her sister to let her know where she had gone. But without her mermaid’s voice, without the magic woven into every note, how would her sister ever find her?

The Ocean’s Lament was more than a song. It was a language of longing, of emotions too deep for words. And now she wouldn’t be able to sing it.

“In some ways, you will still be a mermaid. But you will not breathe water, and you will not sing. We cannot risk unleashing the true destruction of the Daughter of Ruin upon the Land Bound”

But no pain? No destructive magic?

“Partly.” The Sea Witch lifted a blue hand, one metal-tipped finger catching the dim light. “This is only temporary. Like all temporary magic, it will wane and return with the moon’s cycle. As the moon waxes, your power will creep back, little by little. And when the full moon sets, everything will return—every ounce of pain, every flicker of destruction. That should keep you motivated.”

How would she gather all eight stones in less than a full lunar cycle? Do you know where the Gods’ Stones are?

“You will retrieve the stones one by one using the Sun Stone, and deliver them one by one so that I can refresh the suppression spell I’ll use on your magic.”

And then you’ll make my spell permanent, the severing of my magical connection?

“When you’ve delivered the last stone, I’ll use their power to free you forever.”

Hope built the first wonderful flame in her chest. She could do this.

“Good.” The Sea Witch smiled. “Then let’s begin.”

The water darkened as the Sea Witch raised her hands, swirling tendrils of magic coiling between her fingers. Glowing sigils bloomed in the currents, vanishing as quickly as they formed.

An iridescent lavender light engulfed her, pulsing in time with the inaudible rhythm of her spell. The pressure in the cavern shifted, heavy with power, thick as the depths of the ocean itself.

Something about the magic felt familiar, but her attention strayed with the Sea Witch’s next words.

“I’m sure you’re aware of the Sun Stone’s location?”

Everyone knew it was in the Kingdom of Cyaneus, resting for over twelve hundred years in the Sun Temple. 

The kingdom of her Dragon King. That familiar giddiness when she thought of him enhanced her anticipation.

But stealing from her Dragon King dampened her spirits.

The lavender cloud pulsed. “The Sun Stone will glow with your truths. Use that knowledge to locate the Metal Stone.”

Sun Stone to Metal Stone. Then return?

“Yes, Little Mermaid.” The cloud of magic crackled with energy and hung in front of Emmy. “Now prepare yourself. This transition will not be easy.”

The lavender cloud surged forward, swallowing her whole before she could speak, before she could prepare.

Agony erupted. Not fire acid—something worse, unlike anything she’d experienced. A hot knife shearing her skin from her body. A molten blade slicing through her body with blistering precision, cutting through her tail, carving through muscle, scraping off scales.

Then—nothing.

No air. No breath.

Her lungs seized. She was going to die.

A black force coalesced beneath her and shoved her up and out of the cavern.

Emmy flipped her tail, only to find flailing legs had replaced it. These she kicked, barely moving in the water as she had been able to with her tail.

Then Gilly was there, hauling her up and up.

Oxygen depleted from her new lungs. Her world shrunk.

The Sea Witch’s voice echoed in her mind. Another note, Daughter of Ruin. Your pain is from a curse linked to your gem and your body. Some pain may still plague you.

What?








  
  

Chapter 7

Edmar
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Edmar strolled along the beach, the countdown to his forced transition at dawn ticking in his mind. Soon, he would take to the skies in his dragon form, soaring over Siren’s Cove, eager to hear the mermaids sing. He loved their songs—ethereal voices weaving skyward, reaching for the stars before vanishing with the rising sun. They always lured him closer. 

Maybe this time, he’d see her—the mermaid who had saved him, the one who haunted his dreams.

The one he longed to claim.

A sharp, piercing screech split the air. Instinct propelled him into a sprint.

Two figures grappled at the water’s edge—one eerily still.

Waves crashed over them again and again, obscuring them in the distance. Edmar prayed he wasn’t too late as he rushed toward them.

He reached the spot where they had been—but they were gone.

Drawing a sharp breath, he dove, kicking deeper with frantic urgency. Shadows lurched ahead.

A striking mermaid with dark purple hair and blue skin caught sight of him, clutching a limp human.

The mermaid yelled at him. “Help her!”

Gripping the unconscious woman, he surged through the shifting currents toward shore.

The mermaid disappeared, and he wondered why she hadn’t just taken the woman to shore herself? Perhaps she couldn’t handle the Longing?

Merfolk weren’t meant for the land. Except his mermaid, her father, and the other mermen had been out of the water for a while without being affected, so it was possible his limited knowledge of the phenomenon couldn’t answer his questions.

Finally, they broke the surface, and the woman was a dead weight in his arms. But he was strong enough to clear the water and collapse on the sandy beach.

He lifted his head, still breathing hard, and shock stilled him.

Skin the color of seafoam, hair like sapphire waves.

But she wasn’t breathing, her chest still.

He sprung into action, tipping her head back and clasping his mouth to hers, breathing into her, knowing his cold breath wouldn’t kill another creature of Winter, the mermaid. His mermaid.

This was not how he imagined their first kiss.

With one hand on the other, he placed his palms on her sternum and compressed hard and fast.

“Breathe, Princess!”

Panic stole into his heart, and he felt it cracking. He couldn’t lose her now.

He blew breath into her mouth again, then back to compressing her chest. Her body arched in a jerky movement, and he turned her to the side. She heaved saltwater onto the sand, coughing violently, her shoulders convulsing.

Praise to the Sun God.

After several moments of vomiting water, she fell back to the sand, emerald eyes fixed on the lightening sky.

And now that the threat to her life had passed, he assessed her fully. Water-logged curls clung to her pastel skin, doing little to hide her nakedness—her large breasts rose and fell as she gulped in air. Warm air rolled off the ocean and across her hardened nipples and chased goosebumps down her body. Down to her soft belly and broad hips, dipping into the valley between her legs. The only thing she wore was on her neck, a wide gold band with a dark red gem.

Embarrassed by her involuntary exposure, Edmar dragged his gaze away, whipping off his white shirt to cover her.

The movement caused those emerald eyes to roll toward him. Her lips parted with surprise. He jerked as if to rise, realizing just how close they were. He was on his knees, his body pressed against one of her hips, one hand braced in the sand as he leaned over her, the other frozen mid-motion, still gripping the shirt he’d started to tug over her.

But she reached up to his hovering hand and threaded her fingers with his. His shirt slipped off a shoulder, revealing nearly all of her breast, but she seemed unconcerned.

He groaned inwardly.

Having dreamed of lying beside her voluptuous naked form so many times over the years, seeing her like this—so close, so exposed—was exquisite torment. He was too much of a gentleman to take advantage of the situation.

Instead, he swallowed the lust raging in his blood, and he tightened his fingers with hers. His mermaid. Heat radiated in his chest, and a feeling of lightness filled him.

And the feelings fled just as quickly.

The curse still didn’t choose her. No tightening in his chest, pinpointing his way to her.

He swallowed his disappointment.

No matter. She was here. Now. 

He moved a strand of hair off her forehead. “Are you alright?”

Her eyes widened, but otherwise she didn’t reply.

He frowned, thinking about their few interactions and when he’d first seen her with the other mermaids singing at Siren’s Cove. She hadn’t joined in the singing, hadn’t even spoken to him when he woke on the beach after she’d rescued him.

The irony of rescuing her back wasn’t lost on him. 

“Are you able to speak?”

She opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again. When she spoke, it sounded silvery and ethereal, a light musical tone, how he imagined angels would sound. “I can. I just haven’t spoken very much in my life.”

A small line appeared between her eyes, but it was gone seconds later. He wondered at that and her revelation of speaking so seldom. What kind of life did she live as a mermaid—a mermaid princess?

But was she even a mermaid? How else could she have lost her tail, her ability to breathe underwater?

He leaned closer to her. “I thank the gods for bringing you to me, but we have to stop meeting like this.”

Her emerald eyes widened, then a slow, knowing smile curved her pink-hued lips. “Especially if you take twenty-five years to return the favor of me saving you.”

He burst out laughing at her response, and her smile stretched further.

Then he remembered the last time he’d seen her, just the night before, when he’d visited the Seat of the Dwarf. “Do I need to worry about your father coming for you?”

Edmar would gather the largest army to protect her from her father, knowing he’d probably die, but he’d rather die having his mermaid in his life than live without her again. 

That is, if she wanted him. Does she feel this same intense connection, as if we belonged together?

His heart stopped for a painful beat when he thought she might not want to stay with him.

“No,” she said, her voice breathy. “My father cannot find me.”

Joy restarted his heart.

Now if only the curse would choose her and give him a chance to break it.

“Are you here to stay, then?” He wanted to ask if she was there to stay with him, but he was afraid of a different answer.

She nodded.

“Then you must attend the Blind King’s Bluff Ball in three nights.” Perhaps the curse would pick her among the ladies of the kingdom to be his bride by chance. 

“Ball?”

Balls meant dancing, so it was likely she had no clue what a ball was. “A party, with lots of food, drink, and dancing. Please say yes, you’ll come.”

Her eyes glowed in the dawn’s soft light as they met his. “I want to learn to dance.”

It wasn’t a yes, but he heard her eagerness. Every part of him ached to touch her then, to press his lips to hers again but in a proper kiss, but he chided himself.

She’s a princess, for gods’ sakes, treat her like one.

“Come,” he said, “let’s get you back to the palace. I’ll find you some proper attire, and later you can tell me how you lost your tail.”

“Proper attire?”

“Clothes. I know merfolk feel no qualms about nudity, but it’s important for those of us who are Land Bound.”

She shrugged, seemingly unbothered. But he couldn’t have a naked goddess roaming the palace. Well, unless she was in his chambers…

He shook his head in disgust. Since when had he started thinking like his youngest brother? Zane was the womanizer, not him.

He helped her stand up, and she promptly fell into him, his shirt slipping to the sand. Instinctively, his arms wrapped around her to keep her from falling.

His breath hitched as her bare breasts pressed against his chest, the contact igniting a firestorm of desire. Almost all thought left his mind as blood rushed to another part of him, that part growing hard against her belly.

His hand snaked into her thick hair, fingers grabbing a fistful to pull her head back. Lowering his gaze to her large, upturned eyes, his breath was caught by her otherworldly beauty, a heart-shaped face gently sculpted, every facet rounded. Her soft body against his, and it felt so right.

Her lips parted in the same anticipation he felt, but he withdrew his hand from her hair. She tried to stand, a shy smile gracing her lips, but her legs buckled, and she would have fallen if not for his arms.

With one hand steadying her, he bent to retrieve his shirt, and a sharp pain shot through his shoulder, making him hiss. A reminder of his curse. He’d gone too long without a bride by chance. Teal scales shimmered in several places over his sky-blue skin, but small hardened lumps also formed along his shoulders.

He forced the discomfort away. He couldn’t afford to be distracted with his lips inches from tasting the mermaid’s naked beauty.

Quickly, he held out his shirt for her.

She gave him a challenging look. “I don’t want that on me.”

Part of him hurt, as if her statement was about not wanting him, but he thrust the thoughts into his Frostlands. “I’m taking you back to the palace, so you must wear the shirt.”

Resigned, she nodded.

Trying to be as discreet as possible and keep his eyes up, he held the shirt for her to slide her arms into the sleeves, then buttoned it. He scooped her into his arms.

“Sorry,” she muttered once he had her settled. “I’m not used to moving.”

Not used to moving? Did she mean walking? That made more sense.

“I will be your legs until you’re used to yours.”

She hid her face against his bare chest, and the feel of her lips on his skin made him suck in a breath. Desire flooded him again, blood pounding in his ears, drowning out something she said.

“What?” he asked.

“I’m too heavy to carry.”

He frowned, acutely aware of the soft flesh beneath his fingers. If he could, if his actions wouldn’t dishonor her, he’d rip his shirt away and feast on her body, worship every inch of her with his lips. 

He didn’t say any of that aloud. Instead, he said, “You’re perfect.”

She was quite shapely compared to mermaids he’d seen over the years, but he’d told her the truth. 

She was perfect to him.








  
  

Chapter 8

Emmy
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His name was Edmar. She’d learned it in her studies, but hearing him say it aloud made it feel real—more than just a lesson. Before dawn forced his transition, he settled her on a boulder, his arms lingering, his sea scent still clinging to him even after they’d left the water. He’d already told her it wasn’t common knowledge he was a dragon. She’d keep his secret. 

Then he leaned over her to speak into her ear. “I want to know more than your name, Emmy. I hope you’ll tell me more tonight.”

Goosebumps had prickled her skin, and she shivered.

As the sun breached the horizon, golden light engulfed him. His form shimmered, lifting. Bones realigned, skin hardening into gleaming scales. Magic reshaped him, mesmerizing—and just a little terrifying. She watched, breathless, as his wings unfurled, their vast expanse casting a shadow over her. He was magnificent. She almost forgave him for the scratchy material he made her wear. Almost.

Nearly twice the height of a man, the dragon inhaled deeply, his chest expanding. Then he reached for her, drawing her into his arms. Even though everything about him was hard-scaled with sharp angles and razor-tipped claws, he held her with the utmost care. His chest was surprisingly soft and warm.

With a running leap, he took to the air. She swallowed a startled yelp and embraced the reality—she was finally soaring through the skies she had only dreamed of. The sky that became home to the stars she yearned to see.

A thrill shot through her as they ascended. Wind tore through her hair, the sun kissed her face, and exhilaration flooded her—a boundless, intoxicating freedom. Below, the world spread out like a masterpiece on a coral canvas of soft pinks, purples, and oranges under the shimmering gold of the rising sun. 

Her fingers explored the supple skin of his chest, and a low rumble vibrated beneath her touch, his growl. Muscles contracted and relaxed as his leathery wings swept through the sky. Her heart soared, beating in time with the powerful strokes. She never wanted this flight to end.

Yet a crushing weight settled on her chest—she was here to steal from this man, from his kingdom. For a moment, she entertained the idea of telling him everything. She tilted her chin up to take in the dragon’s majestic head, searching his glowing blue-green eyes. Could she?

The dreams she had of him made him kind and understanding, but who was he really?

She only had twenty-five days until the next full moon. Hardly enough time to know if he could be trusted. She couldn’t keep her Dragon King, and a painful ache settled in her chest.

If she could still sing the Ocean’s Lament, it would rumble in her chest already. No song to express her sadness. She also couldn’t create the tears the Land Bound made. Not entirely a merfolk anymore, but not really a human either. What am I?

Sadness locked inside her, catching her breath with no relief.

They crested a towering cliff, revealing the Emerald Palace below. It looked exactly like the stories she’d heard. Bright marble walls veined with long, curvy lines of crystallized green minerals, polished to a mirror sheen, reflected the sky’s changing colors. Lush gardens of verdant foliage and vibrant blooms surrounded the palace, their fragrance mingling with the salty ocean air.

The dragon swept past the palace and soared over the city, a crescent of vibrant life nestled against the curve of the palace gates. She gazed down at bustling streets, towering structures, and colorful throngs of people. A world of motion and sound, like Opal City’s waterways between coral and stone buildings but louder compared to the tranquil depths of her ocean home.

He swung lazily back to the palace. Towers and turrets rose into the sky, their spires glistening in the strengthening sunlight. Flags bearing the city’s emblem, a stylized compass rose with a blue aura around it, fluttered proudly in the breeze.

As they neared the palace, they descended, then landed atop gravel squares surrounded by a courtyard of vibrant flowers and tall trees. Two humans waited for the dragon’s landing. The first man was older, dour-faced, his gray hair pulled back. He wore the practical black and white attire, the emblem of the compass rose stitched on his chest.

The second man was younger, with a friendly smile and a hint of mischief in his warm brown eyes. Silver streaked his shaggy brown hair, a touch of blue woven through the strands.

As Edmar uncurled her from his arms and lowered her to the ground, pain lanced through her feet—each step like walking on needles and shards of glass. She winced and sucked in a breath.

While it smarted, the pain didn’t compare to the agony she’d felt before. Her painite didn’t glow. No fire acid in her muscles. This was the only pain she experienced—just in her feet—and if that was all, then she could live with it much easier than her previous life of torture.

The dragon’s massive, clawed hand encircled her waist, covering most of her torso. She felt small in his grasp, but she knew he only meant to steady her. Muscles she rarely used ached with fatigue.

The sour, older man stepped forward, his shrewd gaze scrutinizing her. “Another soul saved?”

She raised her brows, wondering if rescuing strays was a habit for Edmar. Perhaps she wasn’t that special to him. Not that it should matter, because she couldn’t stay. But a part of her heart squeezed.

“I’ll see that Yolande takes care of your new stray, dragon. See what jobs the girl is suited for.” He shook his head. “Wonder what the king will make of this one.”

When the older man offered a hand to her, the dragon threw a wing around her, lowered his head, and growled. Icy breath misted in the warm air, leaving glistening drops of water on the large, sharp teeth in his mouth. 

None of it scared her. She knew her Dragon King wouldn’t hurt her. 

“Oh-ho, Grigor, I doubt this one’s just another stray.” The shaggy-haired man bumped the back of his hand on the older man’s shoulder. His warm brown eyes also surveyed her, but she felt less judgment from the perusal.

Then he bowed and held it, only raising his head to meet the dragon’s gaze. Edmar relaxed the wing but didn’t fully raise his head or hide his fangs.

“May I see to your guest, dragon friend? I’m sure she’d welcome a nice bath and sensible clothes.”

Now the dragon stepped back, but his taloned hand still curled over her waist. The nicer man raised from his bow and tilted his head. When he offered an extended arm, the dragon finally released her and let him take over by sliding his arm around her waist. 

The loss left a void within her, but then she wobbled on her feet, pain sharp in her soles. She barely caught herself by grabbing the front of the shaggy-haired man’s shirt.

The dragon growled again.

“Calm down, dragon. I have no designs for your woman. We’ll take care of her, keep her safe, untouched.”

With a smile on his face, he gave Emmy a wink. Unable to resist, she returned the smile. She liked this man, whoever he was. She liked he called her the Dragon King’s woman.

The dragon leaped into the sky with a low rumble. Filled with awe, she craned her neck to watch him. He was just as beautiful as the first time she had seen him.

“I’m Lord Rivus, this kingdom’s Marshall, and that there is Grigor, the Emerald Palace’s steward.” He spoke as he drifted them toward a beautiful arched entrance into the palace, the wooden doors ornately decorated with intricate metalwork and studded with precious gemstones. “May I have the honor of your name?”

“Emmy.”

“And would I be correct in my assumption, Princess Emmy, that you are the daughter of the Sea King?”

She was surprised. She’d always been told the Land Bound knew little about them because the merfolk avoided interacting with those above the surface. Or perhaps he knew about her from Edmar. That made more sense. It also meant that Edmar had thought of her enough to talk about her to this man.

That made her spirit sing. “I am.”

The older man coughed, a forced sound. “My apologies for my hasty assumptions, Your Highness.” 

When she glanced at him, a bright pink color rose under his brownish-yellow skin, a similar change in the way coral blushed beneath the caress of the sun’s rays.

Frowning, she wondered what he’d done wrong. If it was offering to help her find a job, she understood. Everyone had to contribute to society in some way to keep it running smoothly. Having magical gems helped... unless one had hers. She had been nothing but a drain on her society.

No wonder her father had wanted to get rid of her.

Well, she was gone now. A burden lifted from his kingdom, a daughter of the powerful Sea King, who could offer nothing more than her death.
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