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It radiated from the woman holding her captive within a ring of steel-hard arms; her skin seared Sarina even through the sodden fabric of her clothes.

The Captain’s scent—intoxicating, suffocating—was a blend of ocean salt, warm animal musk, and the sharp, clean ozone of magic. It filled Sarina’s lungs, robbing her of the ability to think clearly.

The Elite Captain’s powerful thigh ground against her own, a hard wall of muscle, searing and demanding. The pirate’s back pressed against the cool, damp stone of the oasis, her spine registering its unyielding surface, while the lagoon water—dark and unbearably silken—coiled around their waists, caressing the skin of their hips.

The contrast—the fire of her skin, the ice of the stone, and the silk of the water—was driving her mad.

The Crystal at Sarina’s belt throbbed with a dull, heavy warmth, its vibrations shooting straight to her gut, into her solar plexus, mingling with that other, wilder heat coiling low in her belly.

“You are trembling, thief.” Raina’s voice was low, velvet-dark, like the rumble of a wave licking the shore. Golden eyes pierced Sarina, stripping away her habitual, cynical sneer.

“Your people are combing the dunes. I am trembling with impatience,” Sarina hissed. The lightning-bolt scar on her cheek burned.

“A lie.” Raina leaned in, and her hair—the color of scorched sand—brushed against Sarina’s dark, wild strands like the touch of fire. Her massive shoulders blocked out the moonlight, plunging Sarina into her shadow, into her scent. “You do not fear me. You fear this second. You fear that you will like it.”

Her palm settled on Sarina’s thigh, over the wet, rough fabric. Heavy. Hot. The fingers slowly tightened, possessing; her grip was inhumanly strong, and pure, liquid fire raced along Sarina’s nerves, forcing her hips to buck involuntarily.

“I didn’t come for this,” Sarina breathed, her rhythm broken.

“You came for the Crystal, tesoro.” Raina swept her thumb along the sensitive inner curve of Sarina's thigh. Slowly. Upward. Dangerously close to the center of her heat. “But you got me.”

She didn’t give her time to answer, silencing her with her mouth. Her lips captured Sarina’s, and it was an annihilation. A conquest. The taste of salt, of dominion, and of her—Raina—exploded on her tongue.

Sarina, instead of pushing her away, dug her fingers into those powerful shoulders, dragging her closer, answering with equal fury, allowing herself to drown.

In that instant, the Crystal on her belt flared.

Sarina’s illusions, wild and unbridled, tore free, coiling around Raina’s water magic, weaving together into a single entity.

The world dissolved. The whispers of ocean spirits filled her ears; the lagoon transformed into a starry sky, and the stones became towers of obsidian. The kiss gained flesh—it doubled, tripled. Phantom lips slid down her neck, phantom hands caressed her ribs, while their real hands desperately explored the curves of bodies, fabric, and skin.

Desire became a vortex, dragging her to the bottom.

She was drowning in this woman, in her scent, in her power.

And, in the name of all demons, she was ready to go down.
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A storm reeking of copper and impending violence slammed into the Phantom Wind with the fury the Ocean of Ashara saved for only the most audacious sailors.

Sarina stood at the very prow of the ship, her fingers digging into the wet, salt-crusted gunwale so hard her knuckles turned white. Her entire body, from the tips of her worn leather boots to the crown of her dark head, was taut as a bowstring before release. She was hunting, and the prey was close.

The wind tore at her wild black hair, flinging it back to mercilessly expose the lightning scar on her left cheek—a jagged, ugly souvenir from a traitor’s knife. Icy needles of rain bit into her face and bare arms, but the scar blazed from within with its own heat, as it always did before a sharp turn in Sarina’s fate.

Beneath the keel, the ocean breathed—a living, capricious beast.

The Ocean of Ashara was both lover and murderer, and those who forgot this duality found their graves in its dark depths. The waves caressed the hull of the Phantom Wind with a deceptively gentle whisper, only to rear up a second later, trying to crush the fragile vessel, to turn it into kindling and send the crew to feed the fish.

“Captain!” The scream of Lyra, their marksman, cut through the howl of the wind as sharp as the crack of a whip. “Waves ahead! They’re playing with us again!”

Sarina narrowed her blue eyes—cold as cracks in winter ice, like the sky before a tempest.

There, directly on course, the water had suddenly come alive in a different way.

The waves, ordinary ink-black and foaming a second ago, flared with a ghostly golden glow, as if thousands of lights had ignited beneath the surface. The crests froze in mid-air, twisting into impossible illusory walls, towers, and arches of bizarre architecture that defied all laws of physics.

The Labyrinth of Mirages—the curse of these waters, and their protection. The spirits of the waves, invisible and ancient as the ocean itself, whispered directly into Sarina’s mind, and their voices were seductive, like the touch of silk on bare skin. They offered to veer off course, showing images of sunken treasures glittering in the deep, whispering of safe harbors where one could wait out the storm in warmth and peace.

Lies. Every last word—a lie.

In truth, the Ocean of Ashara was a whore with a knife in her garter. Sarina smirked. Just like her, if she thought about it. Perhaps that was why she and the ocean understood each other so well.

“Kira!” Sarina barked, turning toward the stern and shouting over the wailing wind. “Guide us along the very edge of the labyrinth! Don’t let these spirits devour the ship!”

Their navigator, Kira, stood at the massive helm, gripping it with both hands. Their pale, fine-boned, androgynous face was focused with an intensity Sarina only saw in people staring death in the face. Kira was simply Kira—neither man nor woman, but something distinct, something that needed no definition. And yet—the best navigator on all the cursed seas Sarina had known in her years of piracy. Kira’s connection to the Phantom Wind was almost mystical, intimate; they read the ocean like others read poetry, seeing currents and moods in the water where everyone else saw only chaos.

“The mirages are becoming aggressive, Captain,” Kira’s voice remained calm, steady as a morning calm, despite the elements raging around them. “They are trying to confuse us, to tangle us, to drive us onto the reefs. The Breakwater is somewhere close. The Imperials are using the mirages as cover.”

Sarina clenched her fists so hard her nails bit into her palms.

The Breakwater.

The flagship of the Imperial Fleet. The Emperor’s Elite—dogs in gilded armor, faithfully serving that same world of order and laws that had once chewed Sarina up and spat her out, casting everything she loved onto the streets to die like garbage.

The world she had sworn to exact vengeance upon with every breath she took.

Sarina glanced back at her crew—at her found family, the only thing she had left in this cruel world. Lyra, whose strong, scar-covered hands were gentle only with her yew bow and sometimes, when she tucked Kira’s wind-blown hair back from the navigator’s face with an almost tender gesture. Kira, who could find a path through any storm by stars that weren't even visible through the clouds, guided by some internal sensation. They were both outcasts, rejected by society just like Sarina. And they trusted her in this desperate, insane hunt that could end in death for all three of them.

Gold did not interest them—there was enough gold in the world. They were coming for the Eye of the Storm Crystal.

A legendary artifact capable of stabilizing even the wildest, most uncontrollable magic, turning chaos into order.

For Sarina, it wasn't just an artifact—it was a chance at salvation. A chance to finally tame her illusions, because the gift she possessed was feral, dangerous; it was devouring her from the inside, slowly but inexorably. Every strong illusion, every complex mirage she spun, erased another fragment of her past from her memory, as if someone invisible were methodically tearing pages out of the book of her life.

Sarina remembered the fury of betrayal that had left her with this ugly scar on her cheek. She remembered the searing pain when cold steel slid under her ribs, aiming for her heart. She remembered the hot rivulets of blood running down her skin.

But she was forgetting the details—and it was driving her mad.

She was forgetting the taste of the wine from that cursed night—red or white, sweet or tart? She was forgetting the scent of perfume on a woman’s skin—jasmine or rose, something floral or spicy? She was forgetting the sensation of the kiss that came before the knife—the last kiss of a lover before the betrayal. The face of the woman who had betrayed her, whom Sarina had once loved to the point of madness, was gradually being erased from her memory, turning into a blurred, mocking smudge without features.

It enraged Sarina so much she sometimes wanted to scream. Pain was her primary lesson, branded into flesh and memory. Pain was the source of the strength that kept her from breaking. Sarina refused to accept oblivion as the price for magic. She wanted to remember every detail of the betrayal, every second of that night, so she would never again allow herself to be so weak, so trusting, so stupid.

And this Crystal, her only salvation and cure, was currently possessed by Captain Raina Breakwater.

A name Sarina whispered in the darkness of her cramped cabin, lying on her narrow bunk and staring at the ceiling. Whispered like a curse. Like an obsession. Like a prayer before battle.

They had never met face to face—the ocean is vast, and their paths had not crossed until now. But Sarina had studied Raina as thoroughly as others study sacred texts. She had read hundreds of official reports on her exploits and victories. She had interrogated dozens of deserters from the Imperial fleet, wringing out every grain of information. She had compiled a dossier she knew by heart.

Raina Breakwater. The Emperor’s favorite, his right hand on the seas. A woman whose water magic, according to rumors and eyewitness accounts, was so potent she could summon tsunamis and drown entire enemy squadrons with a single motion of her hand.

The reports from deserters, however, were full not so much of descriptions of magic, but of awed retellings of the Captain’s appearance—wide hips which, in their words, were created for a man to hold onto; powerful shoulders capable of bearing any burden; curves of a body that even the strict Imperial uniform could not fully conceal. Sarina smirked as she listened to these outpourings.

Men were predictable idiots. They stared at the uniform, completely missing the essence. They saw Raina as an object for conquest, a trophy to possess. They didn’t understand that they were looking at power in its purest form, at a woman who could break them with her left hand.

Men were interested in Raina’s beauty and the prospect of ending up in her bed.

Sarina was interested in the Captain’s control—that iron discipline, that unbreakable will with which Raina ruled her ship and held her own immense magical power in check.

What hid behind those golden, piercing eyes that were said to see right through you? What was it like—to possess such absolute power over oneself and others, such steely, impenetrable discipline that Sarina had never possessed?

And, more importantly—what would it be like to break that control?

To force the invincible Raina Breakwater to lose her grip. To see that icy mask of perfection crack. To make her scream, or moan, or beg for mercy—in battle or... in something else.

The thought was hot and sharp, like a swallow of strong rum on an empty stomach, and far more intoxicating than the prospect of possessing any artifact, even one as valuable as the Crystal.

“Ship directly ahead!” Lyra screamed again, and the excitement of a hunter spotting prey rang in her voice.

It breached the mist of mirages like a sea monster rising from the deep—massive, majestic, terrifying.

The Breakwater.

The Imperial flagship in all its glory. The ship was colossal, three times the size of the Phantom Wind. The black wood of the hull was polished to such a sheen that even in the grayness of the storm, it reflected the light. Golden shields along the gunwales glittered despite the rain. The sails, immense and flawlessly white, glowed with some internal power—magic woven into the very fabric. The ship did not fight the waves like ordinary vessels; it glided over the water with lightness and grace, almost caressing the waves, submitting them to its will, forcing the ocean to serve it. It was the embodiment of order and Imperial might in pure form, a demonstration of civilization’s superiority over the chaos of the elements.

Next to this giant, Sarina’s Phantom Wind looked like a pitiful, storm-battered dinghy.

“Perfect.” Sarina licked her salty, cracked lips, tasting the mixture of rain, salt, and the anticipation of victory. “Kira, approach from the leeward side, use the storm as cover. Let them think we’re just trying to maneuver to escape the waves. Lyra, ready the grappling hooks and check the tension on your bowstring.”

“Captain, they have water cannons on the decks!” Lyra warned, though her hand had already automatically gone to her beloved bow, checking the weapon’s readiness. “They’ll crush us with one volley, turn us into splinters!”

“They have cannons and discipline.” Sarina turned to her crew, and mad sparks of gambling fever danced in her blue eyes. “But we have me. And my nightmares.”

Closing her eyes, she threw her arms wide to meet the roaring wind, offering her face to the lashing rain.

She reached inside herself, to the very core of her power. To the chaos that lived in the depths of her soul and tore to get out. To the pain of the scar on her cheek, which never fully faded. She dragged that pain to the surface, wove it with fury and the thirst for revenge, turning emotions into a weapon.

She took what the Ocean of Ashara offered so generously—golden mirages, whispering wave spirits, the ancient magic saturating these waters. She braided it all with her personal nightmares, with images from the darkest corners of memory, creating something far more subtle and deadly than a simple monster or an illusory army.

She was creating something that would strike directly at the enemy’s heart, bypassing all magical shields and physical armor.

The reports on the tragic death of Raina’s younger sister had been very, very detailed—Sarina had made sure of that, wringing every detail out of a drunken deserter in a port tavern.

This illusion was cruel at its core. This illusion hit below the belt, aiming for the most undefended point. This illusion was personal—and therefore unforgivable.

But Sarina had long stopped worrying about such trifles as honor or rules.

“Full speed ahead,” she hissed, opening eyes that now glowed with the reflected gold of magic. “Prepare to board.”

The scar on her cheek pulsed with tension, burning as if someone had pressed a branding iron against it.

Sarina was going to take what she vitally needed to survive. And, perhaps—though she wouldn’t admit it even to herself—to look up close at the woman who had haunted her dreams for the last few months. At the woman who had become an obsession.

Adrenaline hit her blood like a massive wave, spreading heat through her veins. The sensation was almost as sweet and intoxicating as a lover’s kiss before dawn.
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The deck of the Breakwater felt unnervingly solid under Sarina’s pirate boots—polished to a shine and refusing to sway with the waves like the deck of the Phantom Wind. There were no splinters of rotting wood here, no stains of spilled rum, no tangle of rigging. Only perfectly laid planks of noble timber, slick with rain and gleaming, the steel railings polished to a mirror finish, and the impeccable order of a warship.

The Phantom Wind shuddered through its entire hull as the grappling hook, thrown by Lyra’s strong arm, bit into the flagship’s side with iron teeth, locking the two ships in a death grip.

“Kira, keep the ships together at any cost! Lyra, watch my back and don’t let these dogs surround me!” Sarina barked, sprinting and vaulting over the gunwale in one fluid motion, landing on the enemy deck in a combat stance.

The air instantly exploded into the chaos of battle.

The Emperor’s Elite were exactly as described in the reports: faceless figures in armor polished to a blinding sheen, moving with frightening synchronicity, like a single, well-oiled machine of war. They raised water shields glowing with magical light—this was Raina’s own magic, generously poured out to her soldiers, sharing her power with every warrior on the flagship.

“They are so boring! You can’t even see their faces!” Lyra shouted, deftly dodging a water whip that tried to sweep her off her feet, and loosing an arrow with perfect precision straight into the narrow slit between helmet and breastplate.

The soldier fell, and his place was instantly taken by the next.

Sarina smirked, feeling the hot wave of battle fever flood her veins. She had no time to waste strength on common soldiers—they were merely obstacles on the path to the real prize. Magic poured out of her in a powerful torrent, blanketing the deck of the Breakwater in a wave of illusions. She created chaos where a second ago there had been order.

Beneath the feet of the Elite warriors, the deck suddenly turned into quicksand, sucking down boots and armor. Soldiers lost their balance, fell, tried to grab onto each other. Then the sand came alive, transforming into thousands of writhing snakes, coiling around ankles with a steel grip, crawling up legs. Panic—the illusionist’s greatest weapon, more vital than any sword.

“Forward! To the Captain’s quarters!” Sarina shouted to her small crew, tearing through the ranks of disoriented soldiers.

She ran toward the stern, to the place where, by all laws of naval architecture, the flagship captain’s cabin must be. Her heart hammered wildly, and not just from physical exertion. The target was close—the Crystal, salvation, answers.

And the woman who guarded the artifact. The woman from her dreams and intrusive thoughts.

Sarina stood on no ceremony with the door—she kicked it in with a swinging blow, and the heavy wood flew open with a crack, slamming against the inner wall.

And she froze on the threshold, forgetting for a moment even to breathe.

The Captain’s cabin was immense, occupying almost the entire stern of the flagship—a luxury only the highest officers of the Imperial Fleet could afford. Perfect, almost maniacal order reigned everywhere. Massive charts were spread out on a dark wood table, carefully secured with copper weights so not a single one would shift in the swell. Navigational instruments were arranged with geometric precision. The air in the cabin was saturated with a blend of scents: salt water, spicy sandalwood, the ozone of discharged magic, and something else—something warm, personal, intimate.

And her.

Raina Breakwater.

The Elite Captain stood by the wide stern window, looking out at the storm raging behind the glass, appearing completely unsurprised by the intrusion. Her hair, the color of scorched sand—hair the deserters had spoken of so often—was pulled back into a tight, flawless braid, revealing a strong, sculpted neck with a line that mesmerized the eye. The blue dress uniform with gold embroidery fit like a second skin, as if stitched specifically for this body and no other.

Sarina’s gaze, against her own will, slid slowly over the captain’s figure: wide hips sheathed in fabric so tight every line of muscle was visible; powerful shoulders capable of bearing the weight of the world; the curve of a strong back that suddenly stole her breath and quickened her heart.

Raina was the living embodiment of force and authority. A woman seemingly hewn from stone by ancient masters and animated by the magic of the storm.

The Captain turned slowly, with the predatory grace of a great cat, toward her uninvited guest. Golden eyes—piercing as a bird of prey tracking a kill—assessed Sarina from head to toe in a long, unhurried look. There was not a drop of fear in that gaze before the armed pirate bursting into her personal space. Not even anger or indignation. Only a cold, searing, almost tangible interest.

“You are fast, thief.” Raina’s low, velvet voice resonated in a way that vibrated the wood of the cabin walls and echoed in Sarina’s bones. “Too fast for a common pirate. And dirty in your methods—leaving illusory snakes on my immaculate deck.”

“And you are predictable, Captain.” Sarina licked her salty, parched lips, taking a cautious step inside the cabin, gauging the distance to the table where the Crystal had to be. The scar on her cheek burned so intensely it felt as if the skin were about to split. “Hiding in your luxurious cage while your loyal people die on the deck protecting you.”

“This is not a cage, but the command center of the ship and the battle.” Raina took a step forward, and the pressure in the enclosed space of the cabin instantly changed, becoming denser, heavier, as if the air itself had thickened. “And you...” another step, measured, confident, “...are merely a mouse that has foolishly scurried onto the cat’s ship.”

On the massive table between them, like bait in a trap, it lay.

The Eye of the Storm Crystal in a carved wooden box. It pulsed dimly with inner light, responding to the magic of both women in the room.

Sarina lunged for the table without another thought.

She expected Raina to strike with magic—to summon a water whip to tear the pirate in half, or create ice daggers, or simply drown her in a sphere of water right there in her own cabin.

Raina Breakwater moved herself, without any magic.

She proved frighteningly, impossibly fast for a woman with such a powerful, solid build.

She intercepted Sarina halfway to the table, blocking the dash to the artifact with her own body.

Sarina slammed into the Captain at full speed.

The collision was like hitting a cliff face. A hot, living cliff of flesh and muscle.

In the same second, Raina spun the pirate around and pinned her against the cabin wall with a force that knocked all the air from her lungs. The Captain’s hand crushed Sarina’s wrist in an iron grip, dislodging the knife, which fell to the floor with a clang. The other hand settled on her throat—not choking, but holding, controlling, reminding her who was master of the situation.

Body against body. No space. No air between them.

Sarina gasped not from lack of oxygen, but from the sudden, stunning sensation.

Heat—unbearable, all-consuming heat radiating from Raina’s body pressed against her own. Sarina’s tunic, wet and icy from the rain, instantly began to warm from contact with the Captain, and the sensation was almost painful in its intensity. Every muscle beneath Raina’s flawless uniform imprinted itself onto the pirate’s body with such force that she could feel every line, every curve of this form built for war. The hardness of the Captain’s chest pressed against Sarina’s own. The incredible power of the thigh wedged between the pirate’s legs, pinning her in place. The scent of sandalwood mixed with female sweat and something even more intimate—the smell of skin heated by battle and fury.

Raina Breakwater towered over her captive—taller, more massive, heavier. She loomed with all her imposing weight, using every advantage her size and strength provided.

The Captain’s golden eyes were centimeters from Sarina’s blue ones—so close she could make out the sparks dancing in their depths. Raina’s hot breath scorched the pirate’s lips, and goosebumps raced across her skin at the touch of that air.

“Got you, sparrow,” Raina rumbled in a low, satisfied voice, rich with the triumph of a hunter who has cornered her prey.

Fear flared in Sarina’s gut—the primal, instinctive fear of a trapped predator. And simultaneously—something else, something sticky and hot, something that had no place in this situation. She was trapped, pinned to a cold wall by the most powerful woman in the entire ocean, with not a single chance of escape.

And Sarina’s body, damn it to all the demons of the sea, was responding to this demonstration of absolute power in a completely wrong way.

“We’ll see...” Sarina breathed right into the Captain’s lips, feeling their breath mingle in the tight space between their faces, “...who is the cage here... and who is the bird caught in the snare.”

Giving Raina no time to answer, she used the only weapon she had left.

Sarina cast an illusion—not a snake, not an army of ghost soldiers, not a monster from the deep. She cast an image she had seen in the detailed reports of deserters, an image she had branded into her memory in preparation for this meeting. The image of a drowned girl with hair the color of sand, a small body drifting lifelessly in dark water.

The effect was instantaneous and devastating.

Raina recoiled as if struck in the solar plexus. The iron grip on Sarina’s wrist slackened. Golden eyes went wide with sudden, sharp pain, and for a moment the mask of the invincible Captain cracked, revealing the human beneath—a human capable of suffering.

That second was enough.

Sarina twisted out of the loosened grip with an agility honed by years of brawls in port taverns, darted to the table, and snatched the Crystal from the box.

The artifact pulsed in her palm, hot and alive. She bolted for the door without looking back.

“You...” Raina snarled somewhere behind her, and the Captain’s voice broke with rage, with pain, with something else Sarina could not define. “You dared...”

Sarina turned at the threshold, one hand gripping the doorframe, the other clutching the pulsing artifact so hard her knuckles turned white.

“Never bring the personal onto the battlefield, Captain,” she threw back, the triumph of a victor in her voice. “It makes you weak. Vulnerable. Human.”

She ran out onto the deck, straight into the chaos of the continuing storm, feeling the Crystal in her palm begin to burn her skin with increasing intensity, becoming almost unbearably hot.
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The Eye of the Storm Crystal, clenched in Sarina’s fist so tightly its sharp edges cut her skin, seared her palm with a mounting, intolerable heat. This heat seemed like a living, pulsing entity, beating in time with the pirate’s own panic-stricken heart.

She landed on the familiar deck of the Phantom Wind with a crash, her knees buckling from the impact, but survival instincts and years of training kept her upright. Adrenaline from the skirmish in Raina’s cabin still boiled in her blood in powerful waves, dulling the pain in her burned hand, dulling the realization of what had just happened. Her body remembered—gods, how it remembered. The hardness of the Captain’s muscles beneath the uniform, the searing heat of Raina’s skin, the incredible weight of the body that had pinned Sarina to the wall until there was no room left even for a breath.

“Kira! Get us out of here! Move, before they recover!” Sarina screamed, shouting over the roar of the elements and her own frantically beating heart.

“I can’t, Cap!” came Kira’s surprisingly calm voice, though a note of worry threaded through it. “Steering was damaged during the boarding! I’m giving it maximum, but I need time!”

“Lyra, cut the lines binding us to that monster!”

The Phantom Wind shuddered through its entire frame and jerked, slowly, agonizingly slowly pulling away from the massive, threatening hull of the Breakwater.

Sarina couldn't resist turning, casting one last look at the enemy ship.

Raina stood on the flagship’s deck at the very edge, her sand-colored hair dancing wildly in the wind like tongues of flame. The Captain’s entire figure radiated pure, concentrated threat—a promise of vengeance that needed no words. Golden eyes, even at this distance, seemed to burn right through Sarina, promising payment for the humiliation.

Sarina felt a prick of cruel, intoxicating satisfaction spreading through her veins along with the adrenaline. She had won. She had tricked her. She had taken what she wanted from the most powerful woman in the fleet.

She raised her hand high above her head, defiantly clutching the Crystal so Raina could see. It was a taunting, mocking, absolutely victorious gesture.

In that very same instant, the artifact in her palm exploded with heat so unbearable that Sarina screamed.

Pain—sharp, piercing, like a white-hot hook driven straight into her solar plexus—struck with such force that the entire world shattered. Sarina’s consciousness, as if torn from her body by an invisible hand, plummeted into the void. The deck of the Phantom Wind beneath her feet vanished, dissolved.

The roar of the storm cut off, as if someone had slammed a door. Her body ceased to obey, ceased to be her own.

She was no longer Sarina.

She became Raina.

She felt the unnervingly solid, stable deck of the Breakwater under her boots, a deck that did not sway with every wave. White, molten, absolutely pure rage exploded in her chest—rage at herself for allowing some thief to penetrate her private cabin, for a second of weakness. Rage at the brazen pirate who dared not only to steal the artifact but to... touch. To press her whole body against her. To breathe words right into her lips.

And then, beneath this boiling, scalding rage, a wave of a completely different emotion washed over her with suffocating force.

Icy, bottomless agony tearing the soul apart.

Sarina’s blue eyes no longer existed. The world flared with piercing golden light, and she—no, Raina—relived it, as if the past had become the present. A massive rogue wave rising from nowhere. The acrid smell of salt and rotting seaweed hitting her nose. The tiny, trusting hand of her younger sister slowly, inexorably slipping from her desperately tightened grip, and there was no strength to hold on, not enough power to save the person she loved most.

Drowning.

Icy, merciless water flooded her lungs, filling them with burning cold. The bitterness of irreplaceable loss, the guilt that would never quiet, and bottomless, all-consuming grief crashed down like an avalanche, becoming Sarina’s own emotions, inseparable from her being. This memory pierced so deep it seemed more real than any reality—real as the ice that had forever encased Raina’s heart.

The connection between the two women jerked, shifted, and the agony became mutual, shared.

Intuition, that sixth sense that had led Sarina to the Crystal, screamed in panic—Raina was inside her at this very same moment, living through her pain.

Raina Breakwater was inside Sarina, in her mind, in her memories.

The icy cold of drowning was abruptly replaced by the suffocating heat of a southern night in some port city whose name had already been erased from memory. Now Raina saw the world through Sarina’s eyes but felt everything with her own emotions—emotions alien to this body. The warmth of soft female lips on hers—no, on Sarina’s lips, not her own. A kiss full of sweet promises and tenderness, so rare in a cruel world. Trust—complete, reckless, absolute trust of a person in love.
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