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      For those who looked at Prince Eric and said, “Sure, he’s cute, but where’s my sexy, cursed pirate captain who knows exactly what he wants?”

      

      And, of course, for all the bold souls out there who like their romance with a side of darkness, their curses hot, and aren’t afraid to dive headfirst into the stormy seas of passion and power.

      

      This ones for you.

      XoXo

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Warning

      

    

    
      
        1. The Blackened Sand

      

      
        2. The Weathered Crone

      

      
        3. The Wickedness Lurking

      

      
        4. The Anger Bubbled

      

      
        5. The Light Glittered

      

      
        6. The Night Within

      

      
        7. The Redheaded Seer

      

      
        8. The Path Ahead

      

      
        9. The Wooden Pier

      

      
        10. The Perfect Target

      

      
        11. The Last One

      

      
        12. The Thoughts Within

      

      
        13. The Flickering Candlelight

      

      
        14. The Fated Night

      

      
        15. The Shimmering Scales

      

      
        16. The Blood Oath

      

      
        17. The First Challenge

      

      
        18. The Pure Hatred

      

      
        19. The Perfect Curse

      

      
        20. The Tantalizing Effect

      

      
        21. The Stupid Ribbon

      

      
        22. The Silver Blade

      

      
        23. The Knife Slipped

      

      
        24. The Ancient Man

      

      
        25. The Lustful Nature

      

      
        26. The Midnight Sky

      

      
        27. The Intense Waves

      

      
        28. The Sun Rose

      

      
        29. The Crew Scrambled

      

      
        30. The Sweet Torture

      

      
        31. The Battered Ship

      

      
        32. The Emotion Building

      

      
        33. The Very Tip

      

      
        34. The Stale Air

      

      
        35. The Cold Detachment

      

      
        36. The Blood-Stained Shirt

      

      
        37. The Rough Cord

      

      
        38. The Wild Rush

      

      
        39. The Harrowing Image

      

      
        40. Epilogue

      

      
        
          Holiday Short Bonus Content

        

        
          
            1. The Holiday Spirit

          

          
            2. The Steady Wave

          

          
            3. Family Tides

          

          
            4. The Heart’s Gift

          

        

      

      
        
          Songs Beneath the Waves

        

        
          
            Songs Beneath the Waves

          

          
            1. The Storm and Oblivion

          

          
            2. Salt and Stars

          

          
            3. Songs in the Deep

          

          
            4. Starlight on Dark Waters

          

          
            5. Kneeling Kings

          

          
            6. Bound by Starlight

          

          
            7. Chosen by the Sea

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Riley Hunt

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by LS Embers

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This story is a dark retelling that combines elements of The Little Mermaid with Pirates of the Caribbean. It contains mature and intense themes that may be distressing to some readers. The content includes:

      

      

      
        
          	
        Strong sexual content, including explicit scenes
      

      	
        Knife play and cutting during sexual acts
      

      	
        Graphic violence
      

      	
        Multiple open door explicit sex scenes.
      

      	
        Depictions of hateful parental relationships and the death of a parent (mentioned but not depicted)
      

      	
        Themes of betrayal, manipulation, and soul binding against a character's will
      

      	
        Scenes involving the consumption of organs
      

      

      

      
        
        Reader discretion is strongly advised. This book is intended for mature audiences only. Please proceed with caution if any of these themes might be triggering or uncomfortable for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Blackened Sand

          

          The Pirate

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Many many years ago...

      

      

       Today was a good day to sell my soul. 

      From an early age, I’d always known that I’d been destined for great things. With a past wrought in hunger and pain, my greed and desire for the finer things pushed me to where I now stood. On the helm of the most prolific pirate ship as second to one of the most feared pirates to ever have sailed the seas. 

      Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I imagined myself at the helm, commanding my crew and claiming our spoils. The journey here had been difficult, and earning my place as first mate harder still, but I was ready to take a bold step towards achieving my ultimate goal. 

      It would come at a high price though—my very soul. 

      Everyone made sacrifices to reach the top, to become the greatest predator in a cutthroat world. No longer preyed upon or picked apart until nothing was left but bones, just a lifeless carcass discarded even by the birds above. My soul seemed a small price to pay for power and control. What was I doing with it anyway? 

      No longer would I be the discarded street urchin without parents, begging for scraps or a warm place to lay my head. Never again would I find myself without. I would have everything I’d ever wanted. Never poor nor hungry, and never without companionship or a warm body to share my bed. 

      My life was about to change. 

      A thick fog enveloped the ship, obscuring my vision as I gripped the railing with shaking hands. The stench of decay and salt filled my nostrils, making me gag as I leaned over the rail and spat into the sea. The ship’s speed had slowed, and several men readied the anchor as an island appeared in the distance, an otherworldly, purple glow emanating from it. As we steadily approached the land, the spell hiding it from view broke. 

      “Drop anchor!” I shouted over my shoulder, the salty spray of the sea misting my face. My chest tightened as the men worked behind me, and I pressed the conch shell to my beating heart. A shell that had cost a portion of my soul, a worthy price for what it had brought. I couldn’t turn back now; not when I was so close to unlocking its secrets. 

      My heart pounded, the cursed place now within reach. This was it—the sea witch’s lair, where I would gain the dark power that I craved, whatever the cost. Swallowing hard, I steeled myself as the ship slowed, the knot in my stomach tightening as waves rocked us side-to-side. In moments, my boots would hit the blackened sand, and my destiny would be sealed. This island would forever change me, for better or worse. The time had come to embrace my fate. 

      I turned my attention to the crew behind me. Not my crew, not yet. I still had a few obstacles in my way. My gaze flicked to where the captain stood, my lip curling. I tore my attention back to the men before me, those no longer securing lines now stood ready for my orders. Each one with hardened stares fixated on the island within our reach, an island that promised untold treasures and riches. Treasures which hadn’t been my primary goal but had worked finely as a catalyst to get them here. 

      The breeze carried salty sea droplets that clung to the strands of my long dark hair, the heavy dampness dripping to the shoulders of my heated black button-up. I shook my head, ridding myself of the moisture that clung to each strand. I smiled, breathing in heavily and relishing the taste of sea brine on my tongue. It tasted like home. 

      “Ready for this?” questioned Willy, my only true confidant. Scars stood out starkly against his tanned skin, slashing deeply across his right eye under the golden light of the sun still high within the sky. They were a constant reminder of our past struggles. He was one of the few who knew what we were truly doing here today. 

      “It’s as good a day as any,” I answered noncommittally. I tilted my face toward the sky, feeling the warmth against my skin as I breathed. There was something sweeter in the air too, something fragrant that drifted across the waters, from the island. To me, it smelled of my coming victory, my future, so close to my grasp that I could already taste the sweetness on my lips. 

      Nothing would stop me. Not now. Whoever said good things came to those who waited didn’t know what they were talking about. Good things came to those who took what they wanted. And I wanted… everything. 

      The boards beneath my feet groaned as the ship tilted from side to side, each wave rocking us to the sea’s rhythm. My body naturally matched the motions. I pulled the wide brimmed hat lower over my eyes. The ship finally came to a final stop a short distance from the island I’d spent months laying hints to have our captain eager to plunder. How could he resist? I’d let him know just how much treasure had been rumored to be hidden here, masked behind the magical fog that only fell from view if you came close enough. 

      My destination was a narrow village nestled within the trees. We’d spent months searching and sailing to find this hidden gem, but I’d known it would be worth it. Separated from the rest of the world by natural, and magical, barriers, this island held a powerful secret—one I had been seeking for far too long. I turned my back from the men, staring through the trees of the island. Somewhere, hidden within those trees, was the village I sought.  

      A hand slammed onto my dampened shoulder. “You’d best hope there’s treasure on this island, boy,” the captain said, a man they called Captain ‘Cannonball’ Jack. He’d gotten the name for his ferociousness on the high seas, a master of destruction with the cannon. He growled as he spat black goop, chewing tobacco, into the sea.  

      His gruffness melted away as he smiled at me, his blackened teeth on display as he gave my shoulder a squeeze. “It’s a proud day when a father sees his boy become a true pirate.” 

      A nerve ticked along my jaw as I clenched my teeth, forcing a smile when I wanted to growl back, to scream at him. He called himself my father but he was anything but. My stomach churned at the memories that floated to the surface, triggered by his fake endearment. 

      He had pulled me from the sea years ago when the ship I’d been sold to as a slave had been attacked by pirates. The entire ship had been sunk; the pieces left in a floating graveyard among the sea. The captain who had bought me from the markets as an orphaned street rat had been run through with a sword right in front of me, and the ship had fallen to the sea. I’d been lost beneath the rubble as it sunk, ready to die, until I’d found myself floating on one of the broken boards. 

      I’d waited a much slower death then, drying up beneath the rays of the sun. Dehydrated and starved. Alone and lost at sea. Until two days later when I found myself suddenly pulled upwards, toward a new boat. A boat that seemed oddly familiar as I lay on deck, coughing up the sea. 

      The captain had thought me too young to remember that it had been him who had attacked our ship. Or perhaps he’d forgotten that I’d stood just a few feet away as he’d run my previous owner through with his bloodied blade. I hadn’t forgotten. He was both my savior and my almost executioner.  

      The moment my eyes had locked with his, hatred ignited within me like a fiery inferno. This monster had nearly ended my life, only to drag me from the sea days later to force me into his own servitude. I harbored that loathing from our first encounter, stoking its embers nightly. One day, those flames would consume him. Soon. And then I would slit his throat, seize his accursed ship, and rule the very seas that had swallowed my hopes and dreams all those years ago. 

      Captain Jack pointed toward the island, oblivious to the mutinous thoughts smoldering within my mind. “Take the west end, boy.” 

      I nodded briskly as I turned my back to him. He’d take the east end, the section of land I’d deemed the richest in all our planning. He knew this island had been my find, claimed he was proud of me even, and yet he still would take the greatest riches from our plundering. As I walked away, a couldn’t help the grin that stretched across my face. If only he knew. 

      The men who would travel with me had already been selected, and they waited on the rowboat below. I swung over the railing, dropping into the rowboat like a stone into water. The small boat lurched, carrying us through the frothing sea with the sound of crashing waves and creaking wood as my men rowed.  

      Craggy cliffs loomed ahead, concealing our approach. I couldn’t be sure where the village lay within the trees, but I figured they’d have eyes on the beaches. We chose to approach a rougher terrain instead, where our rowboats could hide below the cliffs and out of sight. 

      A mammoth wave slammed our boat, nearly swallowing us into its depths as if the very sea fought our approach. I clung to the mast as the sea’s mist needled my skin. The captain’s rowboat floundered nearby, nearly capsizing into the roiling abyss. 

      “Row, you mangy dogs! Row!” I bellowed; my voice lost to the sea’s roar.  

      My men battled the frenzied waves with oars and sinew. Our destination sat so near, yet one capricious wave could dash our hopes on the sharpened rocks. At last, our boat scraped ashore. 

      We collapsed like marionettes with cut strings, the magic of the island broken as the dark sand and rocks was within our grips. We breathed deeply, wiping our brows of the sea as we gathered ourselves. Then, I stood, energy surging through my veins. My goal within tantalizing reach. Success in the salty air. 

      I gathered my trusted men, my hair hanging drenched like ragged seaweed. The captain’s boat still fought the sea as he steered them toward the eastern side of the island. Again, my lip curled with my delight. It had almost been too easy. 

      I turned to my men, who stood before me, ringing out their waterlogged clothing and waiting for my command. “The witch lurks on the far side, away from the village. It will be the only home distanced from the rest. While the captain chases for fool’s gold, we shall fulfill our purpose.” I searched their hard faces, my eyes practically glittering with my eagerness. “Are you with me?” 

      “Always, Black-Eyes,” Willy said.  

      The others at Willy’s back nodded grimly. All of us spent. The journey hadn’t been an easy one. But so close to my goal, I felt vitalized.  

      We plunged into the island’s shadowy interior like sharks entering bloodied waters. Toward my destiny. Toward my curse. The trees closed in around us as we moved swiftly. Sinister shadows danced around our small party, playing tricks on our eyes. The men at my back would gasp and jerk out of the way, but then sigh with relief seconds later as they realized what they’d seen hadn’t been real.  

      The distant calls of strange creatures echoed through these ancient woods. Creatures I’d never heard before. It was as if the island itself watched our progress with baleful eyes, resisting our presence. I glanced back at my men. Their shoulders were tense, hands hovering near weapons.  

      Only Willy seemed unperturbed, his single eye scanning the trees calmly. It made sense. I had told him more than I’d told the rest. 

      “Steady, lads,” I said quietly. “The witch’s lair isn’t far now.” 

      Off to our left, I noticed colors breaking through the greenery. The village. We continued moving through the woods, staying clear of the village as we searched out the witch’s lair. All my research pointed to the witch’s lair sitting on the far end of the village. Another jolt of energy flooded me as I realized just how close we were now. 

      The thick, snaking tree roots and dense undergrowth made our journey difficult. The mist rose again, cloaking the floor and muffling all sound. Unease settled over me as the air once again became charged with magic. 

      Through the mist, an ancient tower loomed, crooked and crumbling and festooned with vines. Dark energy radiated from its stones. The tower jutted out from the side of a small, old cottage. Plumes of ashy smoke escaped the chimney, and a few domesticated animals wandered the land nearby. Chickens. Goats. The atmosphere was both creepy and quaint, but I didn’t care about any of that. My gaze landed immediately on the weathered, wooden door that stood ajar. Beyond that lay the answers I sought. 

      I met each man’s gaze, seeing my own resolve reflected back at me. With a final check of our weapons, we approached the door. Our destiny waited within. 

      Before we reached our goal, I turned to them and said, “Remember, lads. No matter what happens here today, riches and glory await us. We must stand fast.” 

      They nodded, a similar eagerness glittering within their gazes. 

      I turned back to the door, drew in a deep breath, and stepped across the threshold and into the darkness beyond. 

      The time had come to seize my fate. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Weathered Crone

          

          The Pirate

        

      

    

    
      A 

      bell chimed, announcing my arrival, as I cautiously pushed the crooked, wooden door open. The pungent aroma of herbs and incense accosted my senses. Every inch of this room was cluttered with items; exotic fabrics adorned with oddities, jars of eyeballs and claws, ancient tomes, crystals glowing with eldritch light. So many things littered every surface, I didn’t know what to look at first, but then something caught my attention. 

      A counter stretched along the back of the single room, behind which stood a hunched crone, her mane of white hair tangled with beads of silver, blue, and black. Her face had been weathered by time, dark crevices cutting paths through her skin that told of her age. Her body covered something on the counter as she leaned over it, her long, gnarled fingers toying with an object I couldn’t quite make out.

      “I’ve been expecting you, Kipp the Pirate,” she rasped, her milky eyes meeting mine.

      I took a step forward, my men standing still at my back. I knew they would be ready to act on the drop of a pin should this turn sour. Until then, I kept my eye on the old woman before me, swallowing as I took another step toward her. “How do you know my name? How did you know that I was coming?”

      “That’s not what you really want, is it, Kipp?” she asked, her head tilting to the side as her milky eyes watched me.

      I shook my head. “I want it all. Fame, riches, control. I want you to make me undefeatable.” I paused, studying her with an intensity that spoke of my truest desires. I knew what I wanted. I wanted everything that had been denied me; riches, power, revenge.

      And I’d do anything to get it… even sell my soul if necessary.

      The old crone’s smile revealed blackened teeth as she sucked in a sharp breath as if she were tasting my need on the air. Her jaw snapped shut and then she cackled, a cruel smile twisting her lips as her eyes practically glittered.

      “All magic comes with a price. Are you sure that you are prepared to pay it?”

      With a nod, my jaw tightening with determination, I answered, “Whatever it takes.”

      She moved with surprising speed, her claw-like hand shooting out and grabbing my wrist within a grip too strong for her aged appearance. I struggled, but her hold was iron. She pressed a shiny, black pearl into my palm—the item she’d been toying with all this time—and closed my fingers around it.

      With her nose just inches from my own, her voice lowered as she said, “Consume this to gain what you desire, but be warned. You will come to regret it.” She let go of my hand then, watching me with a knowing look behind her milky gaze.

      I stared down at the pearl with a smile, laughing internally at her warning. There wasn’t a chance that I’d regret this. I’d waited too long already to get everything I deserved. I only hesitated for a moment before I tossed the pearl into my mouth, swallowing it.

      Sudden agony lanced through me as a dark power took its hold. I wrapped my arms around my middle as the crone’s laugher echoed around the room. My dark gaze snapped back to the old woman, shocked at what now stood in her place.

      Within moments, her features contorted into something else entirely. A young woman with alluring beauty now grinned wickedly in place of the weathered crone who had stood there just moments before. A sea witch. I had been searching for a powerful witch, and instead, I’d found something far worse.

      This young woman with flowing dark hair and captivating Mediterranean-colored eyes had once been a goddess of the seas, but then dark magic had consumed her heart, turning her towards land and corruption. Her laugher floated around me as agony consumed me, my feet back tracking as I stared, wide-eyed, at the sea witch.

      “I did warn you,” she cackled.

      Then the sea witch and the cottage dissolved around me, as if it had all just been a dream. I fell to my knees. Her laughter still on the wind as everything went black.

      ***

      My men and I woke a short distance from our rowboat a short time later. None of us knew how long had passed, and none of us spoke as we made our way back to the ship. My steps felt a bit lighter as I walked. The pearl had worked. The power flowed through my veins even now.

      We made our way back to the ship, rowing through the waters that seemed much calmer now. My men held confused looks upon their faces, but they obeyed my orders, knowing the spoils in our future would be worth it. As we made it back, we fastened the ropes and hauled ourselves upward with the help of the crew that had been left behind. A wicked joy ignited within me as I realized the captain’s boat had yet to return.

      The men left aboard the ship helped us tie off the rowboat and then gathered on center deck. I now stood before them, a crooked grin lifting my lips at what I was about to do, what I was about to pull off. We had eyes on our captain, his boat traveling back to the ship. It was now or never, and I was done waiting.

      “There is nothing of value on this island. You all heard how he reacted to the rumor of treasure on this barren island. I’ve always been honest with you, have I not? I led him here to untold treasure and he intended to take my find from me. You heard the way he spoke about it. His greed, his arrogance, it knows no bounds. There comes a time when a ship’s captain needs to be replaced, needs new blood. That time is now! Who’s with me?”

      I finished my speech, my curved blade in the air as I eyed the men gathered before me. I felt the pearl within my heart, felt it warm as my words worked their magic. They nodded, they hollered, and they threw their fisted weapons into the air.

      As soon as the captain returned from the expedition, his anger was palpable. Red faced and spitting curses as he stepped onto the deck, he made it clear he was not impressed with the lack of treasure on that island.

      I stood, my weapon at my side and a smirk lifting the corner of my mouth, and challenged him, launching a mutiny with the full support of the crew.

      “You treacherous scoundrel! After all the favors I’ve bestowed upon you?” he snarled as rage contorted his face.

      “Favors you’d have me repay you for the rest of my life! Draw!” I yelled, shaking my blade at him.

      The men he had taken with him on his rowboat pulled their weapons free, a defensive stance readied as they stood with the captain. These six men were his closest men; they’d been with him since the day he had become Captain. We would need to dispel them too.

      My closest allies clashed swords with them, the sound of metal ringing into the evening. Captain Jack pulled his weapon free within the blink of an eye. He’d always been known as one of the fiercest pirates there ever was. His sword slammed into mine, sending a vibration that I felt to my shoulder. Still, I knew I had the power of the pearl with me now. I wouldn’t fail. I couldn’t.

      His blade slashed my shoulder and I gasped, air whistling through my teeth as I retaliated. The wound gave me strength rather than weakening me, and I fought back with vigor. The ship around us fell silent, the last of his men dispatched by my own. I swung my blade, switching direction at the last moment, fooling him. The captain’s eyes widened as his blade clattered to the ship deck.

      I held him at the tip of my sword, guiding him backward. His feet teetered on the wooden plank that now belonged to my ship, suspended above the treacherous depths of the sea. My men had already thrown two of the bodies overboard. A group of sharks awaited their next feast, their hunger intense as they circled the ship. The captain glanced to the churning waters and a pallor washed over his features.

      “Kipp, you’re like a son to me. Don’t do this.”

      “A moment ago, I was a treacherous scoundrel. Now, I am a son?” I chuckled, allowing a glimpse of the darkness taking root within my being to the surface.

      The captain flinched at the expression I now held.

      As I looked upon him, the fear obvious on his face, all I could see were the faces of the children chained in the hull of a ship. They’d been forced to work their days away with the sailors under the searing hot sun. Their dirty and tear-stained faces as the ship had sunk, their limbs still held by restraints as their tiny bodies sank with the ship he had attacked. His greed causing countless, needless deaths. Their screams still echoed in my dreams.

      “I set you free!” Captain Jack growled, baring his teeth. Wind ruffled his hair and clothing, his back toward the expansive ocean as he faced me.

      “You sank the ship I was on. You destroyed all the other children on that ship. How could you not recognize who I was? I’d watched you shove your blade through the captain’s chest. I stood right there.” My grin twisted into a sinister expression, reflecting the revenge that had consumed me for over a decade. “Then you pulled me from the water days later, after you had slaughtered my people. I’ve been biding my time, patiently waiting for this moment, for retribution.”

      With those final words, accompanied by the captain’s shocked and betrayed expression, I impaled him upon my blade, giving him a swift kick that sent his dying form into the water. His screams echoed out over the sea until the water garbled his cries, the sharks latching onto their next meal. I stood there, watching as crimson spread and painted the water with my victory.

      Turning, I faced the crew as my men tossed the last corpse. “Well, my crew, I am Captain now, and I have some grand plans for us. Some of you already know some of what I have planned. Are you still with me?”

      Chants of ‘Captain Kipp’ resonated through the air as they cheered. I’d planted these seeds over months, and it had played out exactly as planned. I ordered the men, my men, into position. Their cheery songs of victory rang out into the evening as we sailed away from the island that began it all.

      It didn’t take me long to fill Captain Jack’s sailor shoes, and soon I became the most feared pirate upon the vast seas, accumulating unimaginable wealth and fame. My men wanted for nothing, their loyalty mine for all time.

      Gradually, a realization crept upon me like a somber shadow. The curse concealed within the fortune bestowed upon me by the sea witch began to manifest its insidious nature. Gold brought no joy, conquests brought no satisfaction. My heart, tainted by darkness, knew only loneliness, and the void within could never be filled.

      Too late, I comprehended the crone’s foreboding warning. The allure of power and the insatiable grip of greed exacted a profound toll. The magic of the cursed pearl had taken hold of my body and soul, dooming me to an eternity of hollow pursuits, forever yearning for the meaning and love my heart craved. The curse consumed me, an unrelenting force that refused to release its hold.

      Years later, I embarked on a quest to seek out the elusive crone, desperate to find her. Yet, the island had moved, and my search proved fruitless. I was forced to reach out to her in the realm of dreams, caught in the clutches of a tormenting nightmare. In this vision, the sea witch appeared, her teeth blackened and a cruel smile adorning her face. Her words drifted upon the winds as I awakened from a restless slumber.

      Only a siren’s kiss can break your curse for it was the kiss of a siren’s death that plagued you, her ethereal voice whispered.

      Clarity flooded my mind as I sat bolt upright in the bed of my captain’s quarters. I knew what I must do. I needed a siren, for without her intervention, the dark magic that held me captive would consume my very essence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            The Wickedness Lurking

          

          The Pirate

        

      

    

    
      “Another dead end, Captain,” the man to my right informed me as I stared blankly at him. I couldn’t recall his name. Just another first mate in a long line of first mates. I missed Willy. At least I could remember his name… 

      The darkness within me must have attempted to leak out as I’d been lost in thought because the first mate blanched, stepping backward as he stared at me through wide eyes. That had been happening more often lately; a fact that worried me. I never remembered my actions in those moments. It was as if I lost myself to the darkness as it consumed me piece by piece. 

      I turned, dismissing him, and his fear of me, without a word. I stood at the helm of my ship, the sea breeze rippling through my dark hair. To the outside world looking in, I was every inch the notorious pirate captain—rich, feared, unrivaled in power across the seven known seas. Everything I wanted was mine for the taking, but it had come at too-steep a cost. I knew that now. 

      I had everything I’d bargained for, but it left a cold, infinite emptiness. At first, the glint of plunder and taste of victory had satisfied my greed and ambition. As the years stretched on, a never-ending hollowness grew within me. Everything I wanted was worthless. 

      The ocean glistened and rippled the same as it always had, glittering beneath the warm rays of the sun. The days had melted into years and the years into decades. It all turned meaningless. An endless loop that brought no joy, no sense of accomplishment. Just an empty void. Not even the regret of forcing the sea witch to give me this power could fill this void. I now knew it for the curse it was. 

      No one looking upon my tall, commanding figure would ever guess the darkness festering within, not truly. They might sense it from time to time when it consumed me, but I’d become quite good at reining it in over the years. Even those with the sight couldn’t see the wickedness lurking beneath my skin. My attitude, however, now that had become twisted and dark as that void continued to grow within, eating me alive from the inside. 

      “Set it on fire,” I demanded, my voice a low rumble as I grasped the worn wood of the helm with a white-knuckled grip. 

      “Set what on fire?” the man asked. 

      We both looked out at the woods containing the village that had once held the sea witch. A village I’d spent untold years searching for. My gaze hardened, anger tightening within my gut as it simmered. Nothing. We’d found nothing. 

      “The village,” I’d said between clenched teeth, as if a part of me wanted to hold the wicked words in. 

      “But…” the first mate began, his words trailing from him as if he couldn’t fathom my decision to burn a village to the ground.  

      My icy black eyes glared at him. He was new. He didn’t know me well enough yet. He’d learn all the wicked things inside of me soon enough. Everything was mine for the taking. Anything I wanted. Except the ability to break this damn curse. 

      “There might be people hiding who we didn’t find, or they might come back and find their village burned to the ground and their food storage with it,” the man said, rooted to the spot with an unsure flicker behind his eyes as he watched me.  

      My gaze snapped to him and his braveness, then I smirked, and he shrunk back. I knew he wouldn’t be on this ship for long. Probably gone by the time we left the next port. This man reminded me so much of myself at his age. I hoped he did leave the ship, hoped he left this life before he ever found more than he bargained for, before he ended up like me.  

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion. I said burn it. Now!” I demanded, knowing these very words would be what sent him over the edge. I’d secured his future just as I’d cursed mine. He may never thank me for it, but he’d be off the ship and have hope. 

      I’d spent the years of my youth believing the curse nothing more than a myth, but the wickedness had been feasting on my soul for years. Smiles turned to sneers; mercy to a ruthless cruelty. The man I had been…drowned in darkness. 

      The only hope I had left was to find the sea witch and force her to break the curse, but she’d been clever. Her lair always hidden by magic. I’d spent decades searching, but I always returned empty handed, the darkness consuming me from within unrelenting. 

      Tonight, after finding the original island, the original cabin, that emptiness was a gnawing abyss. It had taken far longer than I cared to admit to find this piece of wretched land, only to learn it wasn’t her only accursed hiding place. As I turned from the man, gazing down upon the blackened waves below, wayward thoughts of ending my cursed existence surfaced. I tightened my grip on the helm, shaking my head as I closed my eyes dejectedly. There had to be another way. 

      I tilted my chin, gazing up at the stars. My mind racing for solutions and finding none. And then it came. One desperate, dangerous plan to find the witch and break her infernal curse. A plan that would take trickery, courage, and sacrifice. 

      I drew myself upward, my spine straightening, my eyes glinting with wicked delight. By my black heart, I would be free of this living nightmare. I vowed it. 

       

      

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The Anger Bubbled

          

          The Siren

        

      

    

    
      “Y ou will take your place at my side,” the deep voice of my father demanded as I drifted deep in the sea before him. The water so dark around us that my eyes worked to adjust. The lights of the underwater city flickered in the distance, flashing in the angry irises of my father as he glared at me. 

      I never wanted this. Never wanted to be the daughter of the god ruling over the siren kingdom. Never wanted to rule everything if he, a seemingly eternal man, ever went to the underworld. His demise unlikely given the long lives and immense power of gods, but there were always duties and expectations. I wanted none of it. 

      The piercing gaze of Poseidon fell upon me, his trident gripped menacingly as he held himself several inches above me. His mortal legs had been replaced by a powerful, navy blue and golden tail, a reminder of his godly status. He’d waited years, biding his time until I was deemed old enough to take over Atlantis while he returned to Olympus. My mother, the siren queen, had once ruled this kingdom before her untimely death. It was always meant to be mine, a thought that had weighed me down with dread. 

      Poseidon’s visits to Olympus had become more frequent, leaving me as regent for extended periods of time. The tightness in his jaw and the way his eyes always held a faraway look within them made it clear he no longer wanted the burden of Atlantis’ throne. As he peered into the depths of the ocean beyond our city, I could feel the tension building between us. The weight of responsibility hung heavy in the water around us. It was becoming a constant thought within us both, my ascension… and his release back to the greater seas, no longer confined to a single city within them. 

      I watched him as he stared off into the distance. He looked to be in his mid-thirties. Siren’s lived long lives, but they were not eternal, and they were not incapable of dying. To kill a god though, to kill one of the three most powerful gods…well, that was nearly impossible. 

      That didn’t mean I hadn’t imagined just that happening. Oh, the thought had fluttered within the back of my mind more often than it should, considering this cold man was my father. 

      “You’ve been nothing but disappointing so far, Talia. You are half-god, far better than any other siren, and yet, you continue to fail me when I leave you in charge.” He paused, his intense inspection traveling up my body from the tip of my tail back to my face. The wrinkle forming in his brow let me know that I’d even failed this intrusive inspection. None of this was anything I wasn’t used to. “You are the daughter of the god of sea. As you leave for this right of siren passage, know this: I expect you to return as the most powerful siren to ever have existed, or you don’t come back at all. Do you hear me?” 

      I scoffed, a flutter of bubbles filling the water between us at the movement my mouth made. “So touching, Father. I’m so glad we could have this talk.”  

      His eyes flashed red. Neither of our lips moved as we spoke, our words traveling mind-to-mind within the quiet depth of the sea. However, even within our minds, the tone was unmistakable.  

      “When you return, you will take over as ruler of Atlantis.” Poseidon studied me, his gaze hardening. “If you come back powerful, like I expect of you, then I will allow you to choose your mating then. Otherwise, the choice will be mine once again.” 

      My lips pressed together into a thin line, barely holding in the snarl and hiss bubbling up in my throat. He wouldn’t have heard it, but the expression on my face would have made my intent obvious. He’d have known I let my anger get the best of me. Sirens didn’t have the same emotional propensity as mortals, but as he had mentioned, I was a half-goddess, and sometimes those pesky emotions that even gods were prone to were something I fought to suppress.  

      I floated backward, hoping that the distance would help cool my boiling blood. I’d learned long ago that only his anger was acceptable. My rage warred within me, my teeth clenched as I held my face passive and hard, but he always saw far too much. He was my father, but he would use anything against me. He’d highlight my every failure. Just as he had several years ago during my first mating. Matings that were typically female chosen, the first of which holding immense importance. 

      The memories brought with them a wave of anxiety that washed over me, crashing down like fallen rocks from a cliff. I tried to push the thoughts away, to bottle them up before the betrayals of my seventeen-year-old self threatened my composure. I ground my teeth, but the anger bubbled to the surface despite my strangled hold. 

      “Why are you giving me away again? Am I just your personal whore?” My words came slow and venomous, dripping with malice from my mind as they slithered from my hold. 

      My father glared at me. “There are consequences to our choices, Talia. To your choices.” 

      Guilt slammed into me like a frenzied shark, crushing and all-consuming. I’d been in charge a month ago when catastrophe had struck. It had been during my watch over Atlantis when the once impenetrable barrier of the great underwater city had shattered, unleashing a merciless swarm of sharks that ravaged our city. 

      Just like when my mother had died. 

      I dropped his gaze then, unable to hold it as a void opened within my chest. We’d lost countless lives that day, innocent lives and numerous children, leaving behind only grief and devastation. The weeping and wailing of my people as we laid our loved ones to rest still haunted my dreams. My father had returned from his trip early, seething at having been called back before planned. He’d wasted no time in reminding me that those losses were mine to bear, my responsibility. As future Queen of Atlantis, he took every opportunity to remind me the weight of my future duty. 

      So, he had taken away my choices. Had I known that had been his intent, I would never have chosen to enter the ceremony that year… 

       

      

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            The Light Glittered

          

          The Siren

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Several years ago…

      

      

       As I stood before our people, knowing they expected me to call the name of my chosen mate, I forced my emotions down and held myself before them with my lips pressed firmly together. My gaze landed on the male I would have chosen, a handsome, young man who had been courting me for a while, blushing at the dirty thoughts that filled my mind of what the two of us could have done with one another. I swallowed, knowing it could never be as my father drifted up next to me.  

      I bowed to him as he came to a stop, his lips pressing proudly to my forehead in a way that I knew he only did for show in front of our people. He didn’t speak, and a flicker of hope built within me as I stared down at my choice again. Maybe I’d get to choose my mate after all. 

      With my attention on him, a blush crawling up my neck, I said, “I choose⁠—” 

      “—My daughter, Princess Talia, will be choosing Proteus, God of the Deep Sea,” my father interrupted my words, his voice booming out across the throne room. 

      My gaze fell from the man I would have chosen for myself, and I focused on the smooth, stone tile below as I traced the lines. My jaw clenched and unclenched as the chamber became eerily quiet. This grand room held an elegance to it, but in this moment, it had stolen my will, my choice, my hope. As I glanced up at those gathered before us, anger ignited in the pit of my stomach as pity flashed behind my peoples’ eyes. 

      I’d known he would choose for me, but I hadn’t realized his choice would be so cruel. I turned my attention toward him, my chin tilting upward to meet his gaze, unable to mask the disappointment held within my stare. 

      “Consequences, Daughter,” he said low enough for only me to hear. 

      With the choice made for me, the ceremony concluded and, soon after, the throne room cleared. The man I would have chosen lingered but left realizing I wouldn’t have a chance to speak with him without the watchful gaze of my father. I hadn’t had a chance to warn him before the ceremony had begun, and now guilt hung heavy within my heart because he’d been just as blindsided as I had been. Eventually, only Proteus remained, and my father left to his chambers. 

      Proteus’ stooped form stood in the center of the grand throne room, the old and withered fish tail of his resting along the pristine tiles as if he couldn’t bear his own weight within the water. He grinned up at me through blackened teeth, and I smiled politely back at him as my stomach churned with the sight of his chipped front tooth. He was an ancient man, with an odd, fat tail and deep crevices that cut paths through his face like the deepest canyons in the sea. Yet, as he looked at me, it was as if there was pity behind his tired eyes, and I found it difficult to hold his stare, turning toward the exit instead. 

      Proteus and I made our way to Siren Island, where all siren went once a year as they gained their legs for the mating ritual. The island sat not far off from where Atlantis was located deep beneath the sea. Proteus, often referred to as ‘old man,’ swam next to me silently. Neither of us speaking to the other as we left the city for the island above. 

      This was supposed to be a happy occasion, a freeing one, but instead, I felt as if I’d been sold off, bargained away, and used. I had told my father I was too young to rule Atlantis for his lengthy visits away, that I didn’t want the responsibility. Those deaths should never have been my responsibility, and this should never have been my consequence to bear. 

      We came to the shore of Siren Island, beaching ourselves on the rocky shallows as the magic took hold of our tails. Proteus had experienced this before, but for me, this would be the first time I saw my legs. Water frothed around my tail, roiling angrily around my scales and hiding them from sight for several long seconds. When the water calmed, smooth naked skin took the place of my once magnificent tail. 

      Proteus stood, his pale legs only bare from the knee down. I sat within the water still, my ass in the sand below the surface as I stared up at him. He wore a simple pair of shorts that he couldn’t have been wearing before, shorts I knew did not cover my own unmentionables. I simply lifted a brow, flicking a glance to the piece of clothing and then back up to his eyes. 

      “Just use your mind to envision the clothing. Your awakening power should be able to conjure them into existence,” he said simply, the silver light of the moon casting a soft glow against his pale, rounded belly. 

      I let my eyes drift closed and did what he said, picturing a simple black, form-fitting pair of shorts into place. The water frothed around my waist once more and, seconds later, I felt something hug my lower limbs tightly. My fingers prodded the fabric at my hips, and a pleasant sense of victory made me smile before I remembered why I was here. 

      Proteus lowered his hand, offering me help to my newfound feet. I placed my fingers into his weathered hold, letting him pull me to my legs as my stance wobbled, unbalanced and unused to standing on two legs rather than swimming within the deep waves. He guided me further along the beach, each step slow and purposeful as I relished the feeling of sand between my toes. My gaze swept the island I’d spent the past year dreaming of coming to with my chosen mate, the ocean to our backs as the waves kissed the land like a tease that ebbed and flowed. 

      I stumbled a few times before I gained the strength and balance to proceed without support from Proteus, and he let me go so that I could enjoy these first moments of having my legs. The air swept through the island with the salty scent of the sea, its cold touch blowing lengths of my hair from where I’d let it hang over my bare breasts. The scales along my skin had faded, and even with the clothing I’d envisioned around my waist, I felt bare beneath the starry night. 

      “Listen,” I began, turning to face Proteus and gasping in shock, the rest of my words suddenly forgotten as my jaw hung open. 

      Proteus no longer stood behind me, at least, not the Proteus I expected, the one I’d arrived here with. Now, in his place, stood a young, tall, muscular man with sable hair and piercing blue eyes. The wrinkles and spots of age no longer marred his skin, only smooth, clear skin remained. My eyes drifted to the bulging muscles of his arms, the lines cutting through his chest, the v dipping below the waistband of his simple shorts.  

      “I feel that I have stolen your voice,” he teased, his grin showing brilliant, straight teeth. Even the chipped front tooth no longer winked within his smile as he stared at me through an amused expression. 

      My head tilted as I looked upon him. There was something different about him, more so than simply his age. A certain kindness in his expression that had made me pause. My brow wrinkled as I stuttered, my voice unsure as I replied, “You’re not old.”  

      My eyes grazed his smooth skin, the corded muscle that rippled with his movements. His form more manly than the young male I’d originally chosen. 

      He chuckled. “My eyes are up here.” 

      My gaze snapped up to meet his, catching the amused glimmer within the blue of his eyes. I crossed my arms over my chest, pressing into the flesh of my breasts as I lifted my chin. “I’m aware of that.” I waved my hand to indicate his young form. “Why pretend?” 

      “Have you met the god of the sea lately?” He shrugged, offering me his arm in a silent invitation. 

      I looped my pale arm through his and joined him as he led us through the beach, wriggling my toes in the sand with every step. I couldn’t get enough of the feel of it shifting between my toes. We walked along the shore a short distance until we came to a clear beach with white sand. He lowered himself into the sand, stretching his legs out in front of him as he looked up at where I still stood. 

      “You might as well join me,” he said with a long sigh. 

      I didn’t budge. “You’re not going to just…” I trailed off, swallowing the rest of the words that lodged within my throat. 

      “What?” he said with a weak laugh. “I’m not just going to throw you down and force myself upon you, taking something you’re not ready to give?”  

      My heart pounded in my chest as I watched him smile sadly.  

      He gave his head a slow shake. “No, I think not. Instead, I think I’m just going to make myself comfortable and enjoy the evening beneath the stars and away from so many eyes of judgement.” He patted the sand next to him. “Care to join me?” 

      With my stomach in knots of worry that slowly began to detangle themselves, I tried to lower myself, my legs almost pitching me face first into the sand next to him as they still remained weak from lack of use.  

      “Don’t worry,” Proteus murmured through a barely concealed smile. “You will get used to them.” 

      “How often are you on land?” I asked as I settled into the sand next to him, stretching my legs out as he had but crossing them at the ankles as I leaned back onto my elbows. I tilted my chin skyward and breathed in deeply, gazing up softly at the stars glittering within the skies above.  

      “Almost every day,” he admitted, leaning back as I had. His eyes stared out at the horizon, where the colors blended and changed as the sun dipped out of sight. So rarely had I bothered looking at the sky, always consumed with the depths of the sea, that I was almost in a state of awe as I watched the night fall upon us. 

      “Zeus’ kingdom is beautiful, is it not?” I asked in amazement. 

      Proteus let out a derisive snort. “The sky may seem beautiful, but it’s always under the control of Zeus, its oppressor.”  

      His words were heavy with bitterness, and I fell silent as I continued gazing upward. As the sun fell completely behind the horizon, the moon broke free of its cloudy embrace once more, casting silver light across the surface of the sea. The light glittered across the water and this moment, even spent without the male I would have chosen, felt magical. 

      We lay like that in silence for what felt like hours until I released a content sigh and turned toward him. “I know I didn’t choose you, nor you me, but if you’d like we could…” I trailed off, feeling an unfamiliar heat spread across my chest and face. I knew what was expected of me, and I knew my father would twist this into another failure if I didn’t do my duty. 

      “You’re cute, and I’m flattered, but no.” He paused, studying my face before turning toward the sky again. “I’m afraid my heart belongs to another, and I would be unable to give you the experience you deserve.” 

      I sighed and chewed my lower lip as I sat up. “Thank you.” 

      “For?” 

      I smiled, my body relaxing as my fingers played within the white sand beneath us. “For not forcing me. My father took away my choice as a punishment for failing our people.” I sighed, looking out across the dark, calm water. “I know I deserved it. They died because I couldn’t protect them in his stead.” I let my head lower, my hair curtaining my face as I finished, “I don’t know how to turn them off.” 

      “Turn what off?” he asked, sitting up with me.  

      Concern flashed behind his blue eyes, breaking me down even further. I felt I could trust him. Something I hadn’t given anyone. It should have made me more cautious, but that kindness I’d seen in him earlier still shone through his every feature as he watched me closely. I tossed that caution to the wind, realizing I needed to trust someone, I needed to tell my fears to someone. 

      I looked up at him then, tears brimming within my gaze and blurring my vision. All of it a weakness and so unbecoming of a siren, especially that of the siren heir. “My emotions.” 

      Sirens weren’t supposed to have emotions. The confession hung like a solid weight in the air between us. My breath halted in my chest as I waited for him to say something. Anything. 

      “Let me guess,” he replied, his gaze not leaving mine as he spoke. “You think you shouldn’t feel them? That you should be vicious, cold, reserved, and logical like most sirens appear?” 

      I nodded, my lower lip sucking in between my teeth as I stopped it from trembling. For the first time in my life, I felt seen. I felt heard. 

      “It’s a lie, you know,” he mumbled, once again falling backward into the sand. He lowered himself until he lay his head into his cupped hands, his attention on the stars twinkling above. “Even more so for you, a child of one of the prime three gods.” 

      “What’s a lie?” I lay back into the sand, twisting onto my side and propping my head up onto my bent arm as I stared at him. My hair fell around my chest in dark waves that covered my bare breasts as my legs curled slightly within the white sand. 

      “Sirens have emotions, but they’re more primal and predatory. The gods, which accounts for half of you, are some of the biggest emotional babies that I’ve ever met.” 

      I gasped, my gaze shooting to the stars at his blasphemous words. If any of them overheard us, I couldn’t tell. I suddenly remembered Proteus was also a god. Maybe the rules differed for him, maybe he was safe to speak as he wished? 

      “How old are you?” I knew gods could appear younger, like my father, Poseidon, who usually chose to bear the features of someone in their thirties. Proteus, in this state he had chosen now, looked to be in his mid-twenties, though his usual state had been that of an old, weathered man. “Is this your true face?” 

      He chuckled, his gaze sparkling as his shoulders shook. “Yes, this is my real face. I use the old man visage to keep eyes off of me, as well as my age. It isn’t really important.” 

      I shook my head. I didn’t know much about Proteus, but I suspected he was as old as Poseidon, if not older and from another primal line.  

      “The real question, the more important topic right now, is not why you can’t suppress your emotions, but what you choose to do with them.” 

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”  

      Despite the dimness of night, his eyes sparkled almost mischievously. He turned to me then, pulling his attention from the stars above to my wide and curious gaze. “What would Talia do for love? What would you do to be loved? Isn’t that what you truly want?” he asked, watching me in such a way that it felt like he saw far too much. It was as if he saw more than I wanted him to see. 

      I twisted onto my back, turning from him as I peered to the sky instead. His words made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure why. “I would do nothing because love is weakness. Power is all that I want and need.” I had spoken with a fierce determination, but the words felt hollow even to my ears. I didn’t need love, I reassured myself, nodding as if answering myself. 

      That wistful smile returned on Proteus’ face. “We shall see,” he mumbled.  

      His words fell into the night simply enough, but for the first time in my existence, it felt as if his words caressed my bared skin like a prophecy spoken to life. I shivered as I continued watching the skies above, the slow passage of time as the waves hit the beach with a soothing rhythm. 

      A bond had formed between us that day, and an unlikely friendship had blossomed. We’d spent the evening beneath the sky, enjoying each other’s company as we talked all night long. As we’d entered the sea under the dawning light, our tails fusing our legs together beneath our scales once more, I prepared myself for the wrath of my father for having not performed my duty.  

      The two of us faced Poseidon, and then Proteus did the unthinkable. He lied to the most powerful god of all the seas. His words were like a slap in the face, and for a moment, it had felt like a betrayal to the friendship we’d formed as he said, “Thank you for gifting your daughter’s first mating to me. I am honored.” 

      I wanted to snarl as I realized my true place within my father’s life. Nothing more than a gift, an object to be discarded if I stepped out of line. Poseidon dismissed him with barely a word, and as Proteus left, his back to my father, he winked before disappearing before my eyes. He’d lied for me, and my anger dissipated just like that. 

      My father had taken my choice from me, but it hadn’t ended tragically as he’d wanted. Instead, Proteus and I had a budding friendship that bloomed from the secret we both kept from the god of the sea. 

       

      

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            The Night Within

          

          The Siren

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present day

      

      

       “Remember,” Poseidon said, the golden scales of his navy-blue tail winking beneath the bioluminescent light of the throne room. He was a handsome man, his long, chestnut hair undulating in the water around his jaw like a heavenly aura. “You have three full moons to complete your siren ritual⁠—”  

      “—Yes, I know,” I interrupted him, my hand giving an indignant twist as a bored expression fell over my features. “Three full moons to make a mortal fall in love with me so that I can then tear out their heart and consume it beneath the full glow of the moon once I return to the sea.”

      It was not as if this was a new ritual. Sirens had been performing it since the dawn of our species. The memory of him taking my choices away from me still fresh in my mind had me unwilling to listen to him explain something I’d known was coming since I’d been a little girl. Mom had told me tales of her own ritual many times as a bedtime story. I didn’t need Poseidon telling me of my people’s rite of passage.

      “Then you know that if you fail in this, as you have failed in many of your previous duties, that you will never return to the sea. Your tail will be stolen from you, and you will be forced to live on land for the rest of your days,” he said, a smirk lifting the edge of his lips as he turned from me.

      We hung in the water in the center of the throne room, just the two of us. The purple iridescent scales of my tail catching the light of the glowing stones that lit the chambers, causing my tail to almost wink like the stars of a moonlit sky. Ever since I’d been forced to the beach with Proteus, I couldn’t help but see the magic of the night within my scales.

      Large, smooth, pure white stone made up the walls of the underwater palace, and every surface gleamed within the bright glow emitted from the glowing stones and chandeliers of bioluminescent coral. It created an ethereal atmosphere that soothed my heart and soul, an atmosphere I knew I’d sorely miss during my time on land. This rite of passage would differ greatly from my time beneath the magical skies on Siren Island with Proteus, and it almost seemed as if my father hoped I’d fail, but I dispelled the thought as soon as it came. That couldn’t be true.

      My father moved through the water with little effort, coming to a stop before the elaborate throne that had once belonged to my mother. He turned, his fierce blue gaze meeting mine as his fingertips curled around the arms of it as he took a slow and deliberate seat.

      As much as I’d love to rid myself of his antics, I knew remaining on land would be its own torture. Sure, I looked forward to the experience, yearned for it even, but to never have the freedom of floating deep within the sea, to lose my tail for good… It would be the slowest, most painful death of my soul imaginable.

      “I know what to do, Father. You need not worry for me,” I said, gritting my teeth at the sight of him in my mother’s place.

      “I hope so,” he replied, leaning back into the throne’s deep hold. “Because if you give into the mortal emotions, if you fail to rip his heart out within three months, you will never return to the sea, and you will be a disappointment to your mother’s memory.”

      I turned from him, unable to contain the anger. Instead, I propelled myself forward, pushing through the water until I hovered next to the wall of portraits. Every past ruler of Atlantis hung along these walls. As I stared up at the form of my long-lost mother, my fingers drifting toward the smooth skin of her painted cheek, my anger faded.

      My father was right. This rite of passage was one of the main reasons our population had been dwindling. So many of our people had been lost to the land as they either chose to stay on land longer than the three full moons they had to complete their ritual or failing their ritual all together. The longer they stayed on land without completing the ritual, the harder it became to avoid the emotions that plagued the humans, making it easier for them to succumb to the feelings of their heart. Our best warriors finished their rituals within the first month.

      Becoming a siren required a careful balance. It required calculation, fortitude, and perseverance. I would need to deceive a human with my love without succumbing to that love myself. The ultimate test of my resolve. It was vital I found the perfect victim. Three moons was not a lot of time, and if I chose the wrong person, someone resistant to my charms, I would waste precious time and risk losing my powers.

      As I turned, seeing my father stretched in the throne that had once belonged to my mother and was meant to belong to me next, a determination settled over me like a gentle wave. I refused to fail my ritual.

      “Father,” I cooed, a smile I didn’t entirely feel stretching across my lips as I drifted closer to where he sat. My gaze hardening as he watched my approach. “If I fail to perform this ritual, fail to gain my power, what will you do? Do you plan to take over the throne indefinitely?”

      He glanced over my shoulder then, his fingers steepling in his lap as a menacing grin twisted his lips. A malicious glitter looked back at me as he nodded to something behind me. “Actually,” he said, an amused lilt to his voice. “He will.”

      As I whipped around in the water, a flurry of bubbles fluttering around me with my quickened movement, I noticed we were no longer alone. A younger male swam forward, a blank look upon his face as he pushed himself toward us with the flick of a familiar-looking tail. A tail that held the same deep blue hue as my father’s, the same lines of gold setting it alight with every movement he made.

      He hadn’t arrived alone either. The goddess, Amphitrite, floated along behind him. Her long, dark hair fell well below her waist, twisted with lengths of sea flowers. Her wide, icy blue eyes held an amused glitter as she looked from the young male at her side to my father on the throne.

      “Talia, my dear, meet your new mother and your brother, Triton.”

      I backed away from my father, my head shaking with disbelief. “No,” I said to him. “You promised this was my kingdom. This throne belonged to my mother. It is rightfully mine!”

      With nothing but a thought, a whirlpool caught me, flinging me in all directions within the center of the throne room until it held me, locked in place, above Poseidon. Unable to move. Unable to catch a breath. Fire burned within his eyes as he glared up at me.

      “This is my ocean,” he said, his words clipped and his voice loud within all of our minds. “These are my seas!” The water rippled within his wrath. “I decide who rules. So, if you do not prove your worth, if you do not come back more powerful, then you will come back as nothing. If I were you, I would not come back at all.”

      He flung his wrist, and the whirlpool, with me held firmly within its icy embrace, whipped through the seas. He had dismissed me without so much as a farewell. My stomach rocked within me, nausea lifting within my throat as I squeezed my eyes shut, unable to see past the rushing waters.

      When the frothing water finally stilled, I found myself splayed out on the shore of an unknown beach. The sun dipped slowly beyond the horizon. Soon, the moon would be high in the sky, and the day of my twenty-first birthday would dawn. There would be no celebration as I’d been cast out. In my father’s wrath, he’d denied me even that.

      I slipped back into the sea as soon as the sea finished churning at Poseidon’s command. In the weeks leading up to this day, I’d set in motion a strategy that would aid my story once on land. I needed to set that plan in motion before letting my tail transform into legs. There would be no returning to the sea until I held a heart within my fist.

      The time for my rite of passage had arrived, and I didn’t think there was a living soul who wanted me to succeed. I knew what my mother would have wanted though, and so I would do this for her, for my mother, and I would not fail.

      Otherwise, I would lose everything my mother had wanted for me.
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