





[image: image]














[image: image]












First published in Great Britain in 2024 by


[image: image]


Jo Fletcher Books


An imprint of


Quercus Editions Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2024 Natalie Sellers


Excerpt from A Reign of Rose by Kate Golden copyright © 2024 Natalie Sellers


Original map design by Jack Johnson


Book design by Daniel Brount


Interior art: Flower background © sokolova_sv/Shutterstock.com


The moral right of Kate Golden to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52943 407 1


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.quercusbooks.co.uk









Books by Kate Golden


[image: image]


A Dawn of Onyx


A Promise of Peridot









For my readers.


They’re really all for you.


Your passion changed my life. Thank you for everything.









A world of lighte blessed across the Stones,


A king doomed to fall at the hands of his second son.


A city turned to ash and bones,


The fallen star will mean war has once again begun.


The final Fae of full blood born at last,


Will find the Blade of the Sun inside her heart.


Father and child will meet again in war a half century past,


And with the rise of the phoenix will the final battle start.


A king who can only meet his end at her hands,


A girl who knows what she must choose,


A sacrifice made to save both troubled lands,


Without it, an entire realm will lose.


A tragedy for both full Fae, as each shall fall,


Alas it is the price to pay to save them all.


LIGEIA, THE SEER OF LUMERA, 113 YEARS AGO
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ARWEN


I ’M GOING TO BE SICK AGAIN,” WARNED RYDER AS HE HUNG his head over the wet steel edge of the ship. Angry droplets of rain pelted us both as I rubbed soothing circles into the damp fabric clinging to my brother’s back.


“I’m here,” I said, trying to send lighte into his knotted stomach. I waited, and waited some more, until I couldn’t help but tense my fingers against the void I felt where my lighte should have regenerated days ago.


Nothing.


Still nothing.


Ryder retched into the churning sea below us.


In the ten days since the battle of Siren’s Bay, I had healed the entire ship of all their wounds without my power. The injuries inflicted by Lazarus’s army, burns singed and gashes slashed by both lighte and Fae weapons, were more damaging to the Onyx and Peridot soldiers than any mortal steel. It had been the most taxing work I’d ever done.


And all the while, elbow-deep in bandages and sickly, fevered sweat, I tried to grieve.


We had held a small, makeshift funeral for her—the woman I had always thought was my mother. Against the rhythmic creaking of ropes and the quiet flapping of sails, the unscathed soldiers aboard had lowered her body into the sea beneath us. I said a few words, all of which felt flat and foreign in my mouth. Mari sang a hymn. Ryder cried. Leigh didn’t look at any of us, and then slunk into our cabin belowdecks before we even finished.


It had been awful.


Kane had asked if he could join us. I believe his words were, “I’d like to be there for you, if you’ll let me.” As if his presence might have somehow made me feel better, instead of infinitely, infinitely worse. I hadn’t wanted him anywhere near my family. Or what had been left of them.


Then, the storm came.


A thunderous assault of rain, with waves that sloshed against the ship like battering rams. It raged and raged throughout our entire journey. Those who sought even a minute’s reprieve from stale cabin air were immediately soaked in a frigid deluge. Yesterday the captain had rationed the ship’s coals, leaving us without hot water. I already couldn’t stomach any more lukewarm porridge.


I looked down at my fingers on Ryder’s back. They were eternally pruned, like little raisins. He heaved again, and down the bow a couple feet, a Peridot woman in a weather-beaten wool cloak followed suit.


Though I was lucky not to suffer from seasickness, the same couldn’t be said for the rest of the passengers. The stomach-turning sounds of retching echoed at all hours of the day and night. I offered care to whomever I could, but without my lighte there wasn’t much to do.


I hadn’t offered any help to Kane, though.


I’d watched him climb a rickety set of stairs with ease a single day after being pierced through the chest by a spear of ice. He’d scaled them two at a time—nimble, strong, lively even.


And yet, he had needed me to heal him so critically that day in the Shadowhold infirmary?


All lies. More and more lies. My head swam with them.


I waited for the instinctual rush of fear to ripple through me when I thought of the fate he’d kept from me all those months. The prophecy that foretold my death at Kane’s own father’s hands. But I felt nothing.


I had felt nothing for days.


After a lifetime of too much fear and tears and worry—now I couldn’t muster anything at all.


With one final dry heave, Ryder slumped down against the metal and sucked in a deep breath. “That has to be the last of it. There’s nothing left in my stomach to vomit up.”


I frowned. “A lovely mental image.”


His answering smile was weak.


But in my mind a memory was unfurling. One of a slow autumn evening—silent save for the sounds of wind rustling among the weeds outside my home. I’d been sick after eating something moldy—Powell’s leave no scrap behind mentality at work—and my mother had rubbed my back in steady sweeps, calming me as I purged. I could have healed myself then, but chose not to. I liked how it felt to have her comfort me. I liked her hand on my shoulder, her quieting words. Leigh had been born recently, and both Ryder and I missed being the sole objects of her affection.


It was such a selfish, childish thing to do. To retch for an hour rather than heal my own illness just to keep her by my side in the chilly evening air, away from her new baby, husband, and son.


But it felt so good to be cared for.


And now—


Now I fell asleep every night wondering who the woman even was.


Had she found me on the road one day?


Had someone forced her to raise me?


And if so, where in the world were my real parents? They were both full-blooded Fae, so most likely living in another realm. A melting one of parched earth and ash, governed by a tyrant—


“Feeling any better?”


My attention snapped to Mari, wandering over wrapped in a thick fur cloak. She’d raided the ship on our first night and somehow found the most fashionable pieces aboard. But even her elegant new pelt couldn’t hide the way her copper hair clung in wet ringlets to her face or the icy drops that showered her nose and near-blue lips.


At the sight of her, Ryder straightened and folded his hands confidently across his chest. “Right as this rain. Barely even sick.” He inclined his head toward the Peridot woman still heaving down the deck. “It’s all these other folk I feel sorry for.”


“He vomited the entire contents of his stomach out and then some,” I said to Mari.


Ryder glared at me, and Mari gave him a compassionate frown. “Sorry to hear it. This storm is unrelenting.”


“Yeah, well—” We sailed over another swell and Ryder turned pale, clutching at his stomach. “I . . . I am going to go talk to someone about that. Right now.” He dashed for the other end of the ship and out of eyesight.


Mari lifted a brow at me. “Talk to someone . . . about the storm?”


I shook my head. “He’s too proud.”


“I think it’s sweet that he’s embarrassed. Here.” She produced a small glass vial from her skirts. “Give him this. It’s Steel of the Stomach.”


“Isn’t that potion used for undertakers?” After I’d read the book on flower species I got from the Peridot library twice, I had started working through Mari’s grimoires out of sheer boredom. She didn’t have much use for them anymore anyway. Not now that she had the amulet.


I didn’t blame her. Mari never learned to wield her magic properly after her mother, the only living witch in her family, had died in childbirth. The necklace that we stole from Kane’s study, the one that belonged to Briar Creighton, the supposed most powerful witch of all time, allowed her to harness her power—and quite a bit of it. Now she did magic whenever and however she pleased. And the amulet never left her neck.


Mari shrugged, pawing absently at the violet charm as it hung below her collarbone. “I figured it might help him. It was easy to brew.”


The only issue was that she wasn’t actually pulling any power from Briar or her lineage. I replayed the moment in which Kane told me the amulet was merely a trinket—that all the spells Mari cast with such ease these days were her own—and fished for guilt. I owed her the truth, but I only found a well of apathy where my ethics used to be. I didn’t want to lie to her, but—


But I just didn’t have the energy.


“Have you talked to Kane at all today?” she asked, gripping the slick bow as the ship pitched over another uneasy wave.


I sighed, a long and thorough noise. Another thing I couldn’t bring myself to do. “No.”


“What if there’s another way? Hadn’t he said as much?”


He had, the last time we spoke. After the battle. After my mother’s death. After my outburst of power and butchery. Kane had said he was willing to let the entire continent fall to Lazarus to save me from my death sentence. To help me live my life in peace.


But what kind of “peace” could I find knowing how many would suffer at Lazarus’s hands because I was holed away in some idyllic city, nameless and hiding from my fate?


“There’s nothing he can help me do but run.”


Mari pursed her lips. “Perhaps, but . . . He knows more about this prophecy than anyone. Can’t you try to have a little hope?”


“I just need off this boat,” I said, staring up into the heavy, rumbling storm clouds above.


“I know.” She sighed. “This journey has been miserable.”


But I wasn’t thinking of the rain or the cold or the vomiting. Only getting Leigh and Ryder safely to Citrine, and myself as far from Kane as possible. Somewhere I could be alone until I was needed. A sacrificial lamb, awaiting slaughter.


So I stayed silent as the rain battered my face, searching my heart for an ache, for hope, for even a trill of fear at the thought of my horrific future.


But I found nothing.


I missed my mother.


I wanted to go home.


I wanted to sleep for a long, long time.


“Why won’t anyone tell us what awaits us in Citrine?” I hadn’t talked to many people the last ten days, but the lieutenants and nobles who were on the ship with us had been very tight-lipped about the secretive kingdom. All we were told was that it was impossible to breach, and therefore about as safe from Lazarus as we could get.


Mari shrugged. “All the texts I’ve come across just say it’s hard to access. On most maps it’s either floating in the middle of the Mineral Sea or left off altogether.”


I let the ocean’s swell rock me while Mari tightened her grip on the wet steel.


“Could it be an island? Like Jade?” The Jade Islands were an equally mysterious kingdom, but at least Mari knew some people who had traveled there and said it was uninhabited.


“Possibly. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Her eyes shone with anticipation. The discovery of something still unknown. “Do you want to go down to the mess? Have some dinner?”


I looked up at the furious sky, purple and blue and gray. Like a bruise, or a mottled pigeon’s wing. Heavy, rhythmless droplets landed on my face. “No, I think I’ll stay out here for a while.” When she frowned, I amended my voice to sound warmer. “But I’ll meet you in there.” I was doing the best I could, and Mari knew it.


She flitted off with the same spritely energy she always had, rain or shine. The girl was resilient—it seemed nothing, not even the recent battle, pounding storm, or pitching ship could break her spirit.


Heavy footfalls dragged my gaze over to a group crossing the scarred deck.


I knew those boots. That walk.


Kane strode toward the galley alongside Griffin, with Leigh in tow behind them.


The weakest flame of fury, barely a spark, lit in my chest at the sight of him.


His sable hair was wet and plastered against his forehead and the back of his neck. His eyes were ringed in gray from an obvious lack of sleep. A scratchy-looking beard covered his jaw, and he had a swollen face from days and nights of too much drink.


The man was a disheveled mess.


Often I’d hear him, Griffin, and Amelia drinking together into the late hours of the night through the thin walls of my cabin. Laughing, playing cards, singing poorly—any part of me that flared up in vague jealousy at Kane and Amelia’s drunken joy I attributed to muscle memory. Sometimes, Mari and Ryder would join them out of boredom. That hurt even more.


I told myself it was a benefit, to feel anything at all.


But Leigh . . . her newly developed bond with Kane had proven to be the most irritating. I would catch them sneaking into restricted sections of the ship, returning with pilfered treats and rusted treasures. I’d hear him tell her of twisted, snarling creatures from lands beyond her wildest imagination. She seemed more than a little enamored of him.


I understood the feeling.


I had been naive and gullible, too, once.


I motioned over to her with a wave. Leigh’s curls bobbed against her too-large gray cloak as she said something to the hulking men who walked beside her. They looked like her guard dogs—tall and imposing and powerful. Soaked in rain and scowling. When she strode over to me and they descended down the galley steps, I exhaled.


“What are you doing with those two? They’re dangerous Fae, Leigh. Not playmates.”


She rolled her eyes.


My skin itched. “What?”


“You’re being so hard on him.”


She was colder, more serious these days. I understood her pain, and I was trying to be patient, but all her rage seemed directed only at me.


I crouched down to meet her eyeline. “I know you’re going through an impossible time. I miss her too.”


“This isn’t about Mother.”


“But your anger . . .” I reached for her, grasping her arm. “I think it may be coming from—”


She shook me off. “Just stop. You’re upset about Mother. You’re upset you couldn’t save her.” She swallowed, her eyes hard on mine. “You’re upset about what you are. And you’re taking it out on him.”


I bit my tongue against the sting of her words.


“I know you think he’s charming, Leigh. And you two have this odd little friendship, but he lied to me. He ruined my life.” Even as I said the words, they felt hollow. Devoid of emotion. As if I were saying, He lost my parasol. This pitch-black emptiness tunneling inside of me was so foreign I barely recognized myself. “You’re too young to understand.”


The look she gave me could have frozen the sun itself. “He’s barely making it through each day.”


“We’ve listened to him sing sea shanties in the captain’s quarters every night. Does he sound broken up to you?”


“He’s just trying to survive, like we all are.”


As if summoned, Kane climbed back out onto the deck, alone this time, a bottle of whiskey in hand. Our gazes met instantly—I knew he could tell we had been talking about him. I folded my arms and let the ice in my veins reach my face. Kane’s brows knit inward slightly before he looked away.


I turned away from him, away from Leigh, and faced out toward the bottomless expanse of uneven, inky waves. There wasn’t enough room on this ship to get the hundred miles away from Kane that I needed. Leigh was right. I had been cruel. But he deserved it. Actually, he deserved far worse. He was a liar and a killer, the man who betrayed me, who used me. Who took the first shreds of real joy I had ever felt in my life and turned them to ash. Who broke me down until all that was left was a shell. An empty casing where a human person once lived. Barely lived, but still.


This feeling I had for him—this rage—it was easy. The easiest thing in my life, at the moment.


I’d never be able to forgive him.


So instead, I hated him.
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KANE


I WAS IN LOVE WITH HER. AND IT WAS A FUCKING NIGHTMARE.


The way I felt about Arwen—pulse racing every time she spoke, eager to play with her, flirt with her, to make her laugh, make her sigh, frustrate her to the point of seeing that little pinch between her brows, always needing to pick her brain, taste her lips—it was enough to kill a man. I didn’t know how anybody survived being in love. It was as crippling as I’d always feared it would be. And . . . terrifying. To never be able to get enough of her. To never be free of these feelings.


Even if somehow we both survived the battle that was brewing—which seemed nothing short of impossible—I would have to walk through the world, for the rest of my life, decade after decade, with this nagging, aching, festering love spooling around my heart and yanking it in her direction.


Worse yet, I had done the one thing I had set out to avoid doing at all costs: once again I had hurt the person who meant the most to me.


It was like a fucking curse.


The ship’s pitch over yet another gut-roiling swell shifted me down the rigid wood bench and sent the cabin lantern flickering, casting Amelia and Griffin across from me in ghoulish shadow.


They looked morose.


How had I let this happen? Found the Fae I had been searching years for and fallen stupidly, miserably in love with her? Now I’d have to destroy my father some other way. One that didn’t result in Arwen’s . . .


I bit down on oily nausea at the thought.


I hadn’t discovered an alternative in a century. And it would only be harder now that Lazarus knew who she was. He’d be looking everywhere for her. And he’d find her—inevitably he would. I could only pray to the Gods that by then we would be ready for him.


“Have you finally passed out?” Amelia waved a small, tanned hand in my face. Her voice was getting a little pitchy from all the spirits. The mortal princess rarely drank enough to keep up with Fae like Griffin and me, but tonight she and my commander were both half a bottle in.


And I was on my fourth.


I could only attribute her uncharacteristic thirst to guilt. She had lost everything in the battle of Siren’s Bay. Her soldiers, her citizens, her keep—the capital of the Peridot Provinces was utterly destroyed by my father and his men. While she put on a good show, I could see vivid sorrow in her eyes every time she took a sip.


The captain’s quarters, paneled in oak and spare besides a few thick flannel blankets and a rusted lantern, had become our crude tavern each night of this abysmal journey. We should have flown to Citrine like we always did—my scales icy against the storm that protected the kingdom, the static scent of lightning funneling through my nostrils—but there were too many aboard the ship to take them with us through the skies, and the few of us who had been to the capital before needed to show them how to enter the city. I slumped deeper into the creaking bench, its wooden slats digging into my shoulders.


“I said,” Amelia continued, “before we arrive in Citrine, you need to get word to Dagan. So he can train the girl. Where is he?”


“He stayed in Garnet Kingdom to chase down a lead on the Blade of the Sun,” I said. “I’ll send a raven.”


We had been there to retrieve Arwen’s family.


The reminder of her mother’s death seized my gut. And the little one—Leigh. The loss had already changed her, something dark and thorny taking hold, finding purchase in her grief.


“Maybe he’ll come back with it?” Amelia asked, hope creeping into her voice. “The blade?”


“Doubtful, with our recent luck,” mumbled Griffin.


Ah, my ever-positive commander.


Griffin and I had been through more pain, more triumph, and more liquor together than anyone in Evendell. He was more than my commander, more than my ally or my friend. I used to call him my brother. Before Yale’s death.


“Come now, Griff. Don’t blame our recent luck,” I chided, reaching for the next bottle. “We’ve been terrible at finding the blade for five years now.”


I knew every single hiding spot on this continent like the scales on my own wings . . . Where in the damn realm was the thing?


The ship heaved us forward again, and Amelia loosed a nauseated groan. “Hear me out. The prophecy says Arwen will find the blade ‘inside her heart,’ right? Let’s just crack her open and see if it’s there. The witch can heal her right after. Frankly, she could even heal herself.”


“This joke has gotten very old, Amelia,” I snarled at her. “You go near her, and I will kill you. You know that, right?”


“What if it’s some kind of full-blooded Fae trick and it’s been inside her all along?”


I only scowled.


“I’m serious!”


“As am I.”


Amelia hiccupped. “Infatuated idiot.”


Griffin winced with his last swig. “I’m not saying we should split Arwen open like a log, but it may be time to think outside the proverbial box.”


I blamed Griffin’s viciously pragmatic general father and a strict, withholding mother for his detachment from people and things. His casual well of endless patience. His lack of any sentiment—any emotion, really. In my more unfortunate moments of temper and impulse I could appreciate those qualities, but right now I wanted to bash in his even-keeled face with my boot.


“Are we running out of time?” Amelia asked.


“In one year we’ll be a ‘half century past’ the day of the rebellion,” he said. “That’s when ‘war is to begin again.’ ”


“Actually,” I cut in, “the prophecy says that’s when ‘father and child will meet again in war.’ ”


“But you ‘met again’ just a few days ago.”


True . . . But I didn’t want to think about my father. I wanted to be drunker.


“I thought he’d killed you,” Griffin confessed. “How did you evade him? Back at Siren’s Bay?”


It was a fair question. He’d grown up with my father, too. Had seen him scorch a disobedient guard into white-hot flame or shred a rebellious noble with his own talons without so much as a frown.


Days ago my father and I were a clash of claws and fangs high above the blood-soaked Peridot sands. I knew I couldn’t kill him, that nobody could, outside of Arwen with the blade in hand. But it hadn’t stopped me from trying. From tearing into his soldiers and mercenaries over and over, relishing each lash and blow, regardless of who they landed on. It was the sound of her cries that had cut through my bloodlust like a hot knife through flesh.


“I heard her. When she . . .” They knew what I meant. When she destroyed everything in sight. The lighte pouring out of her with the force of a split dam, ships, creatures, weapons of her enemies burning in merciless flame across the shallow bay. A breathtaking, violent goddess of fury.


He had let me go to her. He could have annihilated me, but he hadn’t. Perhaps he feared her. Or thought she might be able to kill him. But for whatever reason, he let me live. He let us both live.


“She was remarkable.” It was the most complimentary thing Amelia had ever said about Arwen.


“Yes.” I sipped my whiskey. “She was.”


We remained silent for a while, the light from the single lantern overhead beginning to flicker toward extinguishing. I peered through the round windows behind me. Both sky and sea near pitch-black. Thick thunderclouds had blotted out the moon and stars for the third night in a row. The ferocity of the storm meant we were getting closer.


“I’m glad he didn’t kill you,” Amelia finally offered, sitting back in her chair and pulling her knees up to her chest.


“Bastard fathers. The only thing we’ve ever had in common.” I lifted my bottle to hers in facetious cheers. She clinked mine once and we both drank.


“Eryx seems even more intent than usual on wedding you off to the highest bidder,” Griffin said.


“Don’t remind me.” Amelia wrapped her white fur tighter around herself. The cold weather was especially hard on the Peridot folk. Amelia was well-traveled, as royals often were, but a childhood spent in the most tropical ecosystem on the continent meant she struggled through a slight chill. Tonight she was bundled like a puff pastry, her warm bronze skin a constant contrast to that severe, stark white hair. “Being a chess piece in your father’s political game isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”


“Did you ever discuss your court position with him?” I asked.


Amelia hoped orchestrating the wartime alliance between Peridot and Onyx might prove her use as more than a human bargaining chip.


“He said he’d marry me himself if he thought it would ‘benefit the Provinces.’ ”


Griffin coughed. “That’s sick.”


“At least our kingdom’s pillaging has briefly taken his mind off my vacant ring finger.”


“No bidders?” I teased.


“You did, once,” she snipped.


Amelia had an arresting sort of beauty, but looking at her now, I couldn’t imagine how I had slept with her so many times.


It hadn’t been bad. We were friends, so there had been a comfort, a familiarity, when we finally fucked. But now . . . Now I couldn’t fathom bedding anyone but Arwen.


Lightning colored the cabin in a flash of pale blue before a smack of forceful thunder rocked the sea.


Just a few hours now, I guessed.


“When we arrive . . .” I trailed off. I wasn’t sure what exactly we were walking into with Citrine. My standing with the kingdom was . . . tense. At best.


“I know,” Griffin said anyway.


“Oh, no . . . What did you two idiots do?”


“What will you say to them?” Griffin asked, ignoring her.


I scratched at my stubble. “I’ll come up with something.”


“Hello.” Amelia waved at us both. “What happened?” She was beyond drunk now and needed to be put to bed.


“If we have to enter the city,” Griffin continued, disregarding her question again, “we should finally pay Crawford a visit.”


It wasn’t a bad idea. We hadn’t ever interrogated the noble regarding the blade, as it went missing from my kingdom’s vault about a year after I was banished from Citrine. My spies had kept an eye on him, though, and his renowned stash of unique and rare objects. “If he had acquired the blade for his hoard, we would have known.”


“What if he only has information?”


“Citrine won’t help facilitate an audience with him.”


“Well, they better at least offer refuge to the people on this ship,” Amelia said. “They’re innocents.”


I had no idea if they would. But it would be the least of our asks. “We’ll also need their mermagic.”


“And their army,” added Griffin.


“Right,” Amelia slurred. “Because mine was destroyed by demonic Fae soldiers. You know,” she said, raising her bottle as she pointed at me, “I actually tried to save her.”


My eyes cut to hers as she took a gulp and thumped the glass back down onto the table. “How so?”


Amelia hiccupped. “I told her, back in Siren’s Cove, that you were full of it. Using her. I would have wanted someone to tell me.”


Something putrid rose in my throat at her words.


She’s right. You’re reprehensible.


It was even worse hearing someone else say it.


“But the girl was over the moon for you. She didn’t listen to a word.”


Amelia had intended to help Arwen, and now was more than willing to slice her in half to find the blade? “What changed for you?”


Amelia took one final swig and tossed the empty bottle into the depths of the captain’s quarters. The sound of shattering glass didn’t elicit as much as a blink from any of us. “Now my kingdom is in the hands of scum, my men are dead, and my capital’s sacked. So we do what we have to.”


The lantern above her pale white head had nearly winked out with the last swell. It sputtered for its life now, casting the cabin in jarring cuts of yellow light.


“We’ll have to be careful with Arwen when we arrive,” I said. “Now that Lazarus knows her name, what she looks like . . . he’ll have everyone in Garnet, Amber, and Peridot looking for her. Soon, the entire continent.” I ran a hand down my face. Keeping her safe was going to be an impossible task. “Nobody in Citrine can know who she is.”


“We’ll say she’s our healer,” offered Griffin. “It’s true.”


“For now,” Amelia hedged. “But, Kane . . .”


I knew where this was going, and I didn’t want to hear it. Not tonight.


Griffin saved me the argument. “Another time.”


“Fine,” she huffed, standing up with a wobble. “But we do have to talk about it eventually.”


“I’m not sure he can.”


“Oh, come on.” Amelia turned to me, hands splayed on the table to keep her upright. When I didn’t argue with Griffin, her eyes widened. “Kane’s a little obsessed with the pretty Fae girl, sure. But nothing could stop him from taking down his father. Freeing the people of Lumera. Freeing our kingdoms, our continent. Right?”


Griffin didn’t say anything but glanced in my direction.


“Right?” Amelia asked me this time, incensed.


“Right.” I gave a bland smile. It didn’t matter what she thought. I had made my choice months ago, and would see it through one way or another.


Momentarily appeased, she teetered toward the hallway. “Good. I’m going to bed.”


I finished my bottle, as did Griffin, in grateful silence.


The first few lazy, soft rays of sun had begun to glint off the unruly ocean waves and filter into the cabin. My mouth was dry, I was properly drunk, and my stomach was starting to sour. I stood on weightless legs and staggered for the hallway. “I need to piss.”


There was no early sunlight in the shadowed hall, but Arwen’s cabin door jeered at me from the other end.


I wondered what she was dreaming of. Perhaps lilies. Or that grassy knoll outside her home in Abbington. Even though I reviled Amber, I itched to go there with her. I wanted to touch every single thing she had ever touched. Roll in the grass she had once lain on. I was like a dog with a scent. I wanted to bathe in her.


A petite body slammed into mine in the shadows, and I steadied my hands on slim shoulders. Arwen, who always smelled like orange blossoms and honeysuckle. I hadn’t touched her in days. The contact made my mouth water.


I wrapped my hands tighter around those delicate shoulders for balance. The journey had shrunk her already slender frame. I was practically grasping shoulder blades. Covered in little freckles, like spots on a deer.


“Excuse me,” she said.


“You’re excused.”


“You’re wasted.” She wrenched free of my grip, and I stumbled a bit with the release and the swell of the ship. She opened her mouth to chastise me, her adorable, pouting mouth and furrowed brow dead giveaways of an incoming reprimand—but the ship rocked and she crashed awkwardly into me once more.


“Easy there.” I held her by the middle as the ground danced beneath us, frenetic and jerking, and Arwen gripped my chest as we braced through the tumult. I grazed her hip with my thumb. To stabilize her, I told myself. To keep her from falling.


“Stop that,” she snapped, steadying her hand against the wall beside me as another wave teetered us.


She’s right. Inappropriate.


The ship threw her chin into my sternum. My head was killing me. “I should never have made a move on you in the first place.”


A swaying lantern at the end of the hall cast her face in shafts of dim light. Insult bloomed in her olive eyes. Or was that regret? Pain? Whatever it was, I was too inebriated to tell. Clearly I couldn’t say the right thing sober, let alone trashed. “I just mean,” I tried again, “I knew what was coming. I shouldn’t have let us—”


“I know what you mean.”


I could feel her little heart racing. She was looking at me like—


That face—


Battles had been started over less. Wars.


The ship came to a lurching halt and we untangled from each other, despite all internal alarm bells that blared for me to do otherwise. The exact opposite, in fact. To bind her to me—even if she kicked and screamed—and take off through the sunrise. To leave this war, this prophecy, this revenge to the rest of them, and show Arwen the world. Show her me, for better or worse. Wring her forgiveness from her lips through days and weeks spent alternating between groveling and pleasuring her. I was a simple man—that approach would have worked for me. Perhaps she, too, could be swayed.


I stumbled back toward the captain’s quarters instead, nearly losing my balance and introducing my face to the slick, wet floor. Eyes firm on my shoes until a displeased sigh sent them up. Griffin, opening the door at the ship’s halting.


He regarded us at opposite ends of the passageway. Surely we both looked guilty, though I couldn’t think what of. I bit back a smile at the ridiculousness of it all. How absurdly, vastly out of hand I had let everything get. Arwen must have misunderstood my expression because she huffed like a furious horse.


Griffin shook his head at us both. “We’re here.”









3


[image: image]


ARWEN


I TOOK GRIFFIN’S FROWN AS MY CUE TO LEAVE AND scampered up the wooden steps to the deck in record time. My shoulders and waist still blazed with the memory of Kane’s large, warm hands. That had been too close—too charged. I inhaled to relax the tightness in my body. Thank the Stones he was so drunk. It was easy to ignore his sensual charm, his roguish charisma, when he couldn’t even speak without slurring.


Well, easier, at least.


I pushed through sturdy oak doors and unexpected sunlight washed over my face. The rays tingled on my skin and brought back memories of Onyx—cut grass, white butterflies, cicadas chirping. I’d almost forgotten in our near ten days straight of torrential downpour that it was still summertime.


Time was still passing, the world still turning, despite my mother’s death. Despite all we had lost. All I had done.


That sunlight was like liquid gold dripping down the towering masts as they climbed toward the sky. It should have pulled my lips into a smile. I thought of my mother, and how she would feel seeing me frown up at the sun.


But the bath of light only reminded me of all the lives I had taken in my rage, in my unchecked display of power. Flashes of dripping red and cracks of bone sang in my ears, and I felt more seasick than I had when the ship had been tossed like a piece of driftwood among the waves.


Eventually, more passengers made their way on deck, too. Some offered me a wide berth, scattering toward the ship’s railings or crowding beneath the billowing sails. Those who had witnessed my power weren’t eager to be near me, and I didn’t blame them.


But others were just thrilled to witness the storm’s clearing, and their chatter pulled my mind free from its tangled, gory web. Even Amelia, who looked pretty sloshed herself, was sporting a rare grin and turning her tanned face to the skies above.


I swore Griffin had said we’d arrived, but there was no land in any direction. I crossed to the other side of the ship to double-check, but we were anchored in the middle of a vast blue ocean—nothing but rippling waves and the occasional seagull high in the air above.


“Holy Stones, it’s over!” Mari cheered as she approached.


Ryder followed close behind, as he had the entire journey. He was a terrible flirt, and Ryder’s latest infatuation seemed to be my only friend. After a lifetime of sharing everyone with my more charismatic brother, I expected it to bother me, but instead I found a vacant well where my jealousy used to grow. There was, however, someone else on board who bristled against Ryder’s interest in Mari.


“Witch,” Griffin said to her by way of greeting as he buckled his black leather armor across his chest. “The king requires your assistance.” His expression was serious—nothing new there—but he was fidgeting. Fixing his chest plate, tugging at his collar.


I’d never seen him do that before.


“Come on, man,” Ryder chided. “You know her name.”


“It’s better than calling her red,” Griffin said, gaze so murderous I nearly cowered.


But Ryder only grinned and glanced sidelong at Mari. “That’s just a term of endearment,” he said, twisting one lock of her bright, bouncy hair around his finger and giving it a playful tug. “She knows I respect her enough to call her Mari. Don’t you, Red?”


I couldn’t help but peer over at Griffin. His glare said he was weighing the ramifications of ripping Ryder’s finger clean off and chucking it into the ocean behind us.


I tried to offer him a warm expression. I wasn’t sure if he liked me more now that boundless grief had made me sullen or if I liked him more because he never required a phony smile or false cheer. Either way, the new dynamic suited us just fine.


Mari, meanwhile, gave Ryder an easy smile but didn’t blush. She was a bit aloof in that way—one of her more unexpected qualities. Men were always interested in her, and she was rarely interested in them unless they had an academic text to offer. While I knew it stemmed less from lack of interest and more from self-preservation—a childhood at the mercy of bullies had taught her to steer clear of men altogether—to outsiders like Ryder, it made her appear confident. Unattainable. The only time I had seen her falter was that bizarre dinner with Griffin outside Serpent Spring, which, try as I might, she was never interested in speaking of again.


“All right,” I cut in, sparing all of us more of the strange pissing contest. “Griffin, we’ll follow you.”


Griffin exhaled in a short burst and we trailed him over to a crowd that had gathered beneath King Eryx. The now-ousted king of the Peridot Provinces stood below the rigging, backed by a crisp blue horizon we could finally see, now that the storm had abated. He rubbed his potbelly absently, looking out over his new, nautical dominion with pride. His waxy, thinning white hair, the same hue as his daughter’s, rustled in the sea breeze.


We pushed through the crowd, stopping alongside Barney, who stood beside . . . Kane and Leigh. Of course. My stomach soured.


He was showing her his sword’s pommel, the sun glinting off the shiny metal and across Leigh’s wide eyes. I wanted to cut in, quip something about weapons and their place around children, but it had been days since I had seen Leigh look so interested in anything. Despite his horrible judgment when it came to me, he was . . . good with her.


“Finally, a beautiful day,” Barney said beside me, eyes trained on the taut white canvas above our heads, bald head glinting. “This is what sailing should always feel like.”


Barney was a delight, and he and Mari alone had accounted for any joy anyone on this voyage had experienced. I tried to smile at him. “Have you been to Citrine before?”


“Never. I’ve only heard great things, though. Some of the kingsguard went with his majesty once and said it changed their lives.”


Thank the Stones. I was ready for exactly such an experience. Maybe I’d be like Mari and dedicate my life to seeing and learning new things. Well, what was left of it.


Ugh.


My own self-pity was making me nauseous.


Sunny day, sunny Arwen. Pull it together.


“It has been a dreary journey.” King Eryx’s booming voice silenced the tittering crowd. “But the misery has finally come to an end. I have led us to the safest kingdom in all of Evendell.” The passengers, still finding their spots before him, murmured their relief at Eryx’s words. One overzealous man clapped, and Eryx’s grin radiated faux humility.


I fought the urge to roll my eyes.


Eryx continued to address the rain-battered passengers, but Kane’s snicker pulled my attention to where Leigh was peering up at him, a mischievous grin across her face. I couldn’t help turning to Barney to say, “Don’t you think drunk older men shouldn’t gossip with ten-year-old girls?”


Barney blanched, looking from me to his king and back. I must’ve been louder than I intended, as Leigh turned about thirty shades of red before slipping away from us all and deeper into the crowd. I moved after her, but Kane’s warm hand encircled my arm and I felt my skin heat with the contact. I ripped free from his grasp.


“Look what you’ve done,” he tutted at me under his breath. “You’ve embarrassed the little one.”


I peered up at him, my glare venomous, only to see the fresh air blowing his hair around his face and sunlight glinting off his silver rings. He looked calm, actually. He released me and tucked the hand into his pocket. “And I’m not drunk . . . anymore.”


“That’s not possible.”


“Shh!” A stone-faced woman whirled around and scolded us before turning her attention back to Eryx.


Shame warmed my cheeks and cooled my rage. I tried to focus on Eryx, who was gesticulating wildly as he spoke about his long and storied allyship with Citrine.


“Your witchy friend brewed me a sobering potion yesterday.” Kane interrupted my focus, voice low and velvety. “Will you thank her for me?”


If I had been in a storybook, steam might have billowed out of my ears. He knew how much their camaraderie bothered me, and I could see the pleasure he took in my frustration written plainly across his face. Smug, irritating, lying, piece of—


“And for what it’s worth—” His voice was close to my ear now as he bent toward me to whisper, his cedar and whiskey scent like a rush to my senses. “I spend time with Leigh because she’s lonely. She needs someone to take care of her.”


I didn’t bother to fix my livid expression. “I am taking care of her just fine.”


Our tense silence allowed Eryx’s words to drag my focus back. “After many years apart, my dear friend King Broderick will welcome us warmly, I’m sure of it. We need only take a few precautions beforehand to enter the capital city of Azurine.”


Ryder spoke up, gesturing to the whipping, open water surrounding the ship. “Enter? I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but there’s nothing for miles.”


I, too, scanned the sea around us. He was right, but there was no terror, no unease settling in my belly. The other passengers, however, erupted in murmurs of concern. Eryx’s beefy kingsguard stiffened slightly at the unrest breaking out across the deck, and the reddening king raised a single hand to quiet them. I couldn’t help looking to Kane, who only smirked, one dimple indenting his scruffy cheek.


“The Kingdom of Citrine is not visible to the naked eye,” Eryx said, louder now and less composed. “Because it is below us. Along the ocean floor.”









4


[image: image]


ARWEN


A SUNKEN CITY? WE HAD BEEN PROMISED SAFETY.


I gaped at Kane, but he just radiated his usual relaxed indifference, as if Eryx had simply said, The kingdom is down the street and to the left.


“Do not fear,” Eryx advised. “Have I ever led us into danger before? These precautions I spoke of will help us cross an ocean trench road to the capital’s secure beach. Luckily, I have procured for us a talented witch.” My eyes fell to Mari, who smiled primly and clutched her amulet. “She need only spell each passenger to ensure they can breathe in the sea. The funnel will do the rest.”


Mari, to her credit, maintained a confident grin and dipped her head in acknowledgment of the king. But I knew her well enough to clock the anxiety filling her eyes. She did not want to try and fail in front of all these people.


“Don’t worry,” Kane purred. “This charm is the least unpleasant. And if it fails, I’ve heard drowning is only a marginally agonizing way to go.”


Finally, after days that felt like years of my heart being nothing but a stone in my chest, a small ripple of fear sent my blood thrumming. It was both awful and all too welcome. I didn’t want to speak to Kane a moment longer, but I had to know—


“Unpleasant how?”


Something akin to sympathy flickered across his face, and this time when he answered me, his tone was a touch softer. “It’s a surreal sensation, breathing water. But the funnel is quick. It’s over before you realize what’s happening.”


“And once we get to Azurine? Does the whole kingdom breathe water?”


“No, Citrine has its own atmosphere. It’s ancient magic, different from witch or Fae. Mermagic that has kept Citrine safe for thousands of years. The kingdom has never been breached.”


I nodded despite the shiver that skittered down my spine. I didn’t like the idea of being unable to breathe air. My palms were starting to sweat. When I felt Kane’s large hand on the small of my back, stroking in little, soothing circles, I went rigid.


“What are you doing?”


For the first time I could recall, Kane appeared at a loss for words. He dropped his hand and swallowed hard. “I thought—you seemed—”


“Don’t touch me.”


When Kane didn’t respond, I looked past Barney to Mari. “How hard will this one be?”


“Not hard at all,” she said, still rubbing her amulet. She might’ve said more, but her eyes widened and she swiftly tucked the necklace into her buttoned linen collar. Ryder raised a brow, no longer listening to Eryx, and instead eyeing our exchange. I followed Mari’s eyeline and found Kane staring at all three of us.


“Mari,” I admitted. “He knows.”


Mari’s cheeks flushed pink. “I’m so sorry, King Ravenwood. It—”


“The amulet suits you far better than it ever did me.” Mari’s answering laugh was more of a sigh of relief. “I will tell you, though,” he began, leaning closer to us both. My heart sank. He couldn’t tell her now, not before—


“Briar will be very jealous if she ever learns I gave her prized amulet to another woman. And another beautiful witch at that. Let’s keep it our little secret, yes?”


Mari nodded her understanding and I breathed out, slow and even.


“Please align yourselves in front of the young witch,” Eryx instructed the passengers.


I plastered a smile on and faced Mari. “Good luck.”


*


WITH MARI’S HAND ON MY CHEST, THE MAGIC SWIRLED around us, kicking up my hair and my skirts, kissing my skin, earth and moss scenting the air, until it was over, as quickly as it began.


I didn’t feel any different. I scanned my body and was fairly certain I looked the same, too. The rest of the passengers Mari had spelled were guided by Eryx’s guards into the ocean, but I stepped aside to wait for Leigh.


Griffin was next. Mari stood at least a foot shorter than him, but still held a confident palm against his chest. She chanted low, eyes closed, wild flamelike hair breezing around her face, while Griffin’s jaw held firm, his hands tucked tightly behind his back. He looked anywhere but at Mari, though his cheeks had gone a little pink.


When she was done, Griffin stepped to the side, rubbing distractedly at his chest where her hand had been.


Leigh went next, and after, we stepped onto the plank.


“Dive for the funnel,” a guard instructed us. “It’s three feet down. Once in, swim hard and try to run when you see land.”


“Run?” asked Leigh. “Run how?”


But he was already giving the same brusque directives to the passengers behind us.


Cold, salty air stung my face as we walked across the plank they had affixed to the stern, and I stared down at the churning waves below, freezing and deep, with foamy little caps sloshing against one another.


Fear was beginning to distort my vision. Maybe Leigh and I could just keep sailing. Take this ship and sail and sail and never return.


“Ready?” Leigh’s voice punched through my dread.


We gulped in twin gasps of air before jumping from the platform.


Before I hit the water, one singular image flashed in my mind—


My mother’s face, devoid of life.


My brain felt the cold before my body. So much colder—I knew it was so much colder than I had been expecting. Only moments later did my limbs feel the stabbing sharpness of being enveloped by a biting, bitter sea. I tried to calm my panicky heart—to shake the strange, intrusive memory of my mother. We had to swim. Despite the sting of salt in my eyes and the chattering of my teeth, I pushed Leigh forward.


The ocean was blurry and endlessly deep, but I could see the open mouth of the funnel below us, like a blown-glass vase, opening wide and growing slimmer. We swam toward it without looking back.


The first twinge of the need to breathe rapped at my lungs. To suck in a mouthful of air—not water—but I ignored it. Maybe I could swim the whole length of the funnel in one breath. I had been able to stay under the longest of my siblings when we were younger and played in chilly, rocky ponds.


Leigh and I swam deeper, and once we were through the mouth, the funnel carried us more forcefully down into the depths of the sea. Past schools of silver fish weaving in and out of pocked reefs of coral and porous sponge. Flatter, skinnier fish laced through emerald seaweed that swayed with the current, dusted in sparkling flecks of sand. The lower the funnel shot us, the clearer and colder the water became.


But now my lungs were on fire. I had to suck in a breath, to ease the burning, the pressure building in my chest. Leigh was the epitome of calm, watching two sea turtles pass us by, reaching to touch their marbled backs. She had to be breathing just fine. And I trusted Mari, didn’t I? Still, I was terrified that gulp of air on the ship had been my last.


It didn’t matter. I couldn’t hold out another minute, not another second—


My lungs—


My chest ached.


Slowly—ever so slowly—I inhaled through my nose. The water dissolved as I breathed in pure oxygen. I tried again. A tentative mouthful of briny ocean water this time. But I was met with the same result. No matter how much water I took in, by the time it reached my lungs it had evaporated into air. I breathed deeply and swam with more confidence through the sheer tunnel of glasslike water, my limbs loosening with each inhalation.


The sea around us grew dark as ink as we dove toward the ocean floor. Pearly shells had lost the glint of the sun above, and I couldn’t tell the color of the starfish or anemones that lay still in the sandy depths. We swam faster—I wasn’t sure if the tunnel was only made of water, or some more protective magic, but I wasn’t going to wait around and find out between the jaws of a shark.


The funnel fed us through a rocky, pitch-black cave. Finally, Leigh’s fingers squeezed mine with unmistakable fear, the crescents of her nails digging into the back of my hand. I tried to squeeze back in reassurance, but we could no longer see the ship’s other passengers ahead of us, and the water had grown so cold my teeth were chattering.


I wanted out now, too.


I wanted clean, real air in my lungs. My chest was trembling, from cold or alarm I couldn’t tell.


We rushed through the water at a breakneck pace, so fast I realized it wasn’t our swimming. It was the funnel . . . purging us. Drowning in pitch-black darkness, I could feel the pressure of it in my eardrums, pushing into my eye sockets and popping in my jaw. Leigh’s hand was slipping from mine, the suction of the water tearing us from each other. I strained for her, clawed at her, sucking in strange salty air, eyes sealed shut by sheer force, choking on—


We tumbled onto a hot bed of sand with a splat. The grains ripped at my knees and cheeks, my dress whipped up in a frenzy, my hair a web I could barely see through.


But I sucked in a lungful of warm air.


Fresh air. Real air.


And the heat was dry and gentle, different from the oppressive humidity and floral breeze of Peridot—different from anything I had ever felt. Leigh had landed on top of me, her elbow implanted in my windpipe. Any fear that spiked inside me was washed away by her childlike giggle.


Knowing she was unscathed, I scooped her off me and righted myself, depositing her onto warm sand, before I spat the grains back onto the beach from where they had come. Unsatisfied, I wiped my tongue on the rough wool of my sleeve.


“Woah,” Leigh breathed.


I took in the long, sandy stretch of land before me, bordered by a bustling harbor of vivid blue. Ships of every shape and size—sailboats and tugboats and dinghies—adorned the crush of turquoise waves, milling about and narrowly passing by one another. The harbor was bustling. Men and women shouted from boat to boat, lazing their feet in the water, playing instruments, dropping anchors. It was overwhelming, the sounds, the textures, the brightness, after almost two weeks on a silent, bleak ship. There were more people in this harbor alone than had been in all of Abbington.


I could scarcely wrap my mind around the fact that despite the sun shining overhead, the mountains in the distance, and the ocean that stretched beyond, we were thousands of feet below the sea. Mermagic, indeed.


When I stood, my knees were still wobbly from inertia, but Leigh had already taken off toward the shoreline to feel the crystalline water.


I didn’t know why it bothered me.


Taking care of Leigh was my privilege. She was my sister, and I would take a thousand lashes for her.


And yet, I was on edge. I didn’t want to have eyes on her at all times. To have to tug her back from the sandy shores, lest another unprecedented tragedy befall her. I didn’t have the energy to tether her to my side, and make sure she was safe, and fed, and looked after.


Kane was right. You’re pathetic. And selfish. A pitiful excuse for a sister—


A stinging on my leg pulled my attention downward and I lifted my skirts to see droplets of red dripping down onto the sand. I had skinned my knee in the tumble in from the funnel. I ran my fingers across the abrasion and tried once again to draw from the air and sun around me.


A glimmer—just a tingle—fizzed at my fingertips.


Thank the Stones.


Blessedly, my skin weaved back together, forcing out little pebbles and grains of sand that had been embedded in the flesh.


On our journey to Citrine, I had tried to do that countless times. Late at night in my cramped bunk, I had prayed to feel the light and wind and air pour through my fingertips. To harness whatever unchecked power had poured out of me after my mother’s death. Just a little—to light a single candle or blow a door shut with a strong gust. But nothing had happened. Not even a spark.


Well, valuable lesson learned: use your lighte to obliterate a Fae army, expect to wait weeks for it to regenerate.


Turning back to the flat, tan beach, I witnessed the rest of the ship’s passengers sprawl along the sand, slowly dust debris off their clothes, and pull themselves to stand. We looked like a parade of dreary mourners in our dark heavy skirts and furs, compared to all the light, flimsy dresses—cream and blush and tangerine—in the distance. Down the textured bank stood Kane, Griffin, and Amelia, not a grain of sand out of place. I walked over to them, my boots trudging across the uneven ground.


“Is there some secret to the funnel that none of us were told?” I gestured to all the coughing passengers, sand woven through their hair and clothes, women wringing their skirts out, before I found more sand in my own braid.


As I dusted it from my hair, Kane’s gaze dragged over me with amusement. “Just practice. We’ve learned to land on our feet. You all right, bird?”


My hands froze on my braid and we both turned pale at his use of the pet name. He hadn’t said it since . . .


“Sorry,” he mumbled before stalking off.


I drew in a breath that tasted of salt water and pine trees.


“You really did a number on him.” Amelia’s eyes fell to me. “It’s almost impressive.”


Then she was walking, too.


I shook the tension from my shoulders and I called to Leigh, still at the water’s edge. When she ignored me, I called again, more insistent this time, until she darted over, kicking sand in her wake.


There were about forty of us who had escaped from Siren’s Bay—mostly Peridot nobles and their families, as well as a few soldiers. I could only hope more had survived by fleeing to other cities through the rain forest. Though, now that the kingdom was in Amber’s control under Lazarus, no city would be safe for those who were still loyal to Eryx and his daughter.


I couldn’t see any of Azurine past the large expanse of cypress trees we walked toward, but from what I could tell, the Kingdom of Citrine was nautical and bright, lusciously serene, and brimming with the intoxicating scent of citrus and olive and fig. Warm turquoise water ringed a radiant coastline of pines and limestone cliffs, with whitewashed villas built into them and gulls flapping overhead in a cloudless sky.


Along with the rest of the passengers, I followed closely behind Griffin’s towering form, Leigh’s hand in mine, as we came to a driftwood-and-rope bridge built over a rock-strewn portion of beach that cut through the aromatic trees and I assumed into the city’s center. We crossed it, single file, passing through the needled trees until we were deposited into a bright, sunny sandstone plaza.


A scream sounded in my ears, and I didn’t have time to wonder if it had been my own as someone leveled a gleaming scimitar at my throat.
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ARWEN


A SWARM OF CITRINE SOLDIERS IN SHINING INDIGO armor hauled us from one another, and when the soldier behind me tightened his steel against my neck, my stomach threatened to empty its meager contents all over his hand.


The contingent was large enough to have two if not three men on each of us. It was a sea of cobalt metal and white accents, helmets and spears and shining iron swords. I couldn’t see Leigh or Mari or Kane, or—


I fished for that freshly reborn lighte, straining for the power to free myself, but nothing sputtered at my fingertips. The simple act of stitching up my knee had used all of the nearly dried-up well.


“Could this be who I think it is?” boomed an arrogant male voice.


The soldiers parted slightly, and my breath nearly fled my lungs at the sight before me.


The honey-stone courtyard we were being held in led to an expanse of glittering white steps, smooth like abalone and almost blinding in the sunlight. Standing atop them was a lavish palace, different from the intimate, bohemian ranch of Siren’s Cove or the gothic, gloomy beauty of Shadowhold. No, this white-peaked spectacle built into the rocky cliffside was adorned with pearls and gold and rubies, each window and spire and turret glistening in the midday sun with clusters of jewels. The lively city of Azurine spread out around the palace before us, but I couldn’t appreciate its beauty. Not as I fought to keep my throat from splitting open against a blade.


Standing atop the white stone steps was a regal man with a square jaw and curled hair. Beside him stood a pinched woman with a permanent sneer, earlobes sagging under weighty rubies that hung past her shoulders. The royals were flanked by at least a dozen more of the sapphire-blue-clothed guards.


“King Broderick, what is the meaning of this?” Eryx sounded almost as insulted as he did afraid.


“Your Majesties.” Kane’s voice was calm somewhere in the crowd. “I think there’s been a simple misunderstanding.”


Despite my fury with the man, relief washed over me in hearing his cool, deep voice. Even at his most polite, that deadly power—that commanding, predatory intensity—carried out into the courtyard. I couldn’t see over the swath of soldiers, but I was sure no Citrine guard had laid a hand on him.


“No misunderstanding,” the king on the steps replied. “We recognize your crest, King Ravenwood. And the Provinces’.”


“Siren’s Cove has been sacked,” Kane said. “Burned to the ground by King Gareth of Amber and King Thales of Garnet.”


The shifting of the royals before us told me they either hadn’t known or didn’t much care.


“Please, let us discuss this in a more civilized manner,” Eryx called out. “This is wholly unnecessary. Our people here are refugees from battle. We mean your city no harm.”


“Not yet, at least,” Kane purred, and a chill broke out across my arms. I knew now what he could do. How easily he could massacre this entire group with his barbed, shadowed power.


The regal couple at the top of the marble stairs conferred silently. Agonizing moments passed in which I saw violence, bloodshed, guttural sobs . . . I strained to lay eyes on Leigh or Ryder, and felt the arms around my middle tighten. At best I was looking at another dungeon, more rope around my wrists, more suffering for those I loved, more—


In an instant the guards released all of us, and the blade at my throat was sheathed. I loosed a breath and rubbed at my neck before spotting the royals striding down those sprawling white steps toward us. They must have given their guards the all clear. I scanned through the crowd for my siblings until finally my eyes found a little disheveled blonde head of hair. I pushed through a sea of blue-clad men and reached for her.


“Are you all right?”


“Fine,” Leigh said, wrenching from my grip.


I glowered at the soldier beside her and only released his eyes when Leigh forcibly yanked me away. We shuffled through the throng until a warm, calloused hand encircled my arm and pulled me back.


“You’ll need to stay with us,” Kane said. “Ryder, can you take the little one?”


I looked up to see Ryder shove through blue armor and wet gray clothes. “Yeah, I got her. Go charm some royals.”


Since when were they so friendly? Kane hated Ryder.


I peeked down to Leigh. “I’ll be right behind you.”


My siblings, along with the rest of the ship’s passengers, were ushered around the wide bright steps and through a set of great stone doors wreathed in vines and peach wildflowers. Once they were safely inside, and my heart rate had slowed to a more manageable pace, Kane and I climbed the endless stairs behind Griffin, Amelia, and Eryx toward the royal family. I found a few grains of sand still lodged between my teeth, and spat discreetly onto the opalescent stone.


“Not very ladylike,” Kane murmured.


“Why don’t you find one of those guards with the pointy blades to bother?”


“So violent,” he hummed.


“What can I say? I learned from the best.”


“I think you’re plenty violent on your own,” Kane mused as we came to a halt. But something like irritation flicked across his eyes. “The numbskull with the sword at your neck did come close to losing his hand, though.”


Eryx bowed when he reached the royals, his pear-shaped body nearly toppling with the performative gesture. They only glared at us.


“King Broderick, Queen Isolde. You remember my daughter, Amelia; King Ravenwood’s commander, Griffin Bolt; and this is his healer, Lady Arwen.”


“Greetings,” the queen said to us all, lips pursed.


I curtsied, and upon rising, my eyes slipped past the Citrine royals and caught sight of a shockingly handsome man leaning against a pillar behind them.


He was lean and tall, with glowing bronze skin, and despite his casual stance, held his arms behind him in a show of respect. The position only highlighted his cut biceps and broad, strong chest. Even at a distance I found my gaze glued to his confident, resting smile and clear blue eyes, which mirrored the shining, endless ocean behind me. Next to him stood a petite woman, maybe a few years younger than me. She was also attractive, but less magnificently so. That same flaxen hair, heart-shaped face, and stunning sealike eyes.


Although hers looked rather sad, and couldn’t seem to pull away from . . . I followed her eyeline, landing on Kane.


Bleeding Stones. He wasn’t that gorgeous, was he?


His strong jaw ticked as he caught me looking at him, inky tousled hair and sleek clothes a powerful contrast to the sunny palace and blue skies around us. He turned a black signet ring around on his pinky and pocketed the hand in one smooth motion, drawing my eyes down to his long, muscular legs.


I swallowed hard and decided I’d better not answer my own question.


King Broderick motioned to the pair behind him, “Eryx, you remember our son, Prince Fedrik, and daughter, Princess Sera.”


“Yes!” Eryx exclaimed, overly familiar. “How they’ve grown! I remember when—”


“No, no need,” Isolde snipped, looking down at a single chipped nail.


Fedrik, the handsome man—not even handsome, but artfully, classically beautiful—sauntered over to greet us before giving me a warm, genuine smile and taking my hand in his. “Lady Arwen.” Fedrik bowed. “It’s a pleasure.”


He exuded cheer and ease, as if it were a mere everyday occurrence to find forty wet, windswept refugees in your courtyard, and after this little discussion he’d be off to play some kind of masculine, midafternoon sport and take a dip in the shimmering sea.


A smile itched to spread across my face—he was like sunshine.


Princess Sera offered a fluid curtsy and pinned her eyes even more intently on Kane beside me. I whipped my gaze to him to catch his reaction, but he was expressionless, staring at the castle turrets, silver eyes bored and cold.


This was the version of Kane I had first met. None of his vulnerability showing, no weakness, no warmth. Only cool and casual disinterest, with a well of deadly venom simmering just below the surface.


Eryx marched forward and motioned for Kane to do the same. Amelia moved to join at her father’s side, but he placed a single elbow out as he adjusted his belt, very subtly reprimanding her and sending her back to where Griffin and I stood. Shame painted her cheeks with a pink glow.


Unexpected ire burned in my blood. From what I had seen, Amelia was a far fiercer protector of Peridot than her father. She had been the only one concerned about the people of Siren’s Cove when the city was attacked.


“We seek asylum,” Eryx began. “King Ravenwood’s words are true. Peridot fell in the battle of Siren’s Bay, and King Gareth of Amber has assumed my throne. Onyx will be next. Citrine is a mighty and powerful force. We will need your vast army if we are to stand any chance in restoring peace to Evendell.”


King Broderick didn’t even blink. “We cannot help you.”


Kane leaned forward. “Broderick, come now—”


But the queen stepped in front of her husband, her pointed chin held high. “If I recall, King Ravenwood, you are not permitted on Citrine sands after what you did. I could have your head on a stake for breathing our air.”


Of course.


Of course Kane had done something—surely something unethical, double-crossing, and self-serving—that would land us all without safe haven.


Eryx’s boastful face had finally fallen. He actually looked a little bewildered.


“Queen Isolde,” Kane tried, as if mustering patience. “She was too young to marry. She’s just a child.”


Princess Sera went pale, her eyes suddenly fixated on her pink-hued sandals.


“That was not your decision to make.” The queen’s voice was shrill.


“She was to be my wife.”


Oh, Bleeding Stones.


“Well, I was pleased,” Prince Fedrik cut in. “I didn’t particularly like the idea of my baby sister marrying a raging Fae asshole anyway. Someone come find me when he’s left the city, will you?” He gave Kane a bright smile and a hard pat on the shoulder before walking past him and descending the sprawling, milky white stairs.


Fae? Shock coursed through me like a crack of lightning.


But Kane merely scowled.


“Why did you agree to marry our daughter if you only planned to humiliate her?” Queen Isolde pressed.


I was still reeling from the prince’s comment. Maybe the entire Kingdom of Citrine knew of the Fae Realm? But how could that knowledge never have spread to the rest of the continent?


“You can do with me whatever you wish,” Kane said, ignoring her question. “But do not punish these people for my mistakes. The kind of evil we are up against threatens to destroy every mortal soul. What Eryx has yet to inform you is that King Gareth and King Thales are allied with my father. Surely, you won’t let your pride stand in the way of all the lives in Evendell?”


Queen Isolde’s face gave nothing away. Nothing but that splintering rage in her stark eyes. But King Broderick—all I could hope was that he might save this rapidly deteriorating situation. He took his wife’s hand in his, though she wriggled against the gesture.


“Personal feelings aside, we cannot risk our kingdom’s safety. You may stay here for the night, but we insist that you all leave tomorrow.”


No, no no—


What now? I couldn’t bring Leigh and Ryder back to Onyx, knowing Lazarus might be waiting for us. And I knew too little about the rest of the continent to even fathom which other kingdoms might offer safety.


Kane persevered. “I may have wronged your family, but—”


The queen’s voice was piercing. “Humiliated. Devastated our daughter—”


“I know.” Kane’s eyes were severe. He was done begging. I swallowed hard. “Give me a private audience to convince you both. What I have to say will be worth your time.”


Before his wife could sink her claws into Kane once more, King Broderick said, “Fine.”
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