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To those who stare at the stars to feel something.






Some scars are carved into our bones - a part of who we are, shaping what we become.

-Daughter of the Moon Goddess by Sue Lynn Tan








Trigger Warning

This novel includes some sensitive topics that may be upsetting to some readers, and I have done my best to approach them in an appropriate manner. For your comfort, please be aware of the following topics while reading: graphic descriptions of fantasy violence, non-consensual drugging of main characters, depictions of panic attacks, depictions of self-harm, depictions of drowning, suicide ideation, implied torture, menstruation mention, alcohol abuse, and intended filicide (killing one’s daughter).
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From the moment I saw the Marama fleet in the sun-speckled distance, I knew something was wrong. And when the blackened hull of my father’s ship sailed into view, I bundled my hair into my arms and ran down from my lighthouse.

Even with a favourable wind and calm waters, the Full Moon and Crossbones were too early. They weren’t scheduled to return until tomorrow afternoon, before the Resurrection. Something had brought them home from the mainland too soon.

The first ships were shuddering to a halt against the docks when I arrived, my bare feet sliding over the wet wood. My mother watched as Father’s ship slotted into the pier next to us, her face a smooth slate, her dark blue eyes shuttered. Behind her, the diamond spires of our palace glowed red in the sun’s last rays, illuminating the coast of our island and the brunt of the damage in the fleet.

“What happened?” I choked, my hair tumbling out of my grasp in my shock. The ocean breeze caught the white strands and whipped them down the shore, a dozen yards of salt-crusted strands that were as sacred to me as my power was to my parents.

In the lengthening stretch of my mother’s silence, I looked for our crest—a rising wave adorned with a crown of stars. I could never mask my emotions as well as Mother could. They slipped through the cracks in my walls like pelting rain, filling the corners of my mind, flooding forth in waves that threatened to drown me. Mother’s chilly gaze had never been a comfort, so instead, I imagined my lighthouse jutting out over the ocean, red and white painted stone standing tall on the cliffs. The one thing that weathered every storm. Unbreakable.

My fears found the cracks, anyway. My heart knocked against my ribs in rapid bursts the longer my mother stayed silent. I’d never heard of anything happening to Father during his adventures on the mainland. I’d never heard much of anything at all. He kept his escapades secret from me, and I’d learned not to pry. That was to say nothing of what I’d overheard the guards whispering in the quiet corridors at night when they thought everyone else was sleeping.

I didn’t like what I had overheard in recent weeks—that my father was losing the war, that it was getting worse, that the chieftess was becoming more worried as the days dragged on. I had meant to ask him about the rumours upon his return. To my knowledge, he wasn’t fighting in any war—but those thoughts vanished from my mind as his ship rocked up against the dock.

His first mate, Noa, dropped the gangplank with a clunk onto the pier. Wounded crew members stumbled forward, each of them barely managing to bow as they passed my mother. She pressed her lips into a thin line, icy eyes wide and unblinking. Her chest rose and fell with a steady rhythm.

Sometimes I despised her emotionless facade. This was one of those times. To see her react without such passivity might ease the concern clawing up my throat. I could only hope to see a fracture in her facade. She was as silent as a stone statue and just as still, so I scrambled onto my father’s ship, shouldering past a surprised crew member. If she wouldn’t going to see Father, I would.

Except my father had forbidden me from boarding his ship.

My parents thought it would tempt me to leave our island home, to explore the world. They said my heart sought the horizon, and I would never be happy with our shores as my border. They were wrong. I was happy here—happy with my books and my hobbies and my lighthouse. But if the rumours about war were true, then my parents had every right to be concerned. I had to be protected, and that meant I couldn’t leave, no matter what my heart wanted.

The ship breathed beneath my feet, the gentle swell of waves lapping the sandy shore, but my stomach dropped at the unfamiliar sensation. I caught the railing to steady myself, breath whooshing out of me at the rise and fall. Mother’s piercing gaze drilled into my back.

“Noa!” I called. He stood at the mast, adjusting the damaged main sail, and whirled around at my voice. Confusion drew his eyebrows together, then panic shot them up again. “Where’s my father?”

“Princess Kalei,” he said in a low voice, crossing the deck. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Where is my father?” I repeated, slower, tamping down the fear that would have made my voice break if I spoke any louder. His hesitation was worse than Mother’s silence.

But why was he hesitating? Unless…

My back hit the banister as I feared the worst had befallen my father—he was dead. He had to be dead if Noa wasn’t answering me. Why else would he stay silent, if not to protect me from the truth?

A small, rational corner of my mind tried to reason with the sharp shards of fear I was swallowing. I shouldn’t have been so scared of the possibility. I had the power to bring the dead back to life. No one truly knew what waited on the other side of the Dunes of Forever, but if my father was dead, I could bring him back tomorrow, on the full moon, during the Resurrection. But, the irrational part of my mind shot back with barbed ferocity, What if they didn’t have his body? I couldn’t bring him back if they didn’t have his body.

“Minnow,” Father’s warm voice wove out of the darkness behind Noa.

Relief rushed through me, but when Noa stepped aside, I choked on a gasp at the sight of ruby droplets splattered across his stomach. His linen shirt was torn, hanging by pale threads from one shoulder, revealing a splash work of deep gashes that covered the right side of his ribs. The half-cape that hung over the other shoulder bore the brunt of the burns—char curled up the hem, blackening the once-bright pattern of leaves and feathers. The tatters fluttered in the breeze, small needle pricks dotting the fabric that echoed the cuts on his stomach.

He lumbered forward, clutching his side, face twisted beneath his grimy beard. Blood trailed in his wake, ink-black in the fading sunlight, and seeped between the deck boards beneath his feet.

“You shouldn’t be here, Minnow,” he grumbled, cupping my cheek in his palm. His skin burned.

I grabbed his hand, pulling it down between us. Nothing of Father reflected in my appearance. My skin was darker than his, even as night enveloped us. He had always been the pale moon to Mother’s dark night, yet I shared her ice-chip eyes.

“What happened?” I pressed.

His fingers slipped through mine, slick with blood. Distance gleamed in his brown eyes. I tried to bring him back to the moment, tugging his face to meet my eyes, but he brushed past me with a breathless mumble and stumbled down the gangplank.

“Minnow, meet me in the infirmary,” he called over his shoulder, gesturing vaguely for Mother to follow him.

She fell into step beside him as they climbed the stony path through the sandy dunes towards the palace. Her low, urgent voice snaked down the dock towards me, only whispers on a breeze that caressed my skin, dispassionate murmurs without identifiable words.

Noa tilted his good ear to me. “Your father thinks he’s invincible.”

“He’s not.” I studied him. The right ear that had been lobbed off in the sword fight that ultimately ended his life, nose caved in from decomposition rot, and eyes milky white after his sojourn to Death’s dark shores in another time. “What happened?”

He straightened, watching my father’s tattered cape disappear over the dunes. “Perhaps he’ll tell you in the infirmary.”

I didn’t want to wait to be dismissed by my father yet again, not if Noa had the answers. “Noa…”

“Chief Mikala swore us to secrecy,” he said with tight-lipped apathy. “Excuse me, Princess.” He dipped his head and returned to the mast.

I frowned. Noa never called my father by name or title to me. He was distancing himself, defaulting to formality to avoid talking about what was happening on the mainland. The rumours I had heard from the guards nagged at the back of my mind as I stumbled down the gangplank. My feet steadied on the dock, but my thoughts continued to lurch as if they were tossing in a storm. Something horrible was happening beyond the borders of my island. My gaze drifted to the dark horizon, barely indistinguishable from the ocean. Stars sparkled overheard and white caps formed on the waves—the only differences I was able to see from where I stood.

Somewhere out there, beyond the haze of the horizon, beyond the line where the sky met the sea, someone had injured my father. I wouldn’t allow it, but if I wasn’t allowed out there, how could I stop it from happening again? More importantly, what business did my father have fighting in a war I had never heard of? How long had they been keeping it secret from me?

I scrambled up the dunes, the wind behind me buffering against them, and flew past men and women carting corpses to the crypts. My heart pounded against my teeth, a bitter tang at the back of my throat. The dead didn’t frighten me nearly as much as Death himself did, but now I began to wonder who all those people were, who all the souls I brought back every month were. People who had homes—families—on the other side of the ocean. Or so I had thought.

The line of carts wound around the side of the palace.

My hair dragged through the sand and across the stone as I bounded over the threshold into the glittering foyer. Moon dust sparkled in the marble beneath my bare feet. Gold veins ran in rivulets through the floor, streaming up the walls to the vaulted ceiling, spilling into the hundred-candle chandelier dangling from a glass dome. The coloured windows flanking the doors stared into the velvet void. Few servants lingered in the corridors, but guards wandered by on their nightly rounds—smartly silent as they passed, merely nodding their heads in my direction.

I hurried to the infirmary wing, my feet a whisper on the cool marble, silencing my approach. Father’s voice rumbled through the crack in the door. Mother’s soft answer was too low for me to hear. I crept towards the door, back pressed against the wall, tucking my hair behind my ear and leaning forward until their murmurs formed words.

“The Vodaeard princess said she would take me to the other half,” Father said, his excited grumble rattling my bones.

I held my breath, trying to recall where I had read that name before. Its mystery eluded me.

“I was so close, Iekika. If I leave now, I can be back in Vodaeard by morning, and the girl can take me to it. I can have the other half of that moonstone in my hand in less than three days. Plenty of time to prepare for the Blood Moon next month.”

A shudder crackled down my spine. I had never heard that phrase before, but the way my father said it, almost reverently, made me believe it was important.

“She won’t be ready. Why did you call the retreat?” Mother pressed.

I glimpsed her black shawl dusting the floor as she shifted her stance.

Father grunted. A hiss blew between his teeth. “She escaped when I cut out her parents’ hearts.”

I slapped a hand over my mouth to stifle my gasp. The bloodlust in his voice echoed in my ears. I barely heard him continue over the ringing of violence.

“They bombed my ship. As we retreated, a second bomb exploded at the helm. That’s where this came from.”

My hand trembled as I dropped it from my mouth. My father was injured. I had to go in there and heal him. But how could I face him, with all my questions, knowing he had killed the monarchs of some kingdom across the ocean? That didn’t sound like my father, and the lack of remorse in his voice terrified me. I had never heard him sound so callous before. He was kind and caring. A true chief. He always did what was best for our people.

How was killing foreign monarchs the best thing for our people?

I heard the cot creak under his weight. “Where is Kalei?” he grumbled. “Go find her,” he barked to one of the nurses.

Scrambling away from the door, I palmed the fear from my eyes, clenching my teeth to hide the tremor in my bottom lip as a young nurse pushed the door open.

“Oh, Princess,” she exclaimed. “Your father is waiting for you.” She held the door open for me.

I took a deep breath and let it shudder through me. The slow exhale calmed my racing heart. “I’m here, Father,” I said, ignoring the way my mother’s calculating gaze tracked my movements across the infirmary.

If I didn’t meet her eyes, she wouldn’t be able to see the storm behind mine. I was a lighthouse now, strong and defiant. This was the storm I had to weather.

Father’s eyes lit up when I stopped in front of him, pride pulling his pained face into a grimace of a smile. A stream of blood dripped off the bed, a pool of rubies in the harsh white light of the infirmary. He reached out to cup my cheek again, fingers still wet. How could this kind face hide a monster? Perhaps I had misheard. I shoved my doubts aside and smiled down at my father.

“Minnow, why do you look so concerned? This was just an accident.”

My stomach twisted into a knot. I pulled his hand down again. My father wouldn’t hurt anyone for no reason. I had to trust that he knew best.

“Come,” he said, tearing the remaining threads of his shirt. The fabric was so stained beyond its original colour.

I grimaced at the crusting blood oozing out of his side and reached blindly for a knife on the tray behind me.

He grabbed my wrist, fingers pinching. “No. No blood.”

“Bu—”

“No blood,” he said firmly, the force of his tone causing him to cough. He drew his hand back, hacking into the crook of his elbow. Red speckled his lips.

My gaze flicked up to my mother, only to find the ghost of her presence, her absence as startling as her silent departure. Huffing, I knelt on the ground, plucking a strand of hair from the waves cascading down my back. My hair had never seen a trim, but my parents allowed me to use it to heal, only a single strand at a time. I took a moment to crumple it in my palm, rewording the questions on the tip of my tongue.

“You would tell me,” I said slowly, eyes locked on the mesh of cuts, “if you were in danger.” I meant it as a demand, but it came out closer to a question.

“You needn’t concern yourself with that.” His eyes bored into the top of my head. “Minnow, you know why you stay on this island?”

“To keep me safe,” I murmured. The hair in my palm tickled my skin.

Father tilted my chin up. “Everything I do, I do to protect you. To protect your gift.” His fingers drifted to the cord around my neck, down to the silver pendant and obsidian stone resting against my chest. He eyed it hungrily. “Power like yours must be protected. Say it.”

“My power must be protected,” I whispered. It had always been about keeping this gift safe, and not putting myself in danger, lest someone try to take it from me. Or worse, kill me for it. If I was gone, so was my power.

“Do you trust me, Minnow?” His fingers caught my chin again.

I felt every slick drop of blood on my face like a brand, binding me to him, to this island. “Always.” My throat burned earnestly, but my face flamed with shame. The word felt like a lie, even though I wanted it to be true.

“Then trust me when I say you don’t need to concern yourself over this.” His gaze softened, and his hand slid to my cheek again.

I leaned into his warmth, my heart beating in my throat.

“Finish up here,” he said finally, dropping his hand.

I leaned forward to press the strand of hair against his wound, murmuring the words to kindle the moon’s healing power through me. The obsidian stone pulsed against my chest, warmth spreading down to my fingers, splaying through the cuts and stitching them back together.

“I’m leaving in the morning,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

My hand slipped against his side, and erratic light veered from the stone, briefly blinding me. I rose to my feet unsteadily. “You’re not staying for the Resurrection?”

Eyes narrowed, he stared at the stone as if he could pick apart its secrets, though not even I understood them. The stone granted me power beyond comprehension, but only I was able to wield it. Its gift remained a mystery. The cord dug into the back of my neck under the weight of his scrutiny. “No,” he murmured absently. “I have matters to attend to on the mainland.”

“What matters, Father?” I blurted. The stone burned against my dark skin, light flickering in its depths. It had never reacted this way before. I only felt its warmth and saw its light when I used my power, as the moon’s gift channeled through the stone. This was strange, and I didn’t like the way Father’s eyes focused on the necklace and not on me. “You’ve always been there for every one of my Resurrections. Why not this one?”

He rose from the bed, large-chested and broad-shouldered. The skin stretched over his side, still stitching, straining as he moved. “I will not hear any more of this, Kalei.” He marched for the door, back through the trail of his own blood speckled across the white floor like red stars in a bleak void.

“Father!” I cried, my voice finally breaking. “Please tell me! What war are you fighting?”

“Enough!” He whirled, the power of his words slamming into me like a gale, forcing me back a step. After a moment, when I was sure I would burst into tears if he didn’t say more, his shoulders sagged. “Minnow, I don’t know what rumours found their way to you in my absence, but you shouldn’t listen to them. Whatever happens on the mainland will never hurt you here.”

My parents told me assassins from the mainland had tried to kill me when I was a child, to steal my power for themselves, but no one else could channel the moon’s magic. They kept me locked on this island like it was my personal prison, and I learned to love it even though my heart yearned for the horizon. But there had come a time, several years ago, during my first Resurrection, when I had learned that danger lurked much closer to home.

It wasn’t some faceless being on the mainland, unable to reach me.

It was Death himself, snapping at my heels every time I dived into the depths to retrieve lost souls. I crossed into his realm—uninvited—too many times. I had always known it was a matter of time before he came knocking.

Renewed fear spiked through me now. I wasn’t worried about myself anymore. Father was keeping secrets from me, inciting dangerous affairs on the mainland. If there truly was a war—and I was starting to believe there was—who would keep him safe?

He sighed and opened his arms.

I fled into his embrace. The tang of ash and blood clung to him, tickling my nose as he pressed a kiss to the top of my head.

“I’ll be back in three days’ time, Minnow. Keep a weather eye on the horizon for me.”

“I will,” I murmured as he strode from the infirmary, swallowing the lie. Three days might be enough for my father, but I needed answers now.

When he was gone, I raced to confront the one person who might have them.
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Two



Cold tears pressed at the corners of my eyes—from the wind, I told myself—as I stared into the red sun until my eyes burned. Everything it touched blazed in orange fire—the whitecaps on the waves, the anger churning in my veins, and the curls of amber hair tumbling into my face. Light sparked on the sea as we cut through the water, but the sky and the world we had left behind were dark.

Death lay behind me. Death lay before me.

There was nothing left for me back there.

My quarry lay ahead, tangled somewhere at the front of the retreating armada. A burnt hull, a charred figurehead, a crisped pennant. My fingers, bloody from obsessively chewing them for hours, dug grooves into the splintered railing.

If only the enemy captain had been standing closer to the explosion.

“My queen.” My first mate’s voice startled me, sounding much closer than I expected.

A nail cracked as I jerked away from the railing.

He stood straight-backed, his posture rigid from years at court.

A cough built up in my throat, breaking up the dust that had settled there since we set sail hours ago. I hadn’t spoken a word in those hours, in part due to my stomach churning in knots like the wind churned the waves. But mostly due to the grief that weighed on my shoulders like the crown I was set to inherit, too soon and too unexpectedly.

“Black seas. Now is not the time for formalities, Talen,” I muttered, sticking my finger in my mouth to bite off the piece of chipped nail and spit it over the side of the ship.

As long as I had known him, he had never said a word about the crusty blood on my fingertips or the constant scabs on my bottom lip. Nothing I did could stop the urge to bite my skin—not even when I had tried dipping my fingers in fish oil. He was the only person who seemed to understand what I couldn’t even explain to myself.

He waited patiently until I dropped my hand, my fingertip covered in saliva, unsatisfied. “Evhen, you’re allowed to mourn.”

“Now is not the time for that,” I grumbled, turning back to the sea. Everything was a hazy, salty, angry blur. Any time something wet landed on my face, I blamed the spray of the ocean because it was easier to blame something I could see than the roiling emotions in my heart. And when I found myself at the prow—leaning into the unknown as if that could bring me closer to the Marama warships we pursued, chest tight and stomach tense—all the words I wanted to scream into the sky died in my throat instead.

I was too young to inherit my father’s crown. Tradition declared that monarchs could not take the throne until their eighteenth birthday. It was only age that mattered to my people. I wasn’t there yet, but that didn’t lessen the burden of knowing I’d be crowned all the same.

Wind whisked my tears away as I agitatedly ran my cracked nail over the pad of my thumb. I tried to focus on what lay ahead, but everything circled back to my dead parents. Even imagining what I would do once we caught up to the warships didn’t stop their faces from flashing in my mind.

We had been sailing straight since morning, following the warships at a distance to avoid being spotted, and now that we were so close, I could feel their killer’s blood on my fingers.

“We have to catch up to those seas-damned ships.”

Talen sighed, shoulders slackening, rough-worked fingers sandpapering across the sparse orange fuzz dusting his jaw. “We’re moving as fast as we can,” he said. “Besides, we found something below deck you might want to see.”

Brow furrowed, I followed him to the hatch in the middle of the ship, the pain in my chest unfurling. It was replaced by an uncomfortable sense of dread. I hated the shadowy places on boats, raised on stories of the ghostly souls of sailors trapped as their vessels sank, of spirits who sailed the seas forever. Ghosts lived in the dark corners of ships and minds alike, and I had enough of them in my life to believe they had followed me here.

My first mate hauled the grate open, and I peered into the musky, fuse-scented gloom. A candle flickered somewhere behind the stairs, the shadows dancing up and down the planks. Heart bursting like a lit explosive, I swallowed and descended into the low-ceilinged space.

The cargo hold was void of actual goods except for a few crates—blankets and ripe fruit—thrown hastily against a wall and three forgotten barrels of explosive powder. We had fled Vodaeard too quickly to pack anything, but I didn’t expect to be gone from home long. All I had to do was safely arrive on a stranded island, sneak into the palace, and kill the man who killed my parents.

Easy, if not for the hundreds of warships between my ship and the shore.

From behind the stairs came the distinct sound of someone gulping, followed by a bottle hitting a table. Groaning, I nearly slapped my forehead as I turned to see my younger brother slumped against a post with his eyes shut. A single candle, sitting dangerously close to the edge of the table, illuminated the sheen of sweat on his pale face.

I circled the stairs. Three other bottles cluttered the low table, one of them already empty. I kicked my brother’s foot. “Alekey.”

He cracked one eye open and sat up, beaming his most infuriating grin. The one that got him out of so much trouble as a child. The one I wanted to cut right off his face with my cutlass.

“Took you long enough,” he chirped, his words slurred from the drink. He blinked one eye at a time, staring into the mouth of his bottle. “I think. What time is it?”

“The sun’s going down.” I wanted to be furious with him, but I couldn’t muster the energy. I had no right to be angry at him if he wanted to drink his grief away.

But he wasn’t supposed to be here at all.

“Oh, then, yeah,” Alekey said, winking up at me. “Took you long enough.” He tipped his head back and downed the rest of his drink, wiping the back of his sleeve across his mouth.

I wrapped my arms around myself, turning my face into a frown as fear cut through me like a knife. How was I supposed to focus on killing someone who deserved my wrath when I had to worry about his safety as well? Even if I wasn’t really mad, I could at least look like it.

“You know I don’t like…” I waved a hand at our surroundings. The light from his meagre candle didn’t reach the corners. It played tricks if I stared too long.

“Their ghosts aren’t down here,” he snapped, suddenly serious, eyes narrowing at me.

My breath stuck behind my teeth. Numbly, I watched him reach for another bottle and fumble with the cap.

“I would have seen them,” he growled. Fat tears dripped down his cheeks. “I would have…” His hand slipped, and he threw the bottle down, choking on a sob.

Without a word, I caught the bottle and twisted the lid off. My hands shook as I set it on the table for him.

He hadn’t seen them—their faces frozen in fear.

I prayed he never saw their ghosts. I would rather him drink himself into a stupor than live with the images that flashed through my mind. If I couldn’t protect him out here, at least I could protect him from that.

“Come up when you’re ready,” I whispered to the dark. The shadows danced up the walls in answer.

Alekey didn’t look up, shoulders shuddering.

Weary down to my bones, I swiped the last bottle and trudged up the stairs, twisting the cap off. Talen raised an eyebrow at me as I tilted the drink to my lips.

“What?” I mumbled around the rim.

“Nothing,” he said innocently, jewel glittering in his ear as the last rays of day speared across the sky. Silver specks painted the velvet void behind us.

I lowered the bottle without having drunk a drop, my fingers tight on its neck. “If you have something to say, say it.”

“You’re not one to drink, Evhen,” he said, drawing out each word.

The disapproval lacing his voice grated against my fraying nerves.

“Maybe I should start.” I waved my prize in his face, sloshing alcohol over my hand. “And might I ask why you let him get two in before saying anything to me? Seas, he shouldn’t even be here!”

“You’re deflecting.”

I scowled. “Don’t presume to know what’s going on in here.” I tapped my head with the mouth of the bottle and took a genuine swig. It burned on the way down, and I screwed my face into a grimace.

He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I know you better than you think, Your Majesty.”

The title scraped against the inside of my skull like a knife’s edge. It felt less like an honour and more like a brand.

“Don’t call me that,” I mumbled, staring at the murky liquid in the bottle. It smelled awful and tasted worse, but maybe Alekey had the right idea. Forgetting was easier with something to aid it.

“Then what do you want me to call you?” There was a challenge in his voice, one I didn’t hear too often. My voice of reason rearing his head.

My eyes narrowed. “Captain,” I suggested. “Something that doesn’t remind me of them!” I took another swig. It buzzed in my veins, but stress continued to pound behind my left eye.

“We’re all upset, Ev.” His voice softened. “You don’t see Icana and me ruining ourselves because of it.”

My gaze whipped around him to look towards the helm.

The woman in question shook her blunt blonde bob out of her face. “Don’t drink and sail,” she said sagely.

I looked back at Talen, fire in my eyes and fury in my voice. “I didn’t see you crying over it, either.”

A muscle feathered in his jaw. “You weren’t looking.”

I stomped to the railing and leaned against it, drawing in a sharp breath of cold air. “What do you think I’ve been doing all day?”

Talen joined me, only to pluck the bottle from my loose grip and drop it into the wine-dark sea. “Thinking about murder is not grieving.”

“It’s not murder. It’s revenge.”

I lifted my gaze from the tumbling waves. In the distance, a white castle rose above the water, flickering between groves of palm trees. And, nearer than I expected, a lighthouse jutted out of the rock, red and white painted stone piercing through the hazy veil of night.

Oh, curse the seas!

My heart slammed into my throat at the sight, and I curled my fingers around the hilt of my cutlass to distract their worrying. The moulded leather grip was a small comfort.

“Douse the lights,” I whispered, though I doubted we had been spotted. There was no fire at the top of the lighthouse, and we were still too far away to see the warships, much less the shore.

Talen quickly put out the lanterns along the side of the ship. At the helm, Icana doused her lantern, but there was still a weak, warm red seeping between the boards beneath our feet.

“Key!” I called down into the cargo hold. “Smother that candle.”

Below deck, Alekey mumbled exactly where I could smother it. Heat fanned across my face as my first mate chuckle-coughed into his hand.

I stomped a foot on the top step. “Key—black seas, help me—put that light out, or I will put it out with your face.”

Grumbling wordlessly but loudly, my brother blew the candle out, and I moved away from the pitch-black cargo hold. Below, I heard him trip over something as he landed with a hollow crash and an exaggerated cry of pain. Moments later, he stumbled up the stairs. A broken bottle hung from his fingers and the remnants of alcohol clung to his tousled black hair. He shook his head like a dog, flinging drops of ale all over me.

I cringed at the smell as droplets stuck to my skin, then grabbed the empty bottle and chucked it overboard.

Alekey watched it drop into the ocean with a splash. “That wasn’t very nice,” he said, raking a hand through his sopping hair. It stood up on end as he contemplated the excess ale on his fingers.

Movement beyond the lighthouse drew my attention to the rocky outcropping before I could snap at him again. Racing towards the castle on the far side of the island, a girl with the longest hair I’ve ever seen ghosted through the night, leaving a white haze over the grass in her wake. She was a pale, moon-bright speck against the dark, but she disappeared out of sight as Icana steered us to the other side of the cliff.

Talen dropped the anchor. For many long minutes, we were silent. My heart fluttered in my chest as I stared across a strip of rocks leading to a path through the dunes, mind whirling as violently as the waves over the reef.

“Who in the great seas was that?” Alekey finally broke the silence.

I didn’t know, but I intended to find out.
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Noa raised an eyebrow at the plate in my hands, piled with fresh bread slathered in peach jam, crumbly fruit tarts drizzled with custard, and slices of ripe apricot dripping in cacao spread. He might have lost his sense of smell from the Resurrection, but his eyes knew delicious food when they saw it.

It had taken little effort to acquire the plate from the palace cooks—I usually ate breakfast this late at night and spent my waking hours wandering the empty halls while everyone else slept. The moon kept me awake, as the sun kept everyone else awake.

Though, unlike the cooks, Noa always questioned the generous stacks of food. “Are you trying to bribe me, Princess?”

Exaggerating a gasp at his accusation, I drew the offering back, affronted. “I simply thought you’d be hungry after so long at sea.”

The growl from his stomach filled the servants’ corridor, where I’d found him sneaking out of a maid’s cellar room. He crossed his arms over his chest, scarred eyebrow still dancing amid locks of brown hair. “I told you earlier—”

“And you knew he wouldn’t tell me anything,” I interrupted, lowering the plate between us when it was clear he wasn’t going to take it. “I need answers. And you’re the only person who will give them to me.”

“What makes you say that?” His eyes darted over my head, fixing on something in the corridor behind me. A shadow shivered in his gaze.

“Because I know the way to your heart is through your stomach.” I raised the selection of food again and nudged one of the apricot slices towards him.

He caught it before it tumbled off the plate, cacao dripping between his fingers.

“Besides, I can’t eat all this by myself.”

“Hmph,” he grumbled, popping the fruit into his mouth. He brushed past me, snatching the plate out of my hands as he did, and marched silently down the hall.

I stared at the door to the room where he had been messing around with a maid. I didn’t even know her name or what she looked like. She was just another face in the palace. It wasn’t by choice that I hardly knew anyone—my parents didn’t allow the maids or the servants or the guards to talk to me. They weren’t allowed to acknowledge me in the halls, aside from a bow of their heads. Perhaps it was for the best. I was a princess, after all. But my heart was lonely, and Noa was the only person who bothered to acknowledge me. I considered him a friend.

And now he was shunning me as well. I hurried after him, eager to escape the chilly cellars. “I only want—”

I nearly slammed into his broad chest when I rounded the corner. He had stopped in the adjacent corridor and whirled around to face me.

“Chief swore us to secrecy,” he said again, more forcefully than before. His eyes were dark flashes in the waning torchlight. Fists clenched at his sides.

I held my breath, waiting until he straightened again before releasing it with a whoosh. I opened my mouth, but he set his face into a scowl, shaking his head sharply.

“I won’t ask you to tell me what my father is doing on the mainland,” I said quickly.

He tried to move down the hall, stuffing a fruit tart into his mouth to avoid my questions, but I ducked past him and blocked his escape.

He mumbled something around the pastry. One foot tapped impatiently, waiting for me to give up.

I hated his secrecy and his loyalty to my parents. I wouldn’t have another chance to ask him if he was leaving with my father in the morning. I sighed, feigning defeat. “Just tell me where—”

“Princess,” he warned with a low growl, “you know I won’t disobey your father.”

“Let me talk, Noa,” I snapped, the torchlight flickering with my tone. He raised his eyebrow again, bemused. “You don’t have to tell me what you know, only where I can find information about the Blood Moon myself.” I studied his reaction. He always betrayed so much on his ruined face.

There was the slightest twitch in his eye, a quirk at the corner. So he did know. But he wouldn’t tell me.

“No one will know you helped me if you only tell me where to direct my research.”

He sighed and scratched his chin. A shadow curved along the wall behind him, and beneath us, the bones of the dead quivered in the crypts. “I don’t know,” he said hesitantly.

I bit my tongue, relaxing my fingers before the bones in the crypt could rattle the foundation. I couldn’t wake the bodies until tomorrow, but with the moon growing to full, the bones were becoming impatient. The dead were waiting to return once more, but I needed to know why I was bringing them back.

There were two phrases my father said that meant nothing to me and everything to him. Now, I could maybe learn more about them.

“Will the library have that kind of information?” I pressed. If the dampness of the cellars and the exhaustion in his eyes were any indications, my time with him was running out. He would soon retire and leave in the morning. I wasn’t going to let this opportunity slip through my fingers.

Noa rubbed the side of his absent nose. “I can’t guarantee you’ll find anything there, and I won’t answer any more of your questions.”

My breath rattled behind my teeth. His behaviour only made me more curious, but I took his warning in stride, palms tingling with trepidation. Something dangerous was happening on the mainland, but maybe my answers were a lot closer to home.

“Thank you, Noa,” I murmured.

He peered at me in the gloom. “Take care how you tread, Princess.” His low voice filled the chilly corridor, scraping along the stone with warning. “There are things your father will go to great lengths to keep from you. Whatever you find, I can’t promise you will like it.”

With that, he disappeared down the hall, taking the chill with him.

I blew out a breath. Shadows writhed between the black stones as if they, too, knew the secrets being kept from me.

The palace was falling asleep when I emerged from the cellars. Dreams crept up behind me, weaving through cracks in the marble stones to fill the bedchambers. A blanket of silence held the palace in its embrace.

This was my favourite time. When the corridors were quiet, and the stones were still. When torchlight flickered along the walls, between pools of ink-black night. When the moon rose in the sky, and its pale light reached me wherever I went, and my power scratched beneath the surface of my skin. This was when the bones in the crypt sang their waking song.

The long-forgotten skeletons themselves had no souls. I could only bring souls back into bodies of flesh when the moon was full—when my power was at its peak. But the bones of the long-dead moved and danced and rattled a wordless melody whenever I called to them, no matter the phase of the moon. The ones I saved from the Dunes of Forever, though—I didn’t know their names or their purposes. My parents always curated the souls I retrieved—but why? That question—a single, silencing why—echoed in my mind as I turned a corner and stopped short.

Dressed in a black silk nightgown and standing as still as the statues that lined the hallway, my mother waited. The library was on the other side, and I had to pass her chambers to reach it. She didn’t move while I approached, chilling eyes fixed on me in an unblinking stare.

“Good evening, Mother,” I said.

As I edged past her in the suddenly too-tight hall, she moved like a viper, latching a hand around my wrist and easing a cry of surprise from me as she dragged me into the antechamber of her rooms. I staggered before getting my feet under me. Dark, thick curtains hung in front of the window to stave off the night air, and a dying fire sat in the hearth. The door to her bedchamber was ajar, a blazing light streaming out of the crack. She pulled me to a stop in the middle of the room and whirled me around to face her. Her shift hardly moved, stiff as her lips. Even the faintest breeze dared not touch her without consent.

“Why were you talking with your father’s first mate?” she asked in a low tone, a soft hiss between her teeth. She never raised her voice, never spoke in a tone louder than a whisper, but that made her all the more frightening. Her words tickled my spine.

She also never called Noa my father’s advisor—she advised him—but it startled me to know she had seen our conversation. Or rather, as I thought back to the twisting shadows in the dark belly of the cellars, she had sent someone to watch my every move. No doubt the spy had already confronted Noa.

I pictured my lighthouse in my mind, its painted stone strong against the sea’s battering winds.

“I caught him sleeping with one of the maids.”

A pang of guilt soured my tongue. That kind of behaviour wasn’t allowed within the palace walls, and surely the girl would suffer the punishment instead of Noa. He would sail away with my father before they even identified the girl, unscathed.

My mother’s gaze didn’t waver. “And what were you doing in the cellars so late?”

“I often roam the empty halls at night,” I said, the truth closer than a lie. “I like the quiet.”

Her night-blue eyes glittered like dying stars. She knew I preferred night to day, when I felt closer to the moon as it hung in the velvet-black sky. I felt more alive, more energized by its pull, the way most people felt rejuvenated by the sun’s warmth. Even on a cloudy night, I could feel the moon’s energy in my veins. And Mother knew I preferred that. So why did she look so suspicious?

“How many of the guards do you pass on your nightly walks?”

My mouth ran dry. I noticed the way she carefully chose her words. Not how many I talk to, but how many I pass by, which was a significantly greater number.

“I don’t know an exact number,” I said. “I’m usually lost in a book. I’m headed to the library now, if you’d like to help me find a new book to read. I’ve read so many.” As I spoke, I edged around her towards the door, pausing long enough to see her cut a ringed hand through the air.

“It’s late,” she said, dismissing me.

“Good night, Mother.” I dipped my head and slipped into the hallway, letting out a tense breath. It was so hard to keep secrets from her when she saw everything, heard everything. Likely, she knew exactly what I had asked Noa. But she was keeping secrets from me, too.

Soon this web of lies would unravel, and I didn’t want to be caught unprepared when it did.

At the end of the Hall of Statues—so named to commemorate all the chiefs of our past in marble and gold—I turned the corner to the library wing. The stone walls here depicted our lineage written in elegant script, the earliest names in an ancient version of our language that few now could read. I ran my hands over the indentations, feeling the history rise and fall beneath my fingertips. My father’s name was one of the last. And right under his, mine. Kalei Maristela. The flower of the star of the sea.

The library’s massive doors groaned open under my palms. Plush carpets from other lands muffled my footsteps as I entered. The only light came from two guttering torches in the hall. I picked up one of the glass lanterns by the door and coaxed a flame from the torch onto the wick. Open flames weren’t allowed inside, lest all our tomes vanish from existence in ash and smoke. Knowledge was precious, as precious as the lives I brought back. The only difference between knowledge and the souls I retrieved from Death’s dark shores was that, once lost, it was lost forever.

Worry rumbled through me as I ghosted between the aisles. I thought I was doing the right thing, giving people a second chance at life, an opportunity to start again. But what if I was only helping my father do terrible things on the mainland? He wouldn’t give me answers, so I had to find them here amid the weathered books and the ancient parchment. I had to know the truth.

Before I scoured the aisles, though, I drew towards the map in the centre of the library, housed between two thick pieces of glass. The edges were charred from some long-ago fire, the date in the corner unreadable, but the names of kingdoms and faraway lands were still visible in their careful script. Lines crossed the countries and oceans, different colours for different journeys of past explorers. It was the gilded illustrations that had grabbed my attention as a child—the serpents and cauldrons and sirens and horned horses that galloped across the lands—but I started learning the country names as I grew older. Portiad in the north. Yornkey along the coast. Lestoch off the mainland. Linaoc’s chain of islands. And there, at the southeastern-most point of the mainland, jutting into the sea. Vodaeard.

I set the lantern on the glass and leaned closer. Vodaeard was small. Its east, south, and west coasts were surrounded by ocean. On land, mountains bordered it on one side, and there were no geographical markers at its north. It was, in all respects, unremarkable.

What was my father doing there?

My hand dropped to my island nation, directly south of the centre of the mainland. We were a ring of islands around a central lagoon. The largest one was where I called home. I traced a finger over an unidentifiable strip of island—the cliff where my lighthouse stood against the sea. It hadn’t shone in years, the mirror at the top broken, but no ships sailed these waters except my father’s. We were safe here.

Or so I had thought.

With a sigh, I picked up my lantern and delved into the deepest corners of the library. I had to trust that my father was doing the right thing—that he knew what was best for our nation. Still, I would never forget the chilling tone of his voice as he boasted about killing. Carving out the hearts of monarchs. I had seen enough dead bodies that the scars left by violence didn’t bother me, but hearing him describe how he assassinated the Vodaeard monarchy churned my stomach. Bile bit at the back of my throat as I wandered down a dark aisle, but I wasn’t here to uncover the truth about what heinous acts he had committed on the mainland. Something else he’d said needled at my mind instead.

I can have the other half of that moonstone in my hand in less than three days. Plenty of time to prepare for the Blood Moon next month.

My mother had said, She’s not ready. There was only one person in whom she lacked so much confidence—me.

I had never heard of the Blood Moon before, but it was clear they were trying to prepare me for something. And the stone around my neck, a fallen piece of the moon, was only half of a whole. What would restoring it do? That was the knowledge I sought within these pages. Without any friends on this island, I had learned to do things for myself, but in none of the books I’d read had I seen the words “Blood Moon” before.

The lantern light fell on a large leather-bound tome. Faded black script ran along the spine, turned grey with time. I traded its place on the shelf with my lantern to run my fingers over the ridged cover. Black thread embossed on the front created half-moon shapes in each corner.

Curiosity piqued, I angled the books towards the light, catching the glint of silver twined through the black thread. When I opened the cover, the ink on the first page was so faded I could hardly distinguish individual letters, but I immediately recognized the illustrated first initial. Only one other book in the library had a similar style of text, but I had dismissed the stories within as fables—myths.

But there had to be a reason this tome, decorated in a similar style to a book about legends, was gilded in images of the moon. Tucking it under an arm, I snatched up my lantern and hurried to another section of the library, one I frequented more often. The books here contained stories about dragons and sirens, demons and ghosts, witches and pirates. These were the stories I read over and over. These were the stories I knew by heart.

The matching tome, bound in mottled brown leather, was on a lower shelf, tucked between a book about pirates and a book about star-crossed lovers. I pulled it out and set it beside the first on the floor. They were the same size, but at first glance, that was the only similarity. I opened both to the first page.

The illustrated initials were definitely drawn by the same hand.

Heart racing, I gathered both books in my arms and blew out the lantern, plunging the library into total darkness. My eyes adjusted quickly, and I left the library with the hope that its secrets wouldn’t remain hidden for long. These books, and whatever stories they told of the moon, could help me understand what my father was looking for on the mainland.

At the bottom of the grand staircase, night twinkling beyond the windows, I slipped through a servant’s door. The cramped hallway twisted towards the back of the palace. I knew the path well. The door opened into a cordoned section of the bush gardens, the near-full moon illuminating the entire island. With the ever-present red glow of the volcano’s peak above the coconut and banana trees behind me, I hurried towards my lighthouse to examine my treasure.
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Four



I glared at the gaping hole in the siren’s chest. The explosion hadn’t done nearly enough damage. A larger blast and better timing might have sunk them on our shores, but the ships and their murderous crews had still been able to flee Vodaeard.

They shouldn’t have been allowed to leave at all. They killed my parents, and they would have done worse to me if Talen hadn’t been there to drag me out of the throne room to safety.

My fists clenched at my sides, cracked nails biting into my palms. I hadn’t felt safe in years. There were no safe places left when war ravaged the continent. And I certainly wasn’t safe here, but I needed this. I needed to kill the people who murdered my parents. I needed to kill them all.

Talen hadn’t said a word when I told Icana to follow the warships. It was only when we scrambled up the crags that he urged me to think before I acted. To stay close to the boat. In case we needed to make a quick escape.

I hadn’t told him I expected to die tonight. He never would have let me go alone if he knew this was a suicide mission. I only wanted revenge on the people who destroyed my life. I didn’t care if I died along the way.

The salty ocean wind stung my nose. A gentle swell of waves bobbed the ships next to the dock. I imagined them burning, one by one in the night, but then the image faded like smoke as I turned to face the shining palace behind me. My cutlass bumped against my hip. It would be gratifying to watch the ships burn, but I wouldn’t be satisfied until I cut out the hearts of the king and queen and felt their life fade beneath my fingers.

I wanted someone else’s blood on my hands for once.

A cobblestoned path cut up the banks towards the castle, empty this late at night. I scoffed as I neared the doors. There were no guards, a false sense of security hanging around the palace like a stain. They had no reason to fear an attack on their own shores.

The door swung open at my touch. Night swept like a wraith into the grand entrance. I slipped in, silently unsheathing my cutlass as I glanced around. Archways spilled into adjacent rooms. A long hallway stretched between a sweeping double staircase. The balcony was gilded in a gold banister. And everywhere—paintings in heavy frames adorned the marble walls. At a closer glance, I recognized some of the artwork. My gaze darted to the statues, the vases, and stolen artefacts on display. Spoils of war.

A sour taste filled my mouth. I left this hall of horrors, ugly reminders of what this nation was doing to the continent, and climbed to the second floor. It felt wrong to run my hand along the banister, the gold cold to the touch, but we relied on wood and stone in Vodaeard. I had never seen so much of the metal in one place before.

No doubt they had mined it from the mainland as well.

Footsteps echoed down the hall to my right, accompanied by two murmuring voices.

Curse the seas!

Heart in my throat and ears pounding with fear, I ducked into an alcove on my left, scrambling up a few steps of the hidden winding staircase until I was out of sight. With my cutlass clutched to my chest, I pressed against the wall. Two guards marched past my hiding spot. One of them yawned loudly.

As their footsteps faded, someone shuffled into the spiralling stairwell above me. My fingers tightened over my cutlass.

I whirled. The tip of my blade came to rest in the hollow of a maid’s throat. She was, too, startled to scream, eyes wide, tray trembling in her hands.

She opened her mouth.

I jabbed my blade closer.

She shut her jaw hard, her teeth clicking on impact.

I climbed the two steps between us.

Her shoulders bumped the wall. She didn’t take her eyes off me, and for a moment I saw myself reflected in them, a terrified child on the brink of death, begging for my life, pleading with my parents’ killer. The image vanished.

I wasn’t like that man. I wasn’t going to kill an innocent girl.

“The king and queen,” I whispered. “Where do they sleep?”

Shaking, she balanced the tray on one arm. “They sleep separately,” she said, voice wobbling. “The chief in the west wing, the chieftess in the east, in the Hall of Statues.” She pointed in opposite directions as she spoke.

Keeping my sword at her throat, I slowly climbed a few more steps. “Not a word of this to anyone,” I hissed.

She fled the stairwell as soon as my sword freed her neck from its point. The spark in her eyes told me I didn’t have long before she did, in fact, share this with someone. At the next alcove, I paused in the shadows, heart thumping. Squeezing my eyes shut, I let the image of the chief fill my mind. He deserved to die for what he did to my parents, but I was running out of time. I had to find him before the guards found me.

A reverent, murmuring voice drifted up to me from the hallway I had just abandoned, but it was the single word that stopped me from continuing upwards. Princess.

I twisted around and hurried down the winding stairs. At the bottom, I peered around the corner. My cutlass was heavy in my sweaty grip. On the other side of the double staircase, two guards were rising from low bows in front of the girl with the long hair.

“Your Highness,” one of them said as they continued down the hall, and my heart lurched into my throat.

She was a princess.

Which meant she was—No, she couldn’t be. The Princess of Death was a monster. This was just a girl.

She smiled uncomfortably at the two guards, two books under her arms, and made her way down the stairs, a trail of white slithering behind her. As I watched, she disappeared into a concealed door at the bottom of the stairs.

So I wasn’t the only one sneaking around so late at night.

An idea—half-formed and entirely dangerous—took root as I crept down the stairs before I even realized what I was doing. This girl was the chief’s daughter. I didn’t have to kill him where he slept—I could kill his daughter and let him know my pain. And no one had seen her disappear into the secret corridor. The palace was asleep. She would be missed long before anyone knew her fate, and that revenge already tasted sweet.

My fingers brushed the concealed door, barely a crack in the wall, only slightly darker than the veins of gold in the marble. The secret passage had to lead somewhere, but I was hesitant to follow her into the dark. I glanced back up the grand staircase, nerves rattling my teeth the longer I stood indecisively. The maid would alert the guards soon. I suddenly didn’t want to be here when she did.
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