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Description 1







To those who feel so deeply, emotions are carved into their bones.






I sat with my anger long enough until she told me her real name was grief.

–C. S. Lewis








TRIGGER WARNING

In general, this book is bloodier than the first, and there are several descriptions of body horror related to bones that are crucial to the respective character. With that in mind, please be aware of the following content warnings while reading: graphic depictions of fantasy violence, attempted filicide (killing one’s daughter), patricide (killing one’s father), grief pertaining to death, mention of severed body parts, description of drowning victim, vomiting, depictions and implications of torture.
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ONE

Kalei Maristela was dying.

She stood in the shadow of the shrouded portrait of my parents outside the throne room, small shoulders hunched under a wool shawl. Everything in the cliff-side castle was cold—from the freezing stone walls soaking up the salt-spray chill to the low-guttering torches casting meagre pools of wan light against the carpets—but none as cold as her frail frame. Shivers wracked her body despite the layers of clothes, visible even as I approached from the connecting corridor, though she tried to hide them by shifting beneath the thick shawl as my feet shuffled over the carpet towards her.

Her neck was craned back to take in the full height of the portrait, its edge skimming the high ceiling, but she dropped her haunted eyes to me as a corner of the shroud flitted in the stale air. A shudder tapped my spine at the movement, bringing to mind the image of ghosts and death.

Silently, she slipped her freezing fingers into mine, and we stood like that for a long moment. My skin burned with feverish intensity, while hers seemed to crack like ice beneath my touch. I rubbed a hand along her arm, desperate to ease some semblance of warmth, of life, back into her veins, but nothing I did seemed to work. She had lost more than just her power that day three months ago on the beach—she lost her family, her connection to the moon, and nearly lost her life as well—and every day I feared she wouldn’t wake, succumbing to the monster that chased her.

The sirens had told me she would always be dying—that was the price for exchanging one life with another—but I had hoped she was strong enough to survive. She took up space wherever she went, commanded it as grandly as one commands armies, planting roots to sprout like weeds in her absence. Always leaving an earthy scent in her wake, as if she were made from clod and rain-soaked graves. Cold things. Dead things. A tickle on my tongue that reminded me of the change in seasons. A constant.

Now, she didn’t know how to exist in this world. She was haunted and hollow, frail and feeble, about to crack with the slightest sea breeze. I didn’t know how to fix it, and it terrified me to think she might not see the new year in a few weeks. It was supposed to be a celebration of new beginnings, of life, but Kalei was losing hers.

“How are you feeling today?” I asked, the latest note from her father burning in my pocket. A sizable stack of them was hidden in a drawer in my room, each of them with their own demands that I had spent the last three months fulfilling, unable to refuse out of the fear that he would hurt my brother. I swallowed hard, conflicting thoughts of Alekey swimming through my mind, and turned my full attention to the girl next to me.

Bone-dusted hair brushed her shoulders as she shrugged. The strands were dull and dry, not longer gleaming white like freshly fallen snow. She didn’t seem to mind the embedded chips of bone in her hair and hands anymore. There had been a time when they moved and writhed, especially during our times in the catacombs beneath Xesta. A jewel of a city brought low by her frightening power. Magic that no longer thrummed in her veins, no longer made her the Princess of Death. She didn’t hold sway over the dead anymore, and the beads of bone in her hair didn’t rattle anymore.

“Cold,” she answered, pulling her hand free to curl it beneath the folds of her shawl. That was her usual answer these days. Some days, she felt sick or tired, but most days, she was cold and unable to get warm. Still, I wrapped my arms around her neck, ignoring the way her shoulder dug into my throat, skin pulled taut over the sharp bones, and turned my head away from the pieces of bone in her hair that tickled my cheek. She stiffened for a moment, then leaned against my chest with a shuddering breath, eyelashes stark against her cheekbones as they fluttered shut.

In the silence that followed, my heart beating a steady rhythm against her back, I gazed up at the portrait of my parents. Kalei had offered once to bring them back from the depths, but I had refused to allow life to be planted in their mangled bodies. Chests carved open. Heads bashed in. Limbs twisted at odd angles, like spiders, reaching for me in the blood-stained throne room. Their screams echoed even now, carried on phantom breezes that cut through the chilly corridors, their ghosts hovering at the peripheries of my si dght. All fluttering death shrouds, skeletal fingers, hollow eyes. I closed mine with an uneasy sigh, but that didn’t stop their ghosts from finding me in the confines of my mind. Painted across the black in angry strokes of red and blue. Blood and water. Even if she had caught their souls and brought them back, they’d look like that forever.

Not how they were painted. Happy and proud, and so very alive.

I wanted to remember them as they were. Before war. Before death. But too much had happened in the last few months that any memories associated with them had been tainted with blood and salt. It was too hard to think of any happier memory, so I had stopped trying. The people in this portrait weren’t my parents, because my parents were dead. At the hands of Kalei’s father.

My muscles tightened, an involuntary reaction at the memory of that vile man. He had stolen the vibrant life from Kalei’s veins, had ruined countless others, all in pursuit of a legend that turned out to be true. Immortality.

The amount of pain and suffering he could continue to do with that power caused my stomach to sour.

Kalei twisted to face me, sunken eyes half-lidded. “Ev?” she whispered, concern creeping into her voice.

I heard her as if from a distance, painful memories crashing into the front of my mind to drown out everything else. The painting, the hall, the girl beside me all vanished into the rioting turmoil. A wash of dark waters, frigid and filled with death, loomed over my head, bearing down like the waves that took my life.

Cold arms wrapped around my middle. The shawl slipped, revealing Kalei’s ashen skin as she held tight. Bones brushed my cheek, the sensation rippling through me. I drew in a shuddering breath and blinked away the tidal wave until the hall came back into focus. My mother and father looked down at me from the portrait, their painted eyes shining with love and understanding. They had always wanted me to be happy, but they had also wanted me to be a ruler. To follow in their footsteps and lead our people. Sit on a throne that was designed for a much greater person. With this fear closing my throat and stealing my breath, I couldn’t be that person.

Cheeks burning with shame, I glanced away. Kalei’s head was nestled in the crook of my neck, and I gave her a lingering kiss on the top of her head between chips of bone in her hair. The quiet moment gave me time to breathe, to calm my racing heart.

She had done something similar once, long ago, on a mountainside, when I thought the world was crumbling around me. Anxiety had eaten away my rationality, created monsters of snow and shadow and smoke in that cave, and Kalei had healed my fear the same way she had healed my shoulder, her magic wrapping around me until I felt safe again. She didn’t have her magic now, but I felt her power all the same, strong and solid.

Kalei craned her neck back to gaze up at me. There was a glimmer in her eyes, a haunted glaze that shone in the torchlight. It reminded me of the things I saw on that cold, dark beach after the waters pulled me to their depths. Black sands shimmering with lost souls. Creatures of shadow and smoke swooping out of the grey sky. It reminded me of the siren’s baleful gazes, hate and rage in slitted pupils, beings not of this world.

She was losing herself, and it terrified me every time I looked at her.

The shine in her eyes faded with a slow, tired blink.

“Where did you go this time?” she asked, her question a breathy whisper in the cold corridor.

When I answered, my voice shook. “You know where.”

Icy water, the kiss of death, the abrupt loss of air in my straining lungs. A knife between my ribs. A wave crashing over my head, a constant struggle to break the surface, water filling, filling, filling my lungs until all I knew was cold. Those waters swept through my sleep at night. I moved as if through a nightmare, unable to scream out, unable to run away, unable to do anything to stop the torment that scraped at my bones. I had spent three months gasping for air, expected to hold my head high even though I felt like I was drowning, and no one was there to keep me above the crashing waves of agony. My brother was gone, Kalei was dying, and the kingdom needed a queen who was as strong and solid as its foundation. I tried to be that queen for them, to keep them safe, but I was running short on time, and they needed someone who wasn’t trapped in a single moment in the past.

“You don’t sleep anymore,” Kalei observed. She tugged the shawl back onto her shoulders, frail frame disappearing beneath the cloth.

“Neither do you,” I pointed out. I’d heard her screams almost every night since that blood-red day beneath a blood-red moon. There was nothing I could do to stop the screams but hold her until she fell asleep, exhausted and torn. It was a nightly routine, and it kept my own nightmares at bay because I was forced to keep watch over her. To make sure she survived the night. To monitor each laboured breath until morning arrived, and she was still alive, though a little closer to death, a little more like a ghost.

“You’re alive, Ev,” she replied, the same refrain she’d been saying since my nightmares started. It wasn’t bitter or angry, but it cut me all the same. I couldn’t be happy with my life while she was losing hers. I owed her mine, and I would do whatever it took to give hers back. Even if it meant obeying the demands of an immortal tyrant across the sea.

I pressed another kiss to the top of her head in an attempt to hide the shame burning my cheeks. “So are you,” I said with more conviction than I felt. I was going to find a cure, if such a thing could be cured. I was going to find a way to save her, as she had saved me.

“Your Majesty,” a voice interrupted at the end of the hall.

I turned to see Talen, my trusted advisor and first mate, striding past the lit sconces. The plush carpet muffled his heavy footfalls until he came to a stop before us, eyes skimming over Kalei to land on mine. He appeared taller, muscles stretching over his shoulders to ripple down his arms in thick cords beneath a light-coloured tunic. A belt fitted with a regal sword wrapped around his slim waist. The jewel in his ear glittered faintly, visible now that he had shorn his hair. With the crest of Vodaeard emblazoned on his clothes, he looked more like a prince than a pirate, though he was neither. Talen had been my father’s advisor, and now he aided me.

The corners of my mouth lifted briefly in a smile, until I saw the creases between Talen’s brows.

I disentangled myself from Kalei, hand slipping into my pocket. The note from her father grazed my fingertips.

“Your ship is ready,” Talen announced without looking down at Kalei. He had never liked the princess, seeing her as an extension of her father’s cruelty, someone to blame for the chief’s sins. And after that moment in the dungeons, a time that seemed so long ago and yet so recent, he had closed himself off from her completely. He didn’t trust the girl-turned-wraith in the palace, in the kingdom, in my life. The way his eyes skimmed over her like she was already a ghost made my skin prickle with unease, but he was unerringly loyal to me, and I needed someone I could trust. Talen was that person, so I could tolerate his distrust of the princess.

Kalei didn’t even seem to notice. And if she did, she didn’t care.

She did, however, look up at me with a slight furrow of her brow. “Your…ship,” she echoed, flat as the glassy surface of a calm sea.

My stomach lurched.

There was pain deep in her chest, the barest tremor in her voice only I could notice. Whatever was passing through her mind, she was scared of it, and trying not to show it.

I withdrew my hand from my pocket. A bone-coloured piece of parchment hung between my fingertips, as though the letters scrawled on its surface were poisonous vipers waiting to strike.

Her sapphire eyes darted to the broken seal, the full moon and crossbones insignia that had waved over her father’s army when they invaded my home. A hand flew to her chest, where the ugly scar of the moonstone spread over her heart. When she had woken up on the rocks, she had torn pieces of that necklace out of skin and bone, and it was still a source of constant pain for her. Fingers curled into the fabric of her shirt, face twisting.

“He…sent a message?” she whispered, tearing her eyes away from the note to look at me. Fear shone in their depths, and I ached for the girl she had been before that man stole the life from her veins and replaced it with this decaying husk. She had been brave and determined to stop him, and now the mere sight of his sigil filled her with horror.

Guilt swept through me. It didn’t seem fair. How scared she was of the man I felt nothing but burning hatred for. The fact that I had complied with his demands for months only stoked the anger in my soul. I couldn’t let fear dictate my life anymore, and I wouldn’t let it dictate Kalei’s either.

“I know where my brother is,” I told her. There was more to the note, but I tucked it back into my pocket before Kalei could look closer. A trade, the chief had written—Alekey for me, in the land of assassins across the sea. I wasn’t meant to come back, and I couldn’t bring myself to add that grief to Kalei’s shoulders right now.

Her mouth twitched at the mention of Alekey, fear twisting into disgust. She had never forgiven him for the decisions that led to that fateful moment on the beach. Even though Talen and Icana had both advocated for him, had reiterated that his choices were to protect them, Kalei had let her heart grow cold against my brother.

I didn’t give her a chance to protest. “I’m taking an army to find my brother and bring him home.” Half of that was a lie, but I had been practicing how to tell her all day, and my voice didn’t shake.

I wasn’t going to bring him home. My makeshift army would. Without me.

They weren’t a real army. Centuries ago, invaders from Wystan to the north had nearly pushed us into the sea, and the treaty that let us keep our land had abolished our military. Any form of dissent was seen as an act of rebellion, so this army had to be discreet. We’d plucked men and women plucked from the streets and handed them weapons they didn’t know how to wield. They weren’t soldiers any more than I was a queen. I didn’t know how to kill an immortal man, but I did know that reckless impulsivity was in my nature as much as the sea was in my blood. Some plans were meant to be made up as they unfolded.

But I had already planned to stay. No one else knew, not even Talen. The army was a lie, a show of force. I didn’t have any fight left in me.

I could only hope Chief Mikala kept his word and let them leave with Alekey.
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TWO

Evhen Lockes was drowning.

She looked at me like she was sinking, trapped, unable to reach the surface. She’d been looking like that for months now, half-gasping with every breath as if she couldn’t quite fill her lungs—or like something else was in the way. The sunset mosaic in her eyes remained firmly locked on me, but it was like looking at her under the surface of a wide-dark sea. A blurry, rippling reflection of the girl I once knew. Some part of her lost across the Dunes of Forever. There was desperation in her eyes and hope in her voice, and if I looked at her any longer, I was going to drown alongside her.

The note from my father disappeared into her pocket. I tried to understand. I really did. She’d been grieving for months, losing herself to the expectations of her kingdom and the duties of being the queen they needed. I stood by and watched her drown and tried to be the rock she clung to while the waters swept her away. Whenever she looked scared or frozen, I would wrap my arms around her and remind her of the time when I could have healed her fear. When she thought no one was looking and let her mask slip, I was there to see through it and help her fit it back into place before she walked these ghostly halls.

She told me everything, but she hadn’t told me about this. I didn’t understand this.

“Your coronation,” I whispered around the tight band of fear in my throat. I hadn’t been able to sleep, knowing my father was still out there in the world, abusing a life he had stolen from me. He had taken my power and used the lives I brought back to make himself immortal. I didn’t want to talk about him. I didn’t want to think about him. But Evhen held a note from him. Who was to say how many more she had gotten over the months?

And now, with her coronation so close, she was leaving. There were more immediate matters to tend to here. Ones that didn’t take her so very far away from me. Ones that didn’t threaten the very life I had brought back from the depths.

A weight pulled on her shoulders, heavier than the crown they wanted to put on her head, because it was the weight of a dying kingdom. Vodaeard was going to be swept into the sea if she left, scratched off the map. And it was the only thing I could think to do to make her stay.

She straightened to ease that weight, the one of an uncertain future, off her back. “I will not accept a crown while my kingdom is still in danger. Not until my brother is back.”

Her eyes met mine, pain lancing across her features and in her voice when she spoke again. “How else will I know I’m worthy of it?”

She had always been worthy of it. I told her as much every night when the halls were silent, and we couldn’t sleep unless we were in each other’s arms. But she seemed suddenly, irrationally determined. The same kind of determination that had spurred her from her kingdom last time, drove her across the sea to my shores, my tower, my life. The kind of determination that made her act recklessly.

“How does leaving prove that?” There was nothing for her out on the sea except more pain. Her brother had made that clear with his decision to betray us. If he was the kind of person who would betray his own family, then he wasn’t the kind of person who could lead a kingdom. Evhen didn’t seem to understand that. She wanted him back so he could rule and we could live together for as long as I had life in me. But he had made his choice, and I had made mine—to rebuild these walls with a queen, not a coward.

“I made my decision, Kalei,” she said, bringing a hand up to rest on my arm. It felt heavy beneath the shawl, and for the first time in months, I pulled back.

Hurt flared in her eyes, brief and bright, before she sealed it away behind her stony walls. She turned away, and with a final, resolute nod at Talen, marched down the hall, boots clicking hard enough through the carpet to echo on the stone beneath. A shiver rattled through me in her absence. I never felt warmth anymore, except when she was near, and then it was like the bursting sun after a storm. I reached for her, grasping at air as Talen stepped in front of me to block my view of the retreating queen, a protest, an apology, dying on my tongue at the scowl he lowered at me.

“I told you once,” he growled, “if you hurt Evhen’s heart, I will hurt all of you.” The vibrations pulsed through my bones, a warning laced in his words.

“I don’t want to hurt her,” I told him, fighting the spark of anger in my chest. It was refreshing to feel something sharp for once, instead of cold, hollow, and empty. Anger filled the cracks, but rising to his bait would only satisfy him and his need for a reason to blame me for something I didn’t do. I knew how he felt about me, his distrust plain. I understood Talen. I just didn’t care for his attitude.

“Your very presence here is hurting her,” he said, voice low and taut. “If you can’t see that by now, then you’re not worthy of her.”

I glanced around him, but the hall was empty. Evhen had disappeared, which emboldened Talen. I doubted he would hurt me, but his words were bordering on threats, and I opened my mouth to call for help. Surely, Evhen was still close enough to hear me if I shouted.

Talen spoke before I could make a sound. “If you actually cared about the queen, you’d leave.”

My blood ran cold, all the anger leeching from my body at the look in his eyes. I’d seen that look before. Manic, ruthless, dark. It was the same way my father looked at me when he drained the life from my veins. It was the look of someone who didn’t care how many people he hurt to get what he wanted.

When he first threatened to hurt me months ago in a glittering ballroom, I almost didn’t believe him. I was so caught up in the flurry of emotion I felt for the queen, that anything he might have felt for her was pale in comparison. I had allowed myself to believe that Evhen wouldn’t let him hurt me. But he didn’t care now. He would go against his queen’s wishes if it meant making me suffer. And I couldn’t protect myself anymore. I didn’t have the power of the moon on my side, and I barely had the strength to stand straight, much less the strength to fight against his bulk.

“Leave me alone, Talen,” I said, trying to emulate the queen’s commanding tone. “You don’t know what she needs. You’re not the one who holds her when the nightmares come.”

I brushed past him, but his hand lashed out, fingers wrapping around my arm. They touched on either side like a band and still left space for me to wiggle. But when he didn’t let go, I tipped my chin back to glare up at him, hoping some of the anger I still felt wasn’t lost to the icy grip of fear thrumming in my veins.

“You’re the reason she has nightmares,” he growled. “You’re the reason the prince is missing.”

I shook my arm, a feeble attempt to loosen his hold. “Don’t talk to me about the prince,” I snapped. “Don’t mention that coward to me.”

His other hand came up, quick as a whip, and connected with my cheek. The slap echoed in my ears as he shoved me away, and the force of his hit knocked me to the ground, dazed. Cheek stinging, the taste of salt in my mouth, I stared up at his looming form with narrowed eyes. My heart slammed against my rib cage, painfully reminding me that it still beat, still hurt.

He crouched in front of me, pale eyes dark, and pinched a hand around my throat to pull my face close to his. I barely felt the pressure, but instinct had me scrabbling at his skin.

“You’ll be on that ship tomorrow morning,” he said, “and when Evhen finds her brother, you’re going to disappear. Go back to your father, drown in your beloved depths—I don’t care. Just don’t come back.”

With what little strength I had, I surged forward, snarling in his face. “Will you even be there?” I said hotly. “You haven’t been there for Evhen so far.”

Rage twisted his features. I had never seen him look so monstrous. “Evhen trusts me to stay behind, to protect the kingdom, which is exactly what I’m doing by telling you to leave. If you come back here, I’m going to make you wish you had died next to your mother.”

He released me hard enough to leave a scorching sensation on my neck. I didn’t move, tears pricking my eyes, but I wasn’t going to cry in front of him.

Instead, I curled my lip and said through the sting of salt, “I’m already dying. There’s nothing you can do to me that my father hasn’t.”

He straightened, wiping his hands as though clearing away some unwanted dirt. “I saw what he did to the king and queen. I can do worse.”

His heavy footfalls faded down the corridor.

When he was gone, I whimpered into the carpet, allowing the cold stone beneath to seep into my bones. The heavy stares of Evhen’s parents fell on my shoulders. I had never seen them alive, but the portrait above me captured a remarkable likeness that I had seen reflected in both of their children. Evhen shared her unruly red hair—the colour of flames and sunsets and garnets—with her father. The harsh angle of her jaw was mirrored in his, beneath the shadow of a black and red peppered beard. Next to him, the queen stood tall and proud, her glossy raven hair the same deep shade as her son’s. Evhen shared her mother’s eyes, and her brother’s were closer to his father’s, but they were incredibly similar—it was almost like looking at older versions of them. Versions that smiled, versions that could have been happy. Before my parents destroyed their lives.

The light of the torches died around me before I found the courage to get up again. My arms shook, a tremble that had little to do with the cold and a lot to do with the renewed fear pulsing hot and cold through my body. My father, a man I once loved unconditionally, a man who had killed and stolen and tortured, had made contact with Evhen after so many months of silence. Evhen said she knew where her brother was, but I knew the queen’s small expressions. When she thought no one else was looking, I had learned how to read her. I knew when she was lying. There was more to that note, and I needed to know what it said. I needed to know why she was leaving days before her coronation.

And why she hadn’t asked me to go with her.

Was it because she knew I hated her brother? Didn’t want him to come home? Didn’t want him to be king? Evhen’s coronation was purely ceremonial. She didn’t want to be queen, but there was pressure from her council to accept the crown as a show of strength. Of resilience. But if she left now, Vodaeard would be vulnerable. She would be vulnerable, running headlong into another fight. I had saved her once, but I didn’t have the power to save her again.

Maybe Talen was right. The heart that barely beat in my chest beneath the moonstone’s mark ached to think so, but maybe it would be easier if I left. Once I was gone, Evhen would have the chance to heal. Vodaeard could heal. I’d heard their whispers—I was a stain on this kingdom, a reminder of the bloodshed. The least I could do was stop it from returning to these shores.

First, I had to see what that note said. Gritting my teeth against the lingering pain in my jaw, I went to find it.
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THREE

My parents died in the summer.

I had been gone a month after their deaths, the mild weather giving way to cool autumn upon my return. But now a wintery wind blew off the ocean and icy rain pelted the landscape.

Vodaeard had never experienced seasons the same way the rest of the continent did. It jutted into the southern seas, salt-encrusted rock drenched with summer storms and winter blizzards. It was cold on its best days and unbearable on the rest, and I loved it. Over the years, I’d learned to withstand the frigid air. More recently, I had survived the icy waters. I was used to the cold.

But I wasn’t used to the coldness that blew off Kalei’s body when she pulled away from me in the hallway. We had spent months rebuilding what her parents tried to ruin, holding each other when the night brought its terrors, memories of that blood-drenched day tugging us both beneath the surface. She screamed herself hoarse, and I froze under the weight of worry. We promised each other that these long, dark nights were going to pass.

But then she pulled away from me in what felt like an act of defiance. It stung much more than I cared to admit, ripped open a part of my heart that I had sewn shut long ago. I hadn’t asked for her support in this decision, but I thought she knew me better than that. I thought she knew it was what I needed. And to have her pull away from me spoke louder than her screams in the night.

For the first time in months, we weren’t on the same page.

I paced my chambers. Wind lashed through the room from the open window, flinging the curtains wide and blowing snow and sleet across the floor. The fire in the hearth shivered, but continued to roar in defiance of the pressing cold. A heap of letters sat on my desk, weighed down by a rock that looked remarkably like the moonstone. Jagged and dark, its sharp edges glinting in the firelight. I paused in front of the desk, breath clouding as it escaped my lips, and picked up the paperweight. The letters fluttered, but I held them down with my free hand before they could fly away.

My chest ached, looking at both the pile of letters and the piece of rock. I hadn’t considered the stone’s similarity to that seas-damned necklace before. It had come from the same mountain, a relic from a warm summer up north years ago, one of the first times my father had taken me into the range. A child’s habit, collecting stones and shells and seeds. They had littered my windowsill until, inevitably, I grew out of the habit. This rock had survived the purging, but now I wrapped my fist around it until my skin opened beneath its sharp edges, and then I flung it out the window.

The letters I couldn’t throw away. I couldn’t burn them or tear them or lose them to the wind or sea. They were a reminder of what I had sacrificed for my kingdom. What I was willing to sacrifice.

What I still had to do.

And I couldn’t part with them yet, not until my brother and my kingdom were safe from the very man who had written them.

Another note sat unfinished on my desk beside the chief’s pile. Addressed to Talen, it explained my decision to leave, what I hoped to accomplish by trading myself for my brother, and what I needed him to do in my absence to prepare my brother for the crown. It was an apology and a confession and a goodbye. And it was the hardest thing I’d ever had to write.

I shoved the chief’s letters into the drawer and slumped into the chair. Talen would inevitably find this note. I could imagine him, in a fit of rage, barging down my bedroom door in search of an answer for why I didn’t come home. He’d find it here, the quill and inkpot still waiting for the final words I couldn’t find.

I picked up the quill, inked the tip, and froze with my hand hovering over the parchment. What could I possibly say that would make any of this right? I’m sorry? I had to? Forgive me?

None of it was right. Nothing felt right, not while I was still here and my brother was so far away and Kalei…

My heart snagged on thoughts of the princess. What would she say when I didn’t return? Would it be the thing that broke her soul or set her free? How could I possibly leave without saying anything to her?

A wet spot appeared on the dark text before me, and I was surprised to feel more slip down my cheeks. I swiped at them in anger, and then stopped, hand hovering uncertainly near the corner of my eyes. Once, I would have cursed the tears, blamed the salty spray of the sea for the wetness on my face, and refused to let myself cry—whether in sadness or anger or both. Talen was right—I hadn’t let myself grieve. And I was falling back into that dangerous habit, wiping away any emotion before I allowed it to consume me. Emotions were a weakness I couldn’t afford, but now, in the privacy of my chambers, I could. I could allow myself to feel everything. I could cry and lie to myself and tell myself it would be okay.

I didn’t do any of that. The letter sat unfinished as I pushed myself up from the chair, snatched a cloak from its hook beside the door, and swept out of the room to go somewhere where my thoughts could be free and unrestrained.



Frothy waves slammed into the jagged rocks beneath the cliff where I had regained my life all those months ago. Black stones jutted out from the sea, cracked, broken, dangerous, water-logged, and slippery. Algae covered their surfaces, and with the sunlight fading beyond the blurry edges of the storm, I almost lost my footing once or twice, climbing down from the slope to the shore. It wasn’t so much a shore here as an abrupt line where the rocks ended and the ocean started, its depth deceivingly shallow. One missed step, one twisted ankle, and I could crack my head on a shard of black stone.

But I was more sure of my footing than most things. Despite the closing darkness and slanting rain, I made my way to the edge of the water and stopped to stare out at the world. A sliver of white caught my eye between a break in the storm clouds heaving across the sky, and I frowned at the pale curve of the crescent moon. All my life, it had been a point of light in the night, a guiding beacon during long journeys on the ocean. Until I met the princess, it didn’t hold much weight aside from that. But her devotion to it had stirred something in me. A kind of belief I had gone so long refusing to acknowledge, that there was something else out there in the world, something tugging and pulling at all of us. Something greater than our small lives.

But I had seen it die. In those days leading up to the Blood Moon, I had started to feel its power. Combined with Kalei’s, I could almost believe in something bigger than myself. Until it turned crimson and painted the beach in swaths of blood red. Its light had gone dim. Now, it seemed distant and dead where it hung in the sky, and I reviled it.

The clouds surged forth to cover it again, and I exhaled a breath that shook with anger. Then I screamed, the sound snatched away by a rumbling roll of thunder.

My throat ached, raw and shredded, when the scream tapered into silence. The world didn’t bend or shudder at my rage. The rain didn’t so much as let up. It continued to pelt my face, wind slipping beneath the folds of my cloak to burrow deep into my bones. The cold reached a part of me that burned hot and bright, nearly extinguishing the flames that had been my driving force for so long. Surrounded by wind and waters that didn’t care if they dashed me against the rocks or not, I felt breathlessly free. As if I could finally let go. Drown my anger and hate beneath the waves. Let it carry me to the depth.

Icy water lapped against the toes of my boots when I finally looked down. An eerie face peered up at me from the oily surface, two sets of eyelids blinking at me.

The siren’s sudden appearance didn’t scare me, not this time. They seemed to show themselves when emotions were high, when vulnerabilities were on display. When they chose. When they had something to gain.

It used scaly arms to pull itself partially out of the waves, causing me to take a few steps back to allow it room on the rocks. As soon as my boots were free of the water, I felt a tether snap through my body, as though something had been drawing me closer and closer to the water, and it finally went slack. A shiver trailed up my spine. Had I come here to set my emotions free or set myself free?

I didn’t know, but the siren seemed to. It gazed up at me, neither male nor female, but its own distinct features that gave it an otherworldly quality. These things transcended our world, had magic of their own that didn’t rely on the push and pull of the moon. Every time we encountered one, it seemed to demand an exchange. A heart for a life. My cutlass for my princess.

What did this one want now?

“You want peace,” the creature said, tongue sliding between sharp teeth. Its eyes shimmered like sunlight on water.

My heart strained at the simplicity of its words. Peace. Was that what I searched for? Was that what I yearned for? Could I find that below the waves or beyond the storm? It didn’t seem possible, not while my brother was somewhere across the sea. Until he was safe, until my kingdom could thrive, I wouldn’t know peace.

“How do I find it?” I asked, voice cracked from the force of my anger and sorrow. The sea salt tasted strong on my tongue and, briefly, it tasted like freedom. I just didn’t know whether that freedom could be found below the waves or on top of them.

Sinking or sailing.

“Bring us a death.” The siren pushed back, slipping beneath the surface for a moment before reappearing a few feet from the shore. Two more faces bobbed next to it, eyes shining with their own light, the colour of their skin and scales melting into the darkness.

Wind howled against the cliff behind me. I caught my balance on the rocks, heart lurching into my throat as the reality of danger set in. These rocks didn’t care if I lived or died. And I was almost certain it wasn’t my death the sirens were looking for.

““Whose?” I called as they swam backwards, away, down. “Whose death do you want?” Their tails flashed, and they disappeared. “Wait!”

My hand reached for them as if I could stop them, prevent them from leaving. But they could not be tied to the demands of mortals.

Huffing, I turned away. The world tipped sideways for a dangerous second, and I gasped as the sensation of falling overcame me. My arms flailed, though I knew deep down I wasn’t actually falling. It was a memory, a moment from months ago when I had fallen, thrown from the top of this very cliff. Chains around my ankles and wrists, pulling me below the surface. It was a wonder the water hadn’t broken me on the rocks. Otherwise, there might not have been a body to come back to.

When the world righted itself, I found myself half-sprawled on the rocks, a pale arm wrapped around my middle. Something metallic scraped the rocks, and I followed the arm to a shoulder, then to Icana’s face, twisted with the effort of holding me up.

“You’re fortunate I follow you everywhere,” she grunted, and then her arm slipped. Her serpent-headed cane clattered to the ground, and we both collapsed onto a relatively flat portion of stone.

I sorted myself out before she did, shaking water out of my eyes and reaching for her cane where it had lodged in a crack. She rubbed her side, annoyance plain on her face as she wrapped scarred fingers around the cane. Her body hadn’t healed properly from the chief’s torture, and now the silver cane had become part of her usual attire. She didn’t complain about it, but I knew she felt limited.

That didn’t stop her from indeed following me without me ever knowing it.

“Thank you,” I mumbled, rising to my feet on the slick rocks. Icana ignored the hand I offered, using her cane to push herself up. Even with the aid, she was steadier on the rocks than I was. She had been bred in a worse environment than this, and even though she had been living in Vodaeard for the past five years, some things were hard to carve from her muscle memory.

We started up the steep slope back to the castle. Wind tugged at our cloaks. The ocean roared behind us. It sounded like a monster denied its prey, and I shivered again.

“Do I want to know why you were all the way down here?” Icana asked when the slope leveled out, and we were no longer focused on the wet rocks, gaze sliding sideways to me. Lights flickered behind the shuttered windows of the palace, like glowing eyes in the darkness, winking and blinking and beckoning.

“Probably not,” I answered.

As we approached the doors, barred against the storm, Icana turned to face me. Her hair had grown longer, her face paler, her eyes sharper. She searched my face for the answer she wanted, and didn’t seem to find it.

Her cane thudded on the floor as she crossed the threshold. The mosaic chips sounded different from the courtyard stone beneath the metal. She glanced at me again, framed by warm golden light, eyes darker than the storm at my back.

“Don’t throw away what she gave her life for,” she said, and I knew exactly who she was talking about.
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FOUR

The castle moaned. Eerie creaks and hollow groans echoed through the hallways, filling the palace with the sounds of dying things. A summer gone to rest. The laments of a changing season. The cries of those who had given their lives on the beach just a few short months ago. Every scream, every wail felt trapped within these walls. I heard them in the dead of night, a time when I was used to feeling rejuvenated and revived. A time when the moon’s glow would wake my bones, and I would feel so very alive.

Now I felt as though the dark depths of Death’s domain were pulling me under, waiting for the moment my heart finally gave up to wash over me. I struggled to keep my head above those black waters, to cling to the remaining speck of life in my veins. Every day, the screams of the dead got louder, and every night, I tried to block them out with my own.

Vodaeard hadn’t seen a storm like this in all the time I’d been here. Evhen had said the winters were tough, but this seemed unbearable. The very foundation shook as blasts of winter wind struck the castle. Wooden shutters creaked, more likely than not to break from their hinges. A howl raised bumps on my arm, and it took me a moment to realize it was coming from Evhen’s room.

No one roamed the halls this close to the queen’s chambers. She didn’t have a personal guard, or if she did, I hadn’t seen them. Maybe they were like Icana, slinking through the shadows. But even she had stepped back from her duties as weapons master, focusing her attention and strength on honing her body. She had limited mobility after what my father had done to her, but she didn’t let that stop her from being the best.

As it was, I didn’t see her or a retinue of guards outside the queen’s chambers, and when I tested the door, it was unlocked.

A voice in the back of my head whispered at me to step away, to turn around. To ask Evhen about my father’s letter instead of this—sneaking around in the dark, holding my breath as the door swung inward in case anyone heard the sound. Any noise was swallowed up by the howling wind outside, anyway.

The curtains flapped erratically over the open window on the other side of the room. Papers littered the floor, and an inkpot had spilled over the desk. A fire beat against the grate opposite the window. I frowned at the empty room, so dull without the queen to fill it with her fiery presence.

With a quick glance both ways down the hall, I carefully shut the door behind me and locked it. I hadn’t been in here without Evhen sprawled in the bed before, or slumped at her desk, or perched on the windowsill. Even at night, she was always in constant motion, tossing and turning while I lay next to her. Night terrors seized her in those moments, and she always woke with a kick and a gasp, limbs flailing as if she fought an invisible foe. I was always there to soothe her back to sleep, because sleep never came to me anymore.

The room felt at once too large and too small without her. A twinge of guilt festered in my gut. In a lot of ways, it was wrong to be in here without her. Sneaking around and snooping through her things. But she was keeping something from me, and that wasn’t right.

I pushed down the guilt and pushed against the gale to force her window shut. The glass panes rattled. Icy rain pinged off them, a melody that reminded me of the chiming bone shards in my hair. I twisted away with a sour expression before those memories could swell. The bones didn’t move anymore. They hadn’t since the moon turned pale in the sky. Since I had given my life beneath its glow. That wasn’t something I wanted to relive right now, so I tucked those thoughts away into the deep recesses of my mind, where only the nightmares could pry at them, and turned to Evhen’s desk.

The inkpot had fallen over, spilling its contents across the glossy surface of her desk, staining a piece of parchment that looked to be written in her tight script. I leaned closer, trying to read the words beneath the stain, but it had spread too far. It was addressed to Talen—that much was clear at the top—but the rest had bled together into one giant blot. I passed over it, Talen’s most recent threat to me ringing in my mind. The marks he left on my throat pulsed. Whatever Evhen had been writing to him wasn’t worth my time. In my opinion, he didn’t deserve whatever she’d been attempting to say. He had shown himself to be a jealous, violent man, and I was starting to think Evhen needed to distance herself from him. For her own sake.

My fingers snagged the edge of the parchment, and before I really thought about it, I carried it over to the hearth and tossed it into the flames. They ate away at the letter in earnest, swallowing it in a flash of embers. Smiling to myself, I turned to examine the rest of the room.

Bits of Evhen were evident. Clothes spilling out of the drawers. Weapons leaning in the corner. The permeating scent of ocean air. It was a modest room, with an unmade bed and wardrobe large enough to walk into and a bathing chamber attached to the main section, but it didn’t feel like a room for a queen. It was dark, with heavy drapery, and nothing regal to show that Evhen was, in fact, the queen of Vodaeard. I had never asked why she didn’t move into a larger room—I knew why. The only room larger than this one had been her parents. Those chambers were going to stay empty for a long time.

With the window closed, the papers on the floor had gone still, gathered in a spiral at the centre of the room as though they had been caught in the eye of a hurricane. My gaze snagged on one close to my foot, face-down, prominently showing the seal on its back. And though I had prepared myself for this, my heart still gave an uncomfortable lurch at the sight of my father’s seal.

I toed another letter, lifting the edge slightly to confirm what I already knew—all of these letters, at least a dozen of them, were from my father. Each seal was a different colour, waxy symbols of the full moon and crossbones. My father’s familiar handwriting slanted across each page. I wanted to be sick. I wanted to be angry.

Instead, all I felt was a hollow unbecoming. As though every part of me had been untethered and left to rot, pieces of my heart strewn across the floor like these letters. I loved my father. I couldn’t deny that I still loved him. But he had ruined so many lives. His quest for immortality, something only I could grant him, had turned him into a monster—someone to hate. And I had hoped, perhaps foolishly, that when he escaped the beach that day, he was out of my life for good.

But he had never left. Not really. These letters proved as much. He’d been in contact with the queen this whole time. Three letters a month, nearly once a week, since he escaped with her brother as his captive. My stomach flipped and twisted into knots as I bent to pick up a letter.

Little pirate, it started. The title grated against my nerves, belittling and demeaning at the same time. When I first met Evhen, she had called herself a pirate, a captain. She had concealed her identity as a princess, heir to the throne of Vodaeard. Soon her secret had unravelled, but that didn’t stop me from loving her all the same. Pirate was how my father saw her, not as a princess or a queen or even a captain. In his mind, she was a lowly thing, but she was so much grander than that.

My fingers tightened over the parchment, and the corners dented, but I continued reading.

Allow me the honour of reminding you of your vulnerable position. With your brother’s life and your kingdom’s future, in my hands, you will carry out these requests. And you will do so without complaint and in secret. After all, what would your co-conspirators think if they knew their so-called queen was a traitor?

Tears welled in my eyes at the words. The emotions collided like exploding stars in my mind, each one more violent than the last, and I couldn’t tell whether my tears were from anger or sorrow or disbelief.

Swiping them away, I bent to pick up another letter. It started the same way—Little pirate—and I could almost hear my father’s voice, the way he had spoken to and about Evhen on the mountain when he found us. A drawl like she was a misbehaving child, and he was the chiding father figure she needed. After all, he had killed hers, and had attempted to take her throne by force. Maybe he saw himself as the leader her kingdom needed, and it bothered me how easily I could hear that voice in his writing. How quickly his kind tone had turned cruel in my mind.

Your continued cooperation is appreciated…

I crumpled the paper in my fist as I glanced at another.

Little pirate…

Little pirate…

Little pirate…

A hurt that felt shockingly similar to the prince’s betrayal sparked along my veins, but it wasn’t aimed at Evhen, not directly. I suddenly understood, and even though I didn’t think her brother was worth any of this, I couldn’t fault Evhen for holding out hope. My father, wherever he was, was threatening her, her brother, and her kingdom, and she was the only thing standing between him and total oblivion. That burden was too heavy for her shoulders, and it wasn’t fair.

What I didn’t understand was why she had kept it a secret from me. We had foiled my parents once—she had killed my mother right in front of me—so it stood to reason that we could destroy the threat together. The threat being my father. But she was clearly worried about what he would do to her brother, and the hurt racing through my body in waves was from her apparent lack of trust in me. In us.

None of the letters were dated, so there was no timeline to my father’s threats and demands, but one letter in particular caught my eye through the curtain of tears.

Evhen.

My heart skipped a beat, tapping against my ribs in an unsteady rhythm, one that felt like fingers crawling along my bones. I lifted the letter to the light.

Evhen, Your information has proved accurate and useful. There is one final thing I ask of you. In exchange for your brother’s life, give up your own to me. Come to Geirvar within the fortnight. I will be waiting in the palace of the monarch of assassins.

The letter fluttered from my grasp to land amongst the others. Rain battered the windows. My heart battered my ribs. This couldn’t be real. I could excuse every other demand—information about Vodaeard’s allies, secrets only monarchs would know, funds—but I could not grapple with the idea that my father wanted to kill Evhen in exchange for her brother.

And she was going to sail right into his hands.

Whether she planned to die or not, I wasn’t going to let her go alone. I had promised to save her, and even if I wasn’t going to live much longer, my job wasn’t done yet. Maybe this was how I saved her. Maybe this was how I stopped the bloodshed from returning to these shores.

Resolution took root in my heart, shoving aside the guilt and fear and replacing them with an anger that burned hot and bright. It was an anger that outshone the moon, the kind of rage I had felt that fateful day on the beach when I lost my power. I could be terrifying again. I could make my father regret everything he had ever done.

If Talen wanted me to stay away, then he would get his wish. I would leave, and I would make sure Evhen knew why I was leaving. Because she deserved a chance to live. She deserved to make something out of the life I had given her.

I was going to die soon, anyway. Suddenly, I didn’t mind dying in the place of someone I loved.
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FIVE

It was a bad day for sailing.

The storm from last night had covered the shore in a thick layer of slush and icy spikes that scraped against the hull of my waiting ship. Thick clouds hung in the distance, promising more rain and snow. Frosty air prickled my nose beneath a scarf as I shuffled down the pier, hands deep in my pockets, fingertips brushing the final letter from the chief.

I had found it on the floor after returning from the cliff last night. My room had been in disarray, and I’d remembered leaving the window open in my haste to expel my emotions, though it had been closed upon my return. The letters had flown across the ground, and at least two had made it into the fireplace, along with the letter I’d been writing to Talen.

I had considered writing a new one, but decided it didn’t matter either way. There was nothing I could say that would make it better. I was going to be gone, and Talen could be angry at me forever, but he would know what to do. He would know how to prepare Alekey for the role I wasn’t brave enough to take.

The figure at the end of the pier startled me, her presence out of place among the bustling crew. Kalei stood at the edge of the dock, facing the horizon, where a sheet of grey rain blurred the line between sea and sky. Beside her, a ship laden with cannons bobbed up and down on the swelling waves, hull creaking with the weight of its cargo. It was a massive vessel in comparison to the Grey Bard, requiring a much larger crew, and people moved across the deck preparing it for departure.
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