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				A man he’s not, we work we rot,

				No sleep until it’s through.

				A sailor’s grave is all we crave.

				We are the Ever King’s crew.

			

		

	
		
			To the queens who love the beautiful black heart of the villain. Face it, they’re hotter than the hero.
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			Welcome to the dark world of the Ever. I hope you enjoy the book and the deep, possessive romance between Livia and Erik. That is the reason for this note—some might find early actions of our morally gray Ever King the kind that blur the lines of right and, well, brutal.

			He’s not snuggly (at least not until we peel back some layers), so know that some of his actions are dark and vicious.

			The world of the Ever is set in the same world as my Broken Kingdoms series, bringing the fae Vikings of that series some sly pirates, bone ships, and sea shanties. Please note, my nautical friends, that although I did research on the swashbuckling lifestyle, this is a fantasy book, and I have taken liberties with my Ever Ship that might differ from historical accuracy of the vessels sailing the Caribbean seas.

			Without further ado, welcome to the Ever.
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			That Night

			The ending needed to be altered.

			The girl spent the whole of the afternoon crossing out lines with her raven feather quill, then adding new, better words to read to the boy in the dark. A tale of a serpent who befriended a songbird. A tale where they lived happily ever after, for in the girl’s version, the snake never devoured the bird.

			Long after the moon found its highest perch in the night sky, the girl slipped from the loft in the battle fort near the shore. Crouched low, she used the tall snake grass as a shield until she found her way to the old stone tower. The top had caved in, and it wasn’t much of a tower anymore, but the walls were as thick as two men standing side by side.

			Along the foundation, iron bars covered a few openings. In her head, the girl counted six barred windows before she crouched at the final cell.

			“Bloodsinger,” she whispered. Since the end of the battle, she’d practiced the breathy pitch to be loud enough that the boy inside would hear, but the guards stomping along the borders would think it nothing more than the hiss of a forest creature.

			Five breaths, ten, then red eyes like a stormy sunset appeared from the shadows.

			He was a frightening boy. A few turns older than her, but he’d fought in the war. He’d raised a sword against her people’s warriors. A boy who still had dried blood on his skin.

			Her heart squeezed with a strange dread she didn’t understand. This was the last night she might see the boy; she needed to make it count.

			“Trials come with the sun,” the boy said, his voice as dry as brittle straw. “Better leave, little princess.”

			“But I have something for you, and I’ve got to finish the story.” From the pouch slung over her shoulder, the girl took out a small book bound in tattered leather. Inked over the cover was a black silhouette of a bird and a coiled snake. “Want to hear the end?”

			The boy didn’t blink for a long pause. Then, slowly, he sat on the damp earth and crossed his legs under his lanky body.

			The girl read the final pages marked in her new, palatable ending. The songbird and serpent grew to be friends despite their differences. No lies, no cunning, no tricks. Each word drew her closer to the bars until her head rested against the cold iron and one hand drooped between the gaps, as though reaching for the boy inside.

			“ ‘They played from sunup to sundown,’ ” she read, squinting at her messy writing. “ ‘And lived happily ever after.’ ” A smile crossed her features when she closed the bindings and glanced at the boy.

			He’d reclined back onto his palms now, legs out, bare ankles crossed. “Is that what we are, princess? A serpent and a songbird?”

			Her smile widened. He understood the whole point. “I think so, and they were still friends. That’s why tomorrow at the trials you can, well, you can say we won’t fight no more. My folk will let you stay.”

			No more blood. No more nightmares. The girl couldn’t stomach any more blood from hate and war.

			When the boy kept quiet, she dug back into her pouch and took out the twine. On the end was a silver charm she’d used her last copper to buy. A silver charm of a swallow in flight.

			“Here.” She held out the handmade necklace through the bars and let it fall. “I thought it could remind you of the story.”

			All at once, the distance between them was a blessing. Any closer and the boy might see the flush of pink in her cheeks. He might see that her hope in the charm was less about recalling the tale and more about remembering her.

			With slow movements, the boy took hold of the charm. His dirty thumb brushed over the wings. “Tomorrow, I’ll be sent away, or I’ll greet the gods, Songbird.”

			Her stomach dipped, and something warm, like spilled tea, flooded her insides. Songbird. She liked the name.

			“That’s what happens when you lose a war.” The boy’s lips twitched when he placed the twine around his neck. “There’s no stopping it.”

			The race of her heart dimmed. She dropped her chin. Hopeful as she was, the girl wasn’t a fool. She knew the only thing saving the boy’s neck was that he was a boy. Should he be a man, he’d lose his head. He had fought against her people; he hated them.

			Like the serpent from the story hated the birds in the trees for their freedom in the skies.

			She didn’t care. A feeling deep in her bones drew her to the boy. She’d hoped he might be drawn to her too.

			Hope failed. True, he was young, but he’d always be marked as an enemy. Banished and forbidden.

			She blinked and reached once more into the fur-lined pouch. “I know this is important to your folk. Thought maybe you’d want to see it once more.”

			The girl cupped the gold talisman shaped like a thin disk with care. It was weathered and aged and delicate. A faint hum of strange remnants of magic lived in the gritty edges. If her father ever learned she’d snatched the piece from the lockbox, he’d probably banish her to her room for a week.

			The moonlight gleamed over the strange rune in the center of the coin. The boy in the shadows let out a gasp. She didn’t think he’d meant to do it.

			For the first time since she’d started reading to him, the boy climbed up the stone wall and curled his hands around the bars. The red in his eyes deepened like blood. His smile was different. Wide enough she could see the slight point to his side tooth, almost like the fang of a wolf, only not as long.

			This smile sent a shiver up her arms.

			“Will you do something for me, Songbird?”

			“What?”

			The boy nodded at the disk. “That was a gift from my father. Watch over it for me, will you? I’ll come back to get it one day, and you can tell me more stories. Promise?”

			The girl ignored the wave of gooseflesh up her arms and whispered, “Promise.”

			When the sound of heavy boots scraped over the dirt nearby, the girl gave one final look at the boy in the darkness. He held up the silver bird charm and grinned that wolfish grin once more before she sprinted into the grass.

			The speed of her pulse ached as she hurried back to the longhouse. Her gaze was locked on the disk in her hands; she never saw the root bursting from the soil. The thick arch snagged the tip of her toe and sprawled the girl face down in the soil.

			She coughed and scrambled back to her knees. When she looked down, her insides twisted up like knotted ropes. “Oh no.”

			The disk she’d promised to protect mere moments before had fallen beneath her body. Now the shimmer of gold lay in three jagged pieces in the soil. Tears blurred her vision as she gathered them, sobbing promises to the night that she’d fix it, that she’d repair what was broken.

			Perhaps it was the despair that kept her from noticing the strange rune that once marked the surface of the disk was now branded on the smooth skin below the crook of her elbow.

			In time, the more she learned of the viciousness of the sea fae who attacked her people, the more the girl looked back on that night like a shameful secret. She made up tales about the scar on her arm, a clumsy stumble down the cobbled steps in the gardens. She’d forget the boy’s promise to come for her.

			The girl would start to think of him as everyone else did—as the enemy.

			If only the girl had kept away from those cells that night, perhaps she would not have unraveled her entire world.

		

	
		
			1

			
				[image: ]
			

			The Songbird

			Blood was in the air. Pale sunlight had barely clawed through ashy sea mists around the shore, but the hot tang of blood filled my lungs with each breath.

			I pulled back the thick woven shades to see if some gory death had taken place at the base of my family’s tower. The dirt roads carving through the wood-and-stone fortress we called home for two weeks every summer were filled with loud merchants and courtiers preparing for the festival.

			No bones. No flesh. No blood.

			I let the shade fall back into place, my thumb tracing the roses and ravens embroidered in the threads—symbols for our Night Folk clans in the kingdom of the North. The kingdoms of the East, South, and West had their own unique markings.

			I was losing my damn mind. Brutal nightmares of snakes devouring little birds took up my sleep. Now I was bringing the blood and death from dreams into reality. Maybe it was because the Crimson Festival marked the end of the war. Or maybe it was because this festival was the tenth since our enemies, the sea fae, were locked beneath the tides.

			With every fading summer, the haunting dreams grew more vivid, like a waking nightmare. A distant promise from a lanky boy locked in a cell had become a poison in my mind, an endless image of monstrous serpents rising from the sea night after night.

			I was a fool. There hadn’t been a single whisper of Sea Folk since the Great War ended. This summer would be no different.

			To soothe the tension in my blood, I opened a drawer in a table beside my bed. Inside were three lumps of what once was the rune talisman. Since the disk shattered, the pieces had grown more brittle, as though returning to nothing but sand on the shore. They were hardly shapes anymore.

			I slammed the drawer closed, climbed back into the wide bed, and pulled the heavy fur quilt over my head. Alone, I could succumb to the race of my uneasy pulse, the damp sweat on my palms, and the nervous tremble in my veins.

			The fortress was designed to house all four royal families of the fae realms. To the Sea Folk we were all earth fae, but in truth, we were made of clans with different magics and talents.

			All the clans fought together to win peace during the Great War against dark fury—what my clan called magic—and the folk of the Ever Kingdom—the sea fae. His people. The festival was an excuse to celebrate the victory and gave me a reason to see everyone I loved through days of field games, archery, lively balls, and too much sweet ale. I couldn’t puzzle through why this summer felt so…different.

			“Livia!” A heavy pound on the thick oakwood door rattled the rafters overhead. “You’re needed and yet are nowhere to be found. I noticed your absence first, in case you ever wondered who cares for you most.”

			It must be terribly late in the morning if Jonas was the one sent to fetch me this time.

			A strategic move. Well played. That vulgar tongue of his was equal parts charm and weapon. He knew how to use it well.

			“Woman troubles!” I shouted, muffling my voice into the pillow. “Best to move along.”

			“I’m up for the challenge.” A pause, then a few clicks came from the latch, and the door swung open.

			I shot up in the bed, frowning. “Jonas Eriksson, I warned you about picking my locks.”

			Jonas flashed the roguish grin that won too many hearts in his home court in the East. “I do recall you once said I was forbidden to do so, and I simply forgot to care.”

			Bastard.

			Jonas filled the doorway with his height and width. One of two princes of the Eastern Kingdom, he’d been busy as a child, and even more active as a man. Jonas’s body was made for battle while still being lithe enough to slip between shadows like a thief in the night.

			His agility around locks and small spaces would be unsettling if he was sinister. The truth was, Jonas and his twin, Sander, couldn’t help their proclivity to sneak. They’d been raised by a rather cunning king and queen who’d both thieved themselves a time or two.

			Jonas strode to the tall window and tossed open the heavy curtains. I blinked when the sunlight burst through the room, and a gust of wind followed, carrying with it more imagined blood, more hints of the sea.

			Jonas spun around to face me, his hands on his hips as he smirked.

			“Pleased with yourself?” I scratched my scalp through wild tangles of my dark braids.

			“Immensely.” As the eldest of the Eastern princes, Jonas’s bright verdant eyes and the devious grin beneath the dark scruff on his jaw kept more than one lady slipping into his rooms. If they knew the goodness of his loyal heart under all his schemes and wit, they’d never leave him in peace. “Get up. The coaches are about to leave.”

			Gods, how late did I sleep?

			“Hurry, Liv. I mean this with love. It’s going to take some time for you to get presentable. You look like a goat swallowed you, then shat you out.”

			“Have I told you that you’re not charming?”

			“Many times. You’re still wrong.” Jonas dropped one knee on the foot of my bed. “You seem distressed, Livie. Tell me what’s troubling you.”

			“Nothing is troubling me except you.”

			“You wound me.” He pressed a hand to the emblem of a sword encircled in shadows stitched to his dark tunic. His court’s seal. Jonas’s face sobered a bit as he studied me until I wanted to sink under my quilt from his scrutiny. “No teasing. Are you all right?”

			My shoulders slumped. A downside to having friendships built from infancy was knowing every tell and every flinch of each other’s faces. We knew the other’s weaknesses and strengths. Their fears.

			I fell back against my pillows, eyes locked on the rafters. “I had the dream again last night.”

			“Well, dammit.” Jonas tossed aside the three knives sheathed to his belt, kicked off his boots, and crept over my bed. “Why didn’t you say so?”

			The idiot positioned himself against the wooden headboard, crossed his ankles, and opened an arm, beckoning me to his side.

			I didn’t move.

			Jonas raised his brows and flicked his fingers. “I’ll wait all damn morning, Livie. You know I will.”

			“You’re wonderfully wretched.”

			Jonas chuckled. I gave in and nestled against his side. He kept his arm tight and protective around my shoulders.

			For a moment, we were silent. Then, his deep voice rumbled from his chest against my cheek. “I know the festival brings a lot of memories, I know those sea sods left with a lot of threats toward your daj and family, but they’re never coming back. And if they did, it’d be my honor to cut old Bloodsinger’s head clean off.”

			I smiled and hugged his waist. Only my friends knew about the dreams I’d had since the end of the war. When the serpent in my dream came for me, when its jaw unhinged and swallowed me whole, somehow even in my dream, I knew it was sent by Erik Bloodsinger.

			The Ever King.

			He blamed Valen Ferus, the Night Folk king, for the death of his father.

			It was true, my father had killed King Thorvald of the Ever a turn before I was even born. But he’d had damn good reason to do it.

			Erik had been a boy during the wars, with nothing but threats and unattainable promises.

			I knew all this and still couldn’t shake the heavy weight of something dreadful on the horizon. As if peace were some fragile bit of ice, and it was only a matter of time before it all cracked.

			“Now”—Jonas wrapped his other arm around me, sank a little against the headboard, and rested his stubbled cheek against my forehead—“let’s get your mind off things, shall we? You know Lady Freydis—”

			“Jonas, I swear to the gods, if you keep talking—”

			“No, listen. Something happened, and I can’t quite wrap my mind around it.”

			I sighed. “Fine, what happened?”

			“Last night we arrived at the fort, and everything was going as usual. Sander hurried away to be strange and stick his nose in books. I had delightful plans with Freydis arranged from last turn’s festival, so it wasn’t a surprise to find her in my room.”

			I rolled my eyes but grinned. Jonas genuinely seemed befuddled by something. If he had any sense, he’d realize Freydis had an interest in his title, much like his interest was in her body, not her heart.

			“What happened?” I asked, pinching his side. “Did she demand a crown yet?”

			“Not at all,” he said. “You see, she wasn’t alone. There with her was Ingrid Nilsdotter.”

			My eyes widened. “You’re not serious.”

			“Oh, I’m very serious. Now my question comes, because at one point there was a position where we—”

			“Gods. Stop!” I shoved him away, scrambling out of the bed.

			“What?” Jonas gaped at me. “I thought you’d want to help. Freydis did this thing with her legs, then Ingrid—”

			“Jonas, don’t say another word, or I will cut out your tongue.” I rushed to the corner of my room and ripped open the painted wardrobe door. Frantically, I rummaged through gowns, tunics, trousers—anything to get me away from this fool and his salacious trysts with courtiers. Behind the dressing shade, I hopped on one foot as I slid into a pair of black trousers. “Go speak to Sander about all this. I mean, truly, what possessed you to think I’d ever want to know about…?”

			My words died off when his laughter drew me to peek around the shade.

			Jonas, hands laced behind his head, reclined back with a smug kind of grin on his handsome face. “No, don’t stop getting dressed. You’re doing so well.”

			Jaw tight, I threw one of my ankle boots at his head. “You said all that to get me out of bed.”

			“I deliver on what I say, and I promised you’d be down there with us. Don’t question my methods when they work. Especially on important days like this.” Jonas slid off the bed and picked up my dainty silver circlet shaped like a vine of blossoms. “Did you forget the new Rave officers arrived this morning to see our parents off to council? Meaning, Alek. Remember him? Last I knew, you were beloved cousins, but perhaps it has changed these six months he’s been gone.”

			The grin couldn’t be helped. Aleksi was more like a second brother. He’d earned his officer rank in the Rave Army and had been stationed in the Northern frosted peaks for training the last half turn.

			“I haven’t forgotten, you snob.” I’d looked forward to this moment when we could all be together again, and one dream had tossed me into unease, distracting me from the Rave caravan that arrived to escort the kings and queens to their annual council.

			I scrambled to finish dressing, rinsed my mouth, and resorted to Jonas’s help in smoothing my braids.

			A quarter of a clock toll was all it took before I abandoned my bedchamber, my blacksteel dagger sheathed at my waist and an arm laced through Jonas’s.

			“I bow to you, my friend,” I told him once we reached the winding staircase to the great hall of the fort. “That was one of your better lies to get me moving.”

			He pressed a kiss to my knuckles, grinning. “Ah, Livie. Who said it was a lie?”
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			The Songbird

			The fort was abuzz with tailors and seamstresses fitting courtiers and nobles for gowns, fine jackets, and doublets for tomorrow’s masque. Servants and warriors trekked the steps up to the four corner towers to ensure the rulers of every realm were well tended.

			While the Night Folk clan tower was quiet and docile, the second tower, belonging to the Eastern realms, always had a great deal more noise heard throughout the fort.

			“Is Sander tormenting your people?” I asked Jonas when we crossed through the open great hall. As beautiful as his brother and equally as sly, Jonas’s twin brother brought out the solemn side of the pair. Where Jonas reveled, Sander observed. When Jonas fell into bed with a new lover every gathering, Sander remained with us—his friends, his family, his familiars.

			Jonas peered toward his family’s tower and laughed. “No, I think someone called my daj ‘Highness’ or some other royal term of endearment; now the hells are breaking loose.”

			I laughed, but in reality, it could be true. Like my parents, all the kings and queens of our realms fought wars for their titles. Not all were born into the life of a royal, and the twins’ father much preferred being remembered for his life as a schemer and thief than a king.

			“There they are. Looks like Alek is being swarmed. Gods, look at that sod.” Jonas pinched his mouth in disapproval. “He’s returned to us all proper and stiff.”

			Outside the open gates, our families were gathered near a caravan of black coaches surrounded by our Rave warriors. Aleksi, dressed in his dark, silver-trimmed Rave uniform, was enveloped in embraces, croons, and praise from the royals of the Night Folk clans.

			I chuckled when my cousin offered polite grins but shook out his hands in unease. His soft brown skin was clean-shaven, and his thick chestnut hair was braided down the center of his head. Kohl lined his golden eyes and his lips.

			“He’s stiff because you know how he feels being the center of attention.”

			Jonas snorted. “You can’t tell me Alek isn’t secretly dreaming of becoming a grand hero. He’s just quiet about it.”

			We quickened our pace, carving through the preparations, my gaze on my cousin and family. Alek’s fae ears were sharper than mine, but only because I was half fae. I grinned when my mother’s icy, pale braids came into sight when she wrapped her slender arms around Alek’s shoulders, holding him close.

			Elise Ferus was a fae queen, but mortal by birth. Her life was extended like the fae folk’s after she underwent a fury spell once she took vows with my father.

			Jonas strained his neck. “Dammit. Look at the sky. We’ll hit storms if we don’t get to the cove soon.”

			The doors to the wooden gates were tied back, letting in the shimmer of sunlight on the dark water. I followed his gaze to the jagged edges of the shore. Angry clouds still rolled over the horizon. Almost like they were waiting for some catalyst to bring the storm’s rage to our doors. Fear wanted to take hold, wanted to convince me the dread I felt earlier was some dark premonition of something to come.

			Not far from the shore, a dark streak carved over the surface of the sea. A current where the water was different, where the sea frothed like stagnant waves that never crashed onto shore. The Chasm, a barrier between my people and the fae of the sea.

			Most folk hardly paid it any mind during the festival, but I could never look away. Almost as though the tension in my chest was simply waiting for the warded barriers of the Chasm to peel back and a rush of sea fae to burst through.

			Another poisonous thought left to fester from promises made by a boy in a prison cell.

			The Chasm was sealed. Undisturbed as always.

			Breathe. Focus. Nothing was different. The fortress was well guarded, with Rave guards trudging the watchtowers and outer gates. Laughter still filled the corridors, be it from a servant or noble. The Chasm was there, a mark of a different world, but one locked away between the tides.

			Nothing had changed. It wouldn’t change.

			“We have plenty of time to watch you get drunk on the shore. Come on, there are the others.” I led us to a canvas canopy, where the heirs of every realm hid from the morning heat.

			Sander Eriksson lifted his dark green eyes from the yellowed pages of a leather-bound book. The same eyes as his brother, but with even more cunning. “Livie. What story did Jonas tell to get you down here?”

			“You don’t want to know.” I released Jonas’s arm and went to stand beside Mira, the princess of the Southern Kingdom.

			She adjusted the circlet in the shape of spread raven wings braided into her auburn hair and gave me an exasperated look. “Take this beast from me.”

			Rorik, my younger brother, kept flinging a wooden sword and catching Mira’s hips or thighs as though a fierce enemy stood in his sights. Only nine, and small for his age, Rorik made graphic battle sounds as invisible invaders died gruesome deaths.

			Sander slapped his book closed, tucked it into the back of his trousers, then scooped Rorik onto his shoulders. “You want to be a Rave, Ror?”

			Rorik grinned. “Hells yes.”

			I reached up and flicked the tapered point of his ear. “What did Maj say about language?”

			“Don’t be snitchin’, Livie, and she won’t know.”

			Jonas barked a laugh and clapped hands with the small prince. “Ror, when did you become a smartass?”

			I gave Jonas a strained look when my brother went on to repeat the word “ass” at least three times. Rorik was small but had a ferocious spirit and idolized the Rave, Aleksi most of all. My brother had the same dark eyes as our father but lighter hair, as if the paleness of our mother were trying to break through.

			“Alek looks like he’s going to toss his insides.” Jonas jabbed his elbow into his brother’s ribs. “Ten gold penge he vomits from whatever trauma the higher ranks put him through in the peaks.”

			Sander held Rorik’s legs and mutely assessed my cousin as he approached his commanding warriors. “I’ll take that bet.”

			Mira rolled her eyes and muttered, “Always the same with you two.”

			I bit my cheek. There could be no stopping the twin princes from scheming and making sly deals. Ploys and tricks were in their blood.

			“He’s going to go.” Jonas gripped Sander’s forearm, studying Aleksi without blinking. “There he…dammit.”

			Aleksi strode with unmatched confidence as he bid farewell to the commanders in each Rave unit. Jonas had reason to make the gamble. Regal as he appeared, Alek despised the attention his rank engendered in the courts. As a prince, now a Rave officer, doubtless he could feel the prickle of every eye as he clasped forearms with his fellow warriors.

			Jonas pressed a fist to his mouth when Aleksi turned without a misstep to greet his fathers—my uncles, Sol and Tor.

			Sander held out a hand once Aleksi successfully embraced both his fathers without a stumble. Jonas cursed and slammed ten coins into his brother’s palm.

			A horn blew from one of the watchtowers.

			“Finally,” Jonas muttered.

			“Your mother would be heartbroken if she knew how desperately you wanted her gone,” I whispered.

			“How dare you,” he said, affronted. “My mother is the light of my heart. But I have plans for this festival, and there are some things a mother should not be privy to when it comes to her son.”

			“He’s never been the same since Maj walked in on him with one of his sparring partners a few months ago,” Sander said, voice low.

			Jonas blanched. “It was awful. Couldn’t look her in the eye for weeks.”

			Rave gathered around the coaches. Sander removed Rorik from his shoulders and joined Jonas as they left us to bid farewell to their family. Mira went to hers. I took my brother’s hand despite his protests and dragged him toward our clan.

			Our people—the Night Folk fae—had the gods-gift of controlling the earth, while the Eastern realms with Jonas and Sander used tricky magic of the mind and body. Mira’s people took the Southern and Western edges, where fae could twist fate, shape-shift, or compel the mind with cantrips and illusions.

			My gaze drifted to my mother and father.

			The waves of my father’s ink-black hair were tamed, and the sides were braided off his face, revealing the points of his ears. He whispered something to my mother, a contrast to him with her ice-pale hair and crystalline eyes. She covered her mouth to hide a laugh at whatever he had said.

			Both were brutal warriors but tender and loving to each other to the point of nausea. If ever I found a love, I’d always secretly prayed it would be like theirs.

			“Alek!” Rorik called out even before shouting for our parents.

			Aleksi grinned and shoved through the crowd, aimed straight for us.

			A little shriek of excitement scraped from my throat when I practically choked my arms around his neck. He caught me around the waist and squeezed tightly.

			“You’re not allowed to leave me with Jonas’s short attention span for six months ever again.”

			Alek laughed and gestured to his new uniform, complete with a new seax blade. “Well, what do you think?”

			I trapped his strong face in my hands. “You look snobbish, pretentious, and dull.”

			Aleksi’s laugh rumbled deep in his chest before he smashed me against his side, suffocating my face in the pit of his arm. “What was it you said? Formidable? Incomprehensibly powerful? Cousin, I can’t hear you. What did you say?”

			Winter brought my twentieth turn and, with it, Aleksi’s twenty-first. We still managed to bring out the childishness in each other.

			“Bleeding hells, Alek!” Rorik’s lips parted. “You’ve got a captain’s blade!”

			Aleksi kneeled in front of the boy to show him the new seax. I was half worried my younger brother was going to swoon, and the other half was concerned he might burst into tears, the way he stroked the steel of the blade.

			“Livie.” My mother’s soft touch fell on my arm. She studied me for a breath, as though she knew my night had been turbulent. She always did. “All right, little love?”

			“Fine.” I hugged her waist and let my head fall to her shoulder even though she stood shorter than me. “All gone with the dawn.”

			My mother stroked my arm, gentle and safe. She’d done all that could be done to ease the nightmares that had plagued her daughter for turns. Sleeping draughts, letting me curl between her and my father, lullabies, assurances. Now she simply held me like this, letting me know she was always there.

			With a sigh, she tilted her face to the sky. “I hope tomorrow’s games aren’t wet for you.”

			“Better not be ’cause I’m gonna kick Alva in her stupid legs,” Rorik said, abandoning Aleksi and slashing his wooden sword again. Alva was the daughter of my father’s first knight and had somehow become the prince’s ultimate rival. “They’re so long, like twigs. I bet I’ll snap ’em in two.”

			I snorted. Rorik slashed his sword again in sloppy strikes to his invisible villain. He had a long way to go before he donned the black gambeson like Aleksi.

			“Gods save me from this boy,” my mother muttered under her breath, then closed her eyes. My mother was no weak thing, but I had a feeling a son like Rorik would be the undoing of any mother.

			All at once, Rorik stopped his imaginary battle and beamed when another Rave approached. “Stieg!”

			Stieg was my father’s captain and had been beside my parents before they even took vows, turns before the war of the sea. He was as steady as the sun and as firm as granite, and I was certain Rorik dreamed not of the crown he’d been born into, but the day he served beside Stieg.

			The captain stepped next to Rorik, a smirk on his battle-gnarled lips. “Practicing, young prince?”

			“Always.”

			Stieg chuckled, ruffling Rorik’s hair. Scars, inked runes on the captain’s cheeks, and the bone hoop pierced through his nose added a touch of ferociousness, but one look at the playful gleam in the steel of his eyes gave away his true temperament.

			“The coaches are ready, My Queen,” Stieg said, tipping his chin in respect.

			My mother sighed, and when she looked at me, her brow furrowed in concern.

			I linked my arm through hers. “Maj, I’m fine. Go. Be free of us for a few sunrises.”

			She covered my hand on her arm with her palm. “Ten turns. Hard to think you were not much older than Rorik when all the fighting ended. This turn’s festival is a landmark in how far we’ve come, so it feels different.”

			My skin prickled. Did she feel the unease as I did? I swallowed, refusing to spiral into thoughts of what it could all mean if everyone had a bit of disquiet this turn. Odds were I felt strange for the same reasons as my mother. A great deal had changed, and these significant turns caused us to think back on everything that had happened.

			That was all.

			Rose thorns wrapped around a dagger and a battle-ax were painted on the doors of the Night Folk coaches that would take my uncles and parents to the annual royal council.

			Councils were always held at the palace of the last king and queen to be crowned. Both were rather keen to avoid large gatherings like the Crimson Festival and welcomed the different clans to their palace in the knolls, a two-day’s distance.

			There, they oversaw any troubles in the realms, likely reminisced about the wars they had all fought together, and kept our world locked in continued peace.

			My mother drew both Rorik and me into another embrace and kissed my cheek and the top of his head. “Liv, swear to me you’ll be wise, safe, and will keep Jonas from making ten new Eastern heirs while we’re gone.”

			“How would he do that?” Rorik asked.

			Maj and I shared a look and laughed, pulling him close a little longer.

			While she fussed over Rorik and the ways he would be expected to abide by Stieg’s orders in their absence, I slowed my steps as I approached my father’s back. No one ever surprised the man, but he was distracted by conversation with my uncles enough that I just might—

			“Hello, little love.” My father turned around when I had two paces left.

			“Gods, Daj. I think your fury accentuates your ears.” I rolled my eyes and waited for him to open his arms before dipping around him and embracing my uncle Sol first.

			To stir the brotherly rivalry between the two was wholly worth it when my father frowned and glared at his brother.

			“Uncle,” I said, “I feel as though I’ve not been able to speak to you since we arrived.”

			Sol was handsome like my father, but instead of dark Night Folk eyes, his were deep blue like mine. He pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. “Because my king is an ass and demands all my time.”

			A choking noise from my mother drew our eyes. She glared at Sol and jabbed a finger toward Rorik, who, again, muttered “ass” under his breath.

			Sol mouthed a quick apology, then winked at me. “Girl, you look more like your lovely mother every day. Fortunate for you.”

			The praise was welcome, but a stretch of the truth, and utterly meant as a jab at my father.

			True, my mother was beautiful, but eyes were the only thing we shared. Even then, the sea blue of my eyes matched Sol’s more than hers. My skin was a soft, roasted brown like my father’s, and my hair was a shade of night with hints of red and a touch of blackened blue.

			I batted my lashes, then stepped to embrace my uncle Tor. Serious and thoughtful, Tor was a beautiful balance to his royal consort. I had fond memories of learning the patience of battle from Torsten. He was firm, decisive, powerful, and cunning with every strike.

			By the time I met my father’s gaze, he’d clasped forearms with Aleksi, shooting me a glance over my cousin’s shoulder. “Oh, is it my turn now?”

			I wrapped my arms around my father’s waist. We had a bond, and ever since I was young, he’d been the safest place I could think to fall.

			He pulled back, a smile on his face as he cupped my cheeks in his rough palms. “I’ve decided to take you with us to the council.”

			I smirked. He said the same thing every turn.

			“Valen, you will not,” my mother called from beside the coach. “You will let her out of your sight and let her be free.”

			“Free to be scooped up by fools who only think with their cocks,” he called back.

			“All gods.” My mother closed her eyes, then kissed Rorik’s cheeks with a look of pity. “It is no wonder he says the things he does with such a family.”

			“Liv.” My father let an arm drape around my shoulders as he pulled me to one side. “I wanted to warn you, I’ve had more than one request from”—he swallowed like he’d tasted something sour—“our noblemen for your time.”

			My heart stopped. “Time, as in…”

			He frowned. “They’re interested in a match, little love.”

			All gods. Foolish to be taken off guard by such a thing; I was the heir of the Night Folk clans, the whole of the region in the north. I would be expected to claim a consort or husband eventually. The truth throttled me from behind. Of age, yet I’d hardly experienced…anything. A few stolen kisses from gentry boys across the kingdoms, usually on dares to show Jonas I wasn’t a prude.

			I wasn’t bold with men, but Mira was the only one who knew how inexperienced I was in the facets of love.

			A match. It sounded so…dull.

			I didn’t want a match just because that was expected. I wanted passion, the burn that if my love didn’t touch me soon, I’d burst. I wanted heat and mess and obsession.

			What if I selected a match only to discover we bored each other after five turns, and I never experienced another’s hands?

			“Livie.” My father tilted his head, voice low while the others chatted around us. “You know I’d never agree to anything against your will.”

			“I know.” I forced a smile and gripped one of his hands.

			He kissed my knuckles. “It does leave me unsettled to know a slew of unworthy bastards will be here with you while I am not.”

			“I wouldn’t worry, Daj. I’m surrounded by overprotective men. One wrong move and there will be missing fingers.”

			He scoffed and tugged me against his side. “Forgive me, but putting your safety under the watch of Jonas Eriksson does not put my mind at ease.”

			“I heard that! Now I feel I must prove you wrong by stirring something on purpose.” Jonas’s voice rose over the bustle from his family’s coach.

			“See? No worries,” I said through an embrace. “Stieg and much of the Rave are with us.”

			My father pressed a kiss to my forehead. I bid farewell to my mother and uncles once more, then watched as every ruler over the fae realms loaded their coaches and left the fort, Rave guards following on foot or on horseback.

			While leaders of the realms toiled over duties, on the morrow their heirs, nobles of the gentry, warriors, and courtiers would celebrate with games, archery, ax-throwing, sailing trips around the coves of the isles, then the masquerade with more feasting and debauchery when the sun faded.

			Guards were always nearby. Even Jonas and Sander had appointed guards, but they were rarely seen, forced to be as sly as their royal charges, who sought to lose them every turn. It was safe here. We could roll our eyes, taunt our parents, but they would never leave us completely unprotected.

			When Rorik was taken in by Stieg and three more Rave guards assigned to the youngest prince, Jonas approached with arms open.

			“Let the festival begin.” He clasped Alek’s forearm. “Welcome back. Now that you’re trained to cause violence, may I place a request to have you as my personal guard at the masque tomorrow? I have a feeling I will need doors protected from any snooping. Don’t be alarmed by any noises you may hear.”

			“No,” Alek said. “And maybe, just once, you might actually dance on your feet.”

			“Gods, how boring. I’ll keep my way of dancing, thank you.” Jonas twisted his grin into one of his devious smirks, the kind that added an attractive dimple to his cheek. Tonight, Jonas’s schemes must’ve fallen to me, for he turned his dark gaze to mine. “May we finally begin celebrating our way.”

			“Is it wise to go so near the Chasm with a storm on the horizon?” Mira was the one who asked, and I was glad for it. My heart was restless, a constant thrum of trepidation, and for the first time in turns, I didn’t want to think of that day the sea fae were locked behind the wards of the Chasm.

			“Yes,” Jonas insisted. “More so since Livie is nightmaring again, and from this moment on, there is no more fretting during the Crimson Festival. Now, come on. Let’s see if we find any of those sea singers.”
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			The Songbird

			When we were littles, Aleksi and I would spend nights in sprawling forts we’d build out in the gardens. My fury connected to the earth, as for most Northern fae. I was able to thicken shrubs, brighten blossoms, even heal deadened soil.

			Our forts used to look like something out of a storybook forest.

			There we’d huddle around a lantern, and Aleksi would tell me scary stories about the sea singers and their proclivity to hunt the land folk for our strong bones. He had a knack for description, and I was still a little convinced every blade and necklace owned by a fae of the deep was made from the bones of their enemies.

			If Jonas and Sander were visiting, the tales grew even darker. Their magic was different than my bright fury—they worked in nightmares and darkness.

			Anyone who did not know the twin princes would never guess they could create such fearsome images, then force it into one’s mind. A fear that had not existed before, and after they were through, would never be forgotten.

			Once we all matured into our abilities, we didn’t use them against each other like we had as children. So the fear clinging to my heart like a leech didn’t come from a trick of the twins. It was nothing more than my own cowardice.

			I sat stiff on the bench of the longboat, one knee bouncing. Mira untied her thick auburn hair and let the sea wind run through it like the fingers of a tender lover. Aleksi and Jonas rowed. No mistake, a subtle competition was underway with how they kept glancing at each other and digging deeper with every stroke.

			I folded my fingers on my lap and kept a firm watch on the approaching shore of the jagged isles that marked the boundary of the Chasm of Seas—the divide between the waters of our folk and those of the Ever Kingdom.

			Strange, sometimes, to think there was a world beneath the waves. I could read all the texts from poems to sagas to lore, and the truth was that none of us truly knew what lived in the Ever.

			Was it nothing but wet all the time? Did eels and fatted whales enter sea cave homes?

			Black currents thrashed against the skiff as Aleksi and Jonas carefully guided the boat into a cove. Fear was heady, like stones piled in my belly, but there was a pull to the water. A fascination I couldn’t dull. The mightier I tried to turn from curiosity, the mightier came the pull to the sea. Like a thick rope around my belly, it yanked me back to the edges between two worlds.

			“Out.” Jonas waved his hands at us and reached into a black leather satchel shoved under one of the benches. From it, he removed a bottle with rich amber ale inside. “Tonight, we start the revelry off the way it should be done. Honey brän.”

			I used the scratchy rigging to heave myself out of the skiff and onto the sun-heated stones. “Only you would get sloshed so close to the Chasm.”

			“This is why we’re here, Liv,” he said. “Hells, I’m half convinced Bloodsinger’s dead. Probably beheaded by his folk after we tossed him back into the sea.”

			I ignored the way the thought burrowed like a thorny bramble in my chest. It’d be best if the heir of the Ever was dead and gone. I laughed to prove to Jonas—and myself—I felt the same.

			Sander built a fire on the shore. Mira handed out small sponge cakes with toffee syrup filling the center.

			“Krasmira Sekundär.” I sang out her full name and popped a small cake onto my tongue. “Did you take these from the cooking rooms before the festivities began? Against the rules, my friend.”

			She huffed; her stormy eyes narrowed. “Yes, I shall go down in the sagas as the vicious princess who stole some cake.”

			Sunlight bled across the horizon like a streak of blood as night came to swallow the day. Soon enough we’d all be pulled away by members of our unique courts vying for our attention. At the first festival, we’d missed each other and stolen away to hide and celebrate amongst ourselves for half a night. Only us.

			Ever since, we always spent the first night together as friends, away from duties and propriety.

			We danced, laughed, and taunted Jonas about his confusion over how to handle two women in his bed. The way he finished off the last of the brän, I was certain he took our taunts as a challenge to take no fewer than three at once.

			“Jonas, I beg of you, don’t do this.” I laughed; my head spun a bit in a lightheaded ale haze. “You’ll just get injured, and your father will have to get you un…unstuck.”

			Mira giggled, letting her head fall to Aleksi’s shoulder.

			Sander smirked. “Daj wouldn’t save him. He’d shame him by bringing everyone around to gawk at him.”

			“This entire conversation is pointless.” Jonas blew out his lips and rubbed the stubble on his chin. “First, Daj would never shame me; I’m his favorite. Second, there is no realm in any kingdom where I would get stuck or injured doing what I am skilled at doing.”

			“Oh?” I said. “And what is that?”

			“I think you know, Liv, but I’d be happy to describe it in detail. You might learn a thing or two.”

			I snorted and rose to my feet. “Ah, Jonas, one day some fearsome creature is going to steal your heart, and you will not know what to do with yourself.”

			He reclined onto his elbows and crossed his ankles, a wicked kind of grin on his face. “One lover for the rest of my days? I think not.”

			“Speaking of lovers,” Aleksi said, eyes on me. “What do you think of rumors that more than one noble sod has been talking to Uncle Valen, Liv?”

			The brän all at once didn’t sit right in my gut. I waved the thought away. “I think if the rumors are true, they are brave souls to approach my father instead of me.”

			“Well spoken, Livie! Make them kneel!” Mira shouted. She clapped a hand over her mouth, squeaking out a drunken laugh when it dawned on her she’d bellowed her declaration.

			Sander lay back on the sand and closed his eyes. “They’re fools if they think your father would hand you over for some political alliance.”

			A smile teased my lips. Talk of suitors had changed over the turns. In a different time, perhaps it would be common for a father to arrange his daughter’s marital vows. Not my father.

			When my parents met each other, it had been at my mother’s dowry ball. The king had arranged for her to be bartered for a strategic match, and the highest bidder would be the winner. My father was not even in the running; now they were rulers over a realm. They of all people would never force a match on their children.

			I supposed I’d always been waiting for the burn in my heart, a feeling of insatiable need and desire. I wanted the passion I saw amongst my own folk, and now, looking back, I’d likely passed opportunities to be daring, feckless, to be left breathless from a night meant solely for pleasure.

			A Jonas way of thinking, but not such a silly idea. I had nothing but inexperience to offer anyone.

			“Maybe you won’t be forced to take a husband,” Jonas said, voice heavy with drink. “But if drunken bastards start to hang all over either of you two, they’ll wind up missing.”

			There was a bite to his tone. Even drunk, even nearly a turn younger than me, Jonas was like a protective brother who didn’t take well to men looking at Mira and me for our rank alone.

			Hazy with drink herself, Mira hooked one of her slender arms around his neck and pressed a loud, wet kiss to his cheek. “You know, as stupid as you are most days, you have one of my favorite hearts.”

			He sloughed her off and flopped back onto the sand, humming the eerie song of the sea—one that tantalized the hair on my arms like a frightening memory. “A man he’s not, we work we rot…”

			I turned away, their songs, laughter, and drunken insults to each other at my back. My steps were unsteady, so once I reached the water’s edge, I carefully positioned myself on the ledge of a thick stone to watch the sun fade over the dark sea.

			A moment later, Aleksi sat beside me. “Thoughts?”

			With a sigh, I let my head fall to his shoulder. “Many.”

			“I have two ears.”

			“I don’t know, Alek. Something feels different. Now all this chatter about vows and suitors. I feel like I’m spinning forward, yet not really living.”

			“What do you mean? You’re the heir of the Night Folk.”

			“Yes, because I was born to it. I spar with you and Uncle Tor, but beyond knowing the blade, what have I done? I hardly use my fury. I haven’t…well, I haven’t even tried to know people outside of you four.”

			“You mean men?”

			Heat flushed my face. “I mean everything. I look at you, all handsome in your new gambeson, and I realize I’ve not really strived to be more than comfortable. Even Rorik has a desire to be something more than his birthright, and he’s nine and insane.”

			Aleksi grinned. “Then be reckless, Liv. This festival, forget propriety, forget the nerves. I know, I know, easy for me to say. But maybe this is your gut telling you to be daring. A little bold. Who knows what might happen?”

			I nudged his side with my elbow. “Odd thing coming from you, honorable Rave.”

			Alek scoffed and reclined onto his elbows. “Spend months with First Knight Halvar and his men, and you realize even the most honorable of our warriors have been more than reckless.”

			I grinned. “Maybe you’re right and I should do something bold. Something out of the ordinary for me.”

			My cousin hugged me to his side as the sun sank deeper, until it was hardly a sliver over the sea. The fading gilded light sliced through the dark water. It brought a calm, a strange peace, watching the water ebb and flow over the dangers of the Chasm.

			“Alek,” I asked. “Do you really think Bloodsinger is dead?”

			He stiffened. Aleksi never liked to speak about the sea fae, and I didn’t truly know why.

			“I think he is nothing we need to think about. Dead or alive.”

			I didn’t know why my mouth opened or why the words spilled out like vomit. Blame the drink, but I couldn’t stop myself before I whispered, “I lied.”

			“About what?”

			“I have been bold once before.”

			“Oh really? How is that?”

			A sting gathered behind my eyes. Gods, not here. When I drank too much, tears flowed over the simplest things. Sander was a sleepy drunk. Jonas grew pensive and thoughtful. Aleksi held ale like a stone. Mira giggled. I bleeding cried.

			My voice croaked and whimpered with ale-soaked words as I blurted out the truth at Aleksi’s feet. The truth of the story I read to the boy in the dark, the token of friendship in the shape of a silver bird, the truth about the golden emblem of the Ever.

			I left out the part about my scar. No doubt a critical part of the story, yet my brain was desperate for Aleksi to tell me I was overthinking. It didn’t want confirmation of the fears, not really.

			I swiped my hand under my nose. “I was going to convince Erik Bloodsinger we didn’t have to be enemies. We could be friends. He even promised to return for his stupid golden disk someday.”

			“Is that what’s been bothering you lately? His threat means nothing, Liv. Erik Bloodsinger cannot come through the barriers. Ever.” Aleksi’s jaw pulsed. “Did you not know this?”

			I buried my teeth into my bottom lip. There were comments made through the turns that the Ever King would never see the land again, but I always took it for boastful talk amongst warriors.

			“After the war, they used his blood to create the barriers. They guard against it. Nothing is strong enough to break those walls.” He eyed the sea for a few breaths, then smacked my knee with the back of his hand and stood. “I’ll prove it.”

			My cousin stripped his tunic.

			“What the hells are you—”

			“Care to go for a swim?” The gold in his eyes flashed with a touch of mischief so rare for dear, honorable Aleksi.

			“Are you insane?”

			“No. I promise I won’t let your precious royal neck drown, but I want you to see what it means to cross the Chasm.”

			A few more breaths, a few more inner words about why this was a terrible idea, then the brän took hold, and I went to the water’s edge, hardly caring that I remained fully clothed.

			Hand in mine, Aleksi winked and began to count to three. He made it to two, then wrenched me into the waves in one great leap. Cold stole my breath like dozens of stitching needles in my pores. I swallowed against the shock, then embraced the tug of the currents.

			I’d always been drawn to the sea. Days spent fishing with my daj or swimming in the fjords in the Northern realms were some of my fondest memories. Slowly, I blinked my eyes open. The sting of seawater irritated my eyes until they adjusted. Whether it was fury or simply the magic of the sea, my vision cleared like looking into glass.

			Aleksi tugged on my hand and pointed straight ahead. From the shore, the Chasm was nothing more than a dark stripe, a deep current that flowed in opposition to the rest of the sea. But here, beneath the waves, it was a bleeding cyclone.

			Water thrashed and spun in a frenzy. The Chasm split the gentler currents of our barriers like a true wall. White frothy currents flowed from sky to sea floor, while the calmer sea stuck to the flow of the horizon.

			I was enthralled, drawn forward like an insect captured by a web weaver. Somewhere in the chaos rose a sweet tune, a voice soft and gentle, one that blotted out any other sound. My pulse raced, like the song was calling to me.

			Unbidden, my hand stretched forward. A tug somewhere deep in my belly drowned my muddled mind with nothing more than an insatiable need to draw closer. I flattened my hand against the roar of the Chasm wall. At once, I yanked it back. What felt like a hot barb jabbed my palm and scorched along my skin until it raised the ridges of the rune scar on my forearm.

			Aleksi pulled me away, eyes narrowed, and used his head to gesture to the surface.

			“What the hells, Livie? I wanted you to see it, not touch it.” He wiped water from his eyes and swam closer. “You get sucked in there, I’d be going in after you, then I’d get our family’s first mark of shame for being removed from the Rave the same day I was promoted.”

			My pulse pounded in my skull. I wasn’t certain I heard much of his rant at all.

			“Liv.” Aleksi nudged my ribs. “You all right?”

			I licked my lips free of the salty water and smiled. “Yes. I’m glad you showed me. You’re right. How could anyone get through without emerging half dead?”

			“Did you sods see that?” Jonas’s slurred voice drew our attention. He pointed the bottle of brän toward the darkening horizon. “Lightning, but it looked like fire.”

			Aleksi pulled himself free of the water, then turned and offered a hand for me. “Lightning often looks like fire, so you’re likely right on, Jo. Well done.”

			“No, you sod, it was red.”

			Mira whooped. “The gods are announcing the Crimson Festival!”

			Jonas laughed and loudly agreed. Onshore, Alek faced me. “No more thinking he’s coming, Liv. He’s not.”

			I wrung my damp hair and nodded. “You’ve proved your point.”

			“Good, because we have greater worries right now.”

			“Like what?”

			My cousin looked over his shoulder. “Like how we’re going to get Jonas off his ass before this storm hits.”

			Aleksi jabbed a finger toward the sky.

			“Better hurry,” Mira called to us.

			Mountains of ashy clouds rolled over the sea like a marching army. Aleksi hurried ahead, but a shudder rippled down my spine. The raised scar had grown red and irritated, almost scorched. I wasn’t troubled by my skin, no more than I was troubled by what I’d seen when I touched the Chasm.

			An omen was the only explanation. The instant the water of the barrier licked my skin, for a fleeting moment, a golden city had shaped in my mind’s eye. Cheerful bells rang like a signal or a summons.

			As if they were beckoning me to come home.
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			The Serpent

			Screams of anguish—of true agony—produced a twisted delight deep in my bones.

			The kind that heated the blood, raced the heart, drew me back for more, again and again. No mistake, the sounds seemed to be the only way I could feel that euphoria, the thing folk called joy, anymore.

			There was power that came when a village careened into a frenzy at the mere sight of black bone hulls, sharp spikes like the spines on a sea serpent, and bloody sails. The heady taste of panic and fear and pleading had become my purpose.

			Tonight went differently, and it was damn aggravating.

			Flames danced across the walls of the neatly aligned wood and wattle cottages. Heat burst out the windows, and smoke and ash soaked the alleyways of the dwellings all the way to the hills.

			A winding cobbled road curved around the steepest hillside, where the lord of the Rusa township built his manor and all its sharp peaks.

			I looked forward to watching it burn.

			By now, the melodic tune of screams and terror ought to be shattering the silence of the night. There were a few sobs, a wail or two, but the folk of Rusa, when the black hull of the ship sliced through the sea surface, submitted as though they’d anticipated the attack.

			From my position on the deck, I could make out the main square of the village, an open place made of dark polished stone like night trapped in glass. Countless villagers huddled with their pitiful families. Dressed in nightclothes, littles sniffled and clung to their mothers. Fathers had chins lifted, no doubt waiting for the knife to the throat when the threat hadn’t even been made yet.

			My grip on the rail tightened until each knuckle ached. I didn’t know if I was more irritated that they did what I would’ve commanded before I commanded it, or that each man seemed so resigned, so at peace, with his fate.

			There was nothing delightful about cutting a man down when he was already on his damn knees. The chase, the fight, the knowledge that you overpowered a foe was half the excitement.

			On deck, two of my crew held a half-naked man between them. I dragged two fingers across the brim of the tricorn hat atop my head and pulled it off, revealing the black scarf that always covered my skull when I stood aboard the ship.

			The scar cutting through my lip went taut when I curved one side of my mouth. “Lord Murdo.”

			Both points of the man’s ears had been sliced. The slight blue-cream shade to his skin was darkened in blood. He lifted his head with effort and met my eyes. “My K-king.”

			I curled one hand under his bearded chin. “Your king? Is that what I am?”

			“Yes,” he said, breathless.

			“Hmm.” With care to hide the bite of pain in my left leg, I lowered to one knee until we were nose to nose. There it was. Gods, the fear flashed vibrantly in the dull gold of his eyes. Without care for the gashes on his scalp, I slammed the tricorn onto his head. “What I think is you wanted this for yourself.”

			Murdo’s forehead wrinkled. “No, My Lord.”

			“Oh, I think you did. Why else would you be so foolish as to steal from your king?”

			“I swear to you, I did no such thing.”

			From the back quarters of the ship, Larsson, my second mate, stepped onto the deck. He always seemed ready to laugh through the violence. This moment was no exception. A wry grin played on his mouth, and the slight glow of gold in his dark eyes was bright with excitement.

			Beside Larsson stood a stoic man, hair like fire, and ears pierced in blue stones from lobe to the sharp tip. For a moment I reveled in Murdo’s twisted glare from the betrayal.

			“I don’t believe you, since your bastard sold you out.” I leaned forward, lips against his ear, and whispered, “Pity your son hates you.”

			“Athol, you traitorous—”

			A closed fist slammed into Murdo’s jaw, silencing him.

			I glared over the man’s head at a masked face, hidden beneath a hood. Celine gave me a one-shouldered shrug in return. She was dressed in a thick tunic, topped with a woolen coat that hit her thighs. No one at first glance would know a woman was beneath it all. She preferred it that way.

			Folk of the Ever always underestimated females. Her twisted delight came in revealing herself before she drew her blade. To end a man with the look of stun still on his face kept Celine grinning for weeks.

			“Athol has brains, unlike you, Murdo.” I clenched my teeth as I stood, careful not to show the fire of pain in the bones of my weak leg. A glimpse of weakness, and I’d be dealing with nothing but assassins come to slaughter their pitiful king. “You took what did not belong to you, and it truly makes me dream of what my blade would look like sticking out of your eye socket.”

			Murdo blanched. “The witch…she needed a cherished possession of…”

			“Of what?” I folded my arms over my chest. “Don’t stop there, keep talking. Whose possession did you need?”

			“The king’s.”

			“That’s right. The king.” I gripped his hair and wrenched his head back until he met my gaze. “You were duped by a half-wit spell caster. You think the Lady of the House of Mists has not used her fiercest witches to heal this land? You think you will be the one to do it?”

			“What choice do we have, My King? You might control the Ever Seas, but you don’t know how to heal it either. Like you, we’re all trapped in this dying land. Forgive me for not being willing to give up just yet.”

			I didn’t need to look to know the rot was there. Deadened forests covered half the Rusa isles. Charred foliage, fruit trees, and crops were brittle and worthless. Even some of the springs and coves in the distant isles had darkened, spilling out decaying fish and eels unfit to eat.

			Rusa was not the first to be claimed by the poison.

			I wanted Murdo’s tongue, but only because he spoke the truth. Turns after earth fae sealed off the Chasm, something had shifted in the Ever Kingdom. An imbalance grew between worlds, and a poison took root.

			I’d hunted for answers, pillaged and thieved for lore and artifacts. The only hope for healing I had left was the power gifted to the former king by the most powerful of sea witches. A gift that strengthened the Ever King, and what I needed now was more damn power.

			The lost mantle of my father was a talisman with power unmatched, meant to be used by the true Ever King.

			The trouble was I could not reach it. A price was placed upon such a gift. Should it be lost, the mantle could not be taken back for ten turns. A punishment for being foolish enough to lose the gift of a sea witch, I suppose. The earth fae had now owned my father’s power for twenty.

			Ten turns ago, the opportunity to challenge had been there, and I let it slide through my fingers by making a different choice. A choice that now led to the destruction of my own kingdom.

			Another tenth turn was about to fade away, and I still had no way to open the damn Chasm.

			My people knew my father’s mantle had been conquered by the earth bender king. It wouldn’t take much to count the turns and realize the chance to take it back was ending. I wasn’t surprised they’d gone to such lengths to find a way to heal what was dying.

			Unsurprised, but it didn’t mean I needed to be merciful at the betrayal.

			Murdo spit blood at my feet. “When our king leaves us to destruction, the desperate will do anything. Perhaps a new king might finally return the Ever to its former glory.”

			“You could be right, Murdo. But we’ll never know.” I’d learned quickly how to fight with a weak limb and have a weapon in hand before an enemy even noticed. My knife rammed between two of his ribs. There were the screams I craved. Hand on the hilt of the bone knife, I leaned close. “We’ll never know, for you cannot take what is mine by right, by blood, and by destiny.”

			I yanked the knife out of his ribs. The old lord spluttered and gasped. Close to his face, I dragged my tongue along the blade, letting the tang of his blood drip from my lips down my chin.

			With the point of one slightly elongated canine, I pricked my finger until a bead of blood surfaced. Murdo’s skin paled.

			“Swear your fealty, Murdo, and you won’t greet the Otherworld today.”

			The lord sucked in a sharp breath and nodded. He clutched his side and maneuvered to his knees again. A gasp of pain scraped from his throat when he bent forward and pressed a kiss to the toe of my boot.

			I chuckled, low and harsh, then kicked my foot up, knocking two of his teeth out. Blood slicked the top of my finger now. I crouched, failing to hide my own grimace, and hovered my palm near Murdo’s wound.

			“I accept your vow.” Through the hole in his side, I jabbed my bloody finger. The bastard roared in pain when I twisted and scraped more than was needed. Convinced enough of my blood had tangled with his, I stood.

			Murdo let out a few gasps, head on the deck.

			When silence surrounded us, a groove gathered between his brows. “M-my King?” He stammered the words like a question, waiting. Already the veins of crimson snaked from his wound, coiling around his belly, up his rib cage, aimed at his heart. He convulsed. “King Erik…p-p-please.”

			“Did you expect me to sing?” I tilted his head. “I wonder why. I don’t save traitors.”

			Spittle and blood foamed at Murdo’s mouth. His eyes grew wet and glassy as his body twitched from the poison of my blood. I’d earned the name Bloodsinger at a tiny four turns when my father tested the magic of his heir.

			In the worst of ways, I’d discovered exactly what my blood could do.

			A simple song from me would save Murdo. But with silence, my blood would fester and destroy his insides until his heart gave out. I didn’t utter a sound and returned my fallen tricorn to my head, adjusting it low on my brow. Like it was an insignificant piece of the deck, I stepped over Murdo’s body and strode for the gangplank leading to the shore.

			“You going on land?” Celine’s twittery voice was muffled beneath her mask.

			“You found it?”

			“We did.”

			“Then I am going to retrieve it.” With a jerk of my head, I gestured at Athol. “See to it he understands what happens if he follows in his father’s footsteps.”

			Halfway down the plank, another form came to my side. I clenched my fists. “I don’t need you to guard me, Cousin.”

			Tait, my obligated first mate, didn’t move away. Half a head taller than me, Tait was built like a shield, broad and thick. We shared the same bronze-brown skin, but Tait’s hair was as dark as shadows and fell over his shoulders. Mine was like the soil underfoot and shorter. The scarf on my head kept it free of my eyes, but the scars on the back of my neck reddened with irritation when my hair grew too long.

			There was little love between the two of us. Harald, his father, had seen to it what affection we once had as small boys was slaughtered through harsh treatment and forced distance.

			No doubt, Tait suspected I was the one behind the death of his father. He’d be right, and I was convinced he didn’t press me on it out of fear I’d do the same to him.

			Again, he’d likely be right.

			“Where is it?” I snapped.

			Tait lifted a beringed finger, pointing at a woman who clung to a girl no older than twelve. “Their alchemist was to make an herb poultice with it.”

			On our approach, the mother shifted in front of the child. Folk of Rusa all shared pale skin, a shade of ivory, some nearer to slate. The flames reflected off every tone like glass.

			“You must be the alchemist of the isles?”

			The woman’s chin trembled. “Yes, My Lord.”

			I smirked, flashing the bloodied tooth in my mouth. One knuckle dragged down her cheek. She closed her eyes and whimpered when I gripped the back of her neck and drew her face close. “I hear you have something of mine, love.”

			“We d-didn’t know, My King.”

			“I believe you. Hand it over.”

			“Halle,” the alchemist woman said gently. “Yes, come here, my girl. Return it to the king.”

			The young girl fluttered her dark lashes. Bleary eyes locked on mine, but slowly she handed over the silver charm. She was terrified, so small. Somewhere, buried deep, there was a desire to sympathize with her fear. I’d been a frightened boy once. But turns of learning how dangerous the heart could be kept any tenderness for the child where it belonged—locked away where I couldn’t reach it.

			My instinct was to snatch the silver bird away and shove it into my belt, safe from anyone touching it again, but I kept my movements controlled. Calm.

			My fingers curled around the old twine. Many times, it could’ve been replaced with gold or silver chains, but I’d kept it the same itchy string from that night so long ago. I bent a little lower and tucked the girl’s hair behind one ear. “You have my thanks, my lady.”

			She bowed her head. “Please, d-don’t punish my mam. We thought we had it as your gift to melt down for the poultice.”

			I hummed, inspecting the edges of the small bird’s wings.
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