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      For those in murky waters

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Grief is the price we pay for love.

        Queen Elizabeth II
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Ingrid

        

      

    

    
      It visits in murky waters. It visits in mirrors. It visits in windows. Storm clouds. Shadows. Even polished silverware. This time, though, is different.

      I slink out of bed and tiptoe my way up the spiral stairs of the west tower. With a turn of the glass handle, I enter Lilura’s cluttered room. Moonlight spills through the sheer pink curtains, dusting plants, vials, and books in a rosy glow. Shadows hang along the walls and crawl across the floor, but I narrow my focus and step toward Lilura’s bed.

      “It’s back,” I say.

      A startled movement of limbs shifts under Lilura’s silky sheets.

      “Again? Come here, my love.” Lilura yawns and opens her arms, letting me fall into them. “Are you well?”

      “I am now.” I spoon my body against hers. Safe at last. “It appeared in a dream this time.”

      “That’s never happened before.” She squeezes me tight. “Tell me more.”

      “She—the thing that looks like me—was swimming toward me. Her eyes were milky, and her skin was translucent. I could see dark veins underneath. Barnacles encrusted her forehead, chest, and arms. Her tangled, white hair drifted all around. When she swam away, she had a tail.”

      “A tail? That’s new.”

      “Yes, a fishtail or something.” I roll to gaze into her amber eyes. “What does it mean?”

      Lilura swings her legs over the opposite side of the bed and pats her back, my cue. I knead and caress her muscles while she closes her eyes to meditate. Lilura’s short pink hair rises and falls like curled waves against her head, and her brown skin nearly shimmers in the moonlight. Her beauty could make Freyska, the goddess of love, jealous. I adjust the clasp on her chain, which holds a golden locket engraved with wings. She never takes it off.

      Lilura wrings her hands together, fingers black and sooty from one experiment or other. “Sorcery takes a toll,” she always says. She’s often burnt, covered in a layer of salt, or, worse, the crystal splinters. I always make her soak in a hot bath before using needles and tweezers to extract them. Not to mention her perpetually aching back. I circle my thumbs down her spine, praying she’ll learn to be careful.

      A few moments later, Lilura stands to pace the small, round room.

      “The doppelgänger taking the form of a mermaid could mean the waters are dangerous. So, we will keep you away from the shore.” Lilura steps toward a large glass tank to stroke Obsidian and Opal, her snakes. She turns to me with a trembling jaw. “It could also be an omen of death. So, we will adorn you with pearls to hide from Dehel.”

      The god of death. According to mythology, Dehel lives below the sea, returning souls to the shore as pearls.

      Lilura clutches her locket and bites at her lower lip as she sinks into the mattress.

      “What else?” I ask, shaking her shoulder. “What is it?”

      Her round, doll-like eyes droop. “Your birthday is near, is it not?”

      “LiLi. I know you’ve had premonitions about that day, but I’m not getting married. And if my father makes me, I’ll still be with you. You’re more important to me than anything.” I grab her hand and pull her down for a kiss. Her lips are soft, and her body melts against mine.

      “Ingrid,” she groans but does so with a teasing grin. “I was trying to take a night off. You know you make me weak.”

      “I’m very sorry.” I slide open the drawer of LiLi’s bedside table, where she keeps a paddle and a whip. “You must punish me then.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At dawn, Lilura leaves to gather pearls while I retreat to my chambers, satisfyingly sore. After descending the tower’s spiral staircase, I rest my hands against my temples to cut off any peripheral vision. The gleaming-white hallways of the palace are lined with giant, scallop-shell mirrors. Some say my great-grandmother Sunniva designed them to bounce natural light around the palace during the long winter months, while others claim it was to ward off the evil forces of Dehel. Either way, I’d rather not have my doppelgänger spook me at such an early hour.

      Once inside my chambers, I collapse onto my bed and suck in a deep breath. The air is saltier than usual today and leaves a slight tang on my tongue. I can only relax for one fleeting moment before my three handmaids scuttle into my chambers like a flock of seagulls to prepare me for the day. They don’t comment on my bruises, though I’m sure they’ll gossip about it later.

      I choose a voluminous gown of white silk taffeta, the kind that rustles with every movement. As my handmaids detangle my waist-length blonde hair, I count the seashells lined along my dresser to help me focus on something else. Mother and I, all bundled up to brave the strong sea breezes, collected the little treasures together.

      After applying my makeup, one of them tilts her head at the vanity and reaches to remove a bedsheet I draped over the mirror yesterday.

      “Don’t!” I shout louder than intended, making my handmaid flinch. “Sorry, but the mirror must remain covered.”

      She nods and backs out of the room slowly while suppressing a grin, followed by the other ladies. Their giggles echo down the hall as they leave. Everyone thinks I’m strange or, as some try to put more kindly, eccentric.

      Opening my jewelry box, my fingernails clink against baubles of all shapes and colors: sapphires, rubies, amethysts, and diamonds. A smooth stone pendant entices me to pick it up and hold it tight to my chest.

      Lilura designed this necklace for me with a pebble from the beach near the convent in the north. I rub it when I’m anxious to remember how the waves made music against the stones during our first night of passion. She’s the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me.

      Taking a deep breath, I find Mother’s pearl earrings and put them on.

      “This is what I found,” Lilura says as she bursts through my door, her purple velvet cloak floating behind her.

      I greet Lilura with a kiss on her lips, slick with plum-colored gloss. After she gives me a strand of pearls and a matching bracelet, she presents a small glass vial filled with a shimmery powder.

      “What’s that?” I ask, clasping the bracelet.

      “Pearl dust I infused with a protection charm.” Lilura tips the vial onto her finger and raises it to my cheek.

      “Wait!” I catch her wrist. “What did you suffer for it?”

      “Nothing,” she says, avoiding my gaze.

      “Magic always has a price.”

      “Which I already paid.” Lilura quirks an eyebrow. “Don’t let it be in vain.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “Fine. While crushing the pearls, I recited a charm that made my bones grind together at the joints.” She puffs a loud breath of air through her nose. “I am still a bit sore, but I assure you I’ll be fine. Let me help you.”

      I concede, allowing her to sweep the iridescent powder onto my cheeks, chest, and wrists. It kills me to know how much she suffers for the sake of sorcery.

      Keeping her dark eyebrows stitched together, Lilura sprinkles some in my hair as well. “This should be fine for today, but we may need more.”

      “More?” My eyes flash wide. “This is a bit much already.”

      “I cannot be too careful with you, my temptress.”

      I deflate a bit. “You know I hate when you call me that.”

      Before we met, Lilura was on the path to become the youngest-ever anointed priestess of Norella and could have someday become the high priestess, a powerful and prestigious position. Anointed priestesses travel the island to perform services for the citizens: baths of sacred water for newborns, handfasting ceremonies for marriages, and blessings with sacred water and oils for the sick and elderly.

      Unfortunately, a priestess can only be anointed if she remains chaste. When we were caught in bed together by another priestess, Lilura had to maintain an unanointed status. She likes to tease me about being more temptress than princess. It makes me feel terrible.

      “I assure you, I would choose you a thousand times over being anointed.”

      “Will I see you later?” I ask, snaking my hands around her waist.

      Lilura groans. “I cannot resist you, but I wasn’t joking last night. You weaken and cloud my abilities. If we want to understand these visions of yours, I must focus.”

      “Fine,” I say, pouting my lips. “Tomorrow, LiLi?”

      “Yes, my temptress.” She winks and sails out the door.

      My dress swishes as I rush down the grand staircase of the palace, carved and painted to resemble crashing waves, and step into the dining hall for breakfast. The high-ceilinged room is adorned with white crown molding, sea creatures embellish the walls, and billowy curtains drape the windows. A sea glass chandelier bounces blue and green specks of light around the room. The marble table is inlaid with a giant mother-of-pearl nautilus, the symbol of the Verskelli royal family. My father and the step-queen are already eating when I sit.

      I place two fingers against my cheek as I greet them. It represents wiping away the goddess Norella’s tears. Norella and her husband Osmond, the sky god, gave birth to the rains. She later had an affair with Kallan, the god of war, and gave birth to the waves. When Osmond discovered the treachery, he trapped Norella under the island for eternity. They say the spring is sourced by Norella’s tears, for she was unjustly separated from her children.

      “Sleeping in again, Ingr—whatever are you wearing?” Father drops his fork onto the table and sweeps his dirty-blond hair from his face when he finally looks at me. “You’re dressed like a spring bride while we are still mourning the death of Tia’s cousin! And what is on your face? Your hair? You look like a walking seashell!”

      “It’s just pearl dust. Lilura thinks I might—”

      “Oh, what about that sorceress you keep as a handmaid?” Father shakes his head. “You know I don’t approve of magic. If you only knew how—”

      “Rolfy.” Tia places her freckled hand on Father’s shoulder. “Leave it alone. A peaceful sorceress using pearl dust is no danger to us.”

      “Thank you, Tia.” I clear my throat. “Lilura says my visions are a bad omen. The pearls are for protection from Dehel’s evil forces.”

      Father waves his hand in the air, dismissing both sorcery and the gods as nonsense, while a servant refills his tea. He doesn’t approve of magic, yet he doesn’t mind the healing waters being Norella Isle’s largest source of income.

      His advisor enters the room and places two fingers against his own pale cheek. Oskar wears a navy uniform with brass buttons and keeps his red hair short, slick, and tidy. Nothing is ever out of place for Oskar. He leans to whisper in Father’s ear and hands him a stack of papers. Father reads the documents while Oskar stares at me with a smug grin. From behind his glasses, Oskar’s eyes linger on my pearl-dusted cleavage a little too long, so I trail my knife along the length of a sausage, slowly sawing it in two.

      “I see the sacred spring waters of Norella are still in short supply,” Father says, stealing Oskar’s attention.

      The healing waters harvested by the priestesses have been running low for years, but the demand continues to rise.

      “I suppose we should increase the prices again,” Father says.

      “That would be wise, Your Highness. I will speak with the high priestess, though it may be time to eliminate the convent for good to increase profits.”

      Heat creeps into my cheeks, and I cannot keep my mouth shut. “You must be joking? Eliminate the convent?”

      “Calm down, my dove,” Father says. “It’s merely a thought at this point; nothing about the priestesses will change anytime soon.”

      “Or ever,” I mumble out, crossing my arms. “They’re sacred to this island; they’ve been around longer than the Verskelli family.”

      Oskar clears his throat and swaps documents with Father. “Next on the agenda. As you can see, the law clearly states a woman cannot rule without a consort by her side.”

      More rage boils inside my head. I know they’re bringing up this ridiculous law because of me.

      “Great-Grandmother Sunniva ruled alone!” I drop my utensils, which clink against the china, and glare at Oskar.

      “After your great-grandfather, King Consort Gregor, passed,” Oskar corrects me. “The point is that Queen Sunniva married and produced heirs. Otherwise, none of you would be here today.”

      “He’s right, Ingrid,” Tia says in a gentle voice. “It is your duty as the sole heir. Our people look to you as the future, or the island may fall to Jorsti as so many small kingdoms have before.”

      I roll my eyes as her kindness about Lilura now crumbles away. I do feel a slight amount of pity since Tia’s homeland of Viduk fell prey to the powerful Jorsti Empire years ago.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Father nods at the documents. “The law is clear, my dove, and you will need heirs.” He reaches for Tia’s hand to share a somber pout. “The people of Norella Isle would feel more secure if you were married by now. Ingrid, you have delayed meeting a man long enough.”

      My gaze falls to my lap. I truly have avoided the subject of marriage for years. When I first came of age at eighteen, Mother was pregnant with what everyone assumed would be a better heir than me. Already, rumors of my promiscuity and eccentricity had swept the land, so I pretended to be very religious to avoid marriage. I even ran away to the Convent of Norella along the rocky shores in the north to study with the priestesses. That was where I met and fell in love with Lilura.

      When Mother and the baby passed away, I returned to the palace with Lilura in tow. After a year of mourning, I worried Father would insist I wed, but he was distracted with a beautiful widowed duchess with red hair from Viduk. He married Tia right away. They tried to have a baby, but it didn’t take. The pressure was on me once more.

      Last year, when the first suitor arrived, Lilura had a plan. She concocted a potion to make it appear as if I had contracted a horrific disease. At supper, the potion took hold. My tongue thickened, making speech difficult. I began sweating profusely and fell from my chair. When the prince helped me up, my skin had paled and grown rosy pustules. He dropped my hand and covered his mouth with a napkin as he ran from the palace. When Father realized I wasn’t truly ill, he was livid.

      The next suitor was an arrogant duke who only wanted to marry me for the power and wealth of Norella Isle. Lilura helped me learn everything there was to know about him. Our plan was for me to act like the reincarnated form of his grandmother. During our unchaperoned walks through the greenhouse, I called him “Dumpling,” pinched his cheeks red, and scolded him for his poor manners. He left the island as soon as weather permitted.

      Another suitor, another plan. When the prince arrived, I was charming and flirtatious. I locked eyes with him across the dinner table. I touched his hair and rested my hand on his thigh when we were alone. When I invited him to sneak into my chambers, and he eagerly accepted. I will never forget the look on his face when he saw the ropes, whips, and crystal toys Lilura and I play with lined along the bed. He claimed he wanted to save himself for marriage and darted from the room. I never saw him again.

      “Yes, Princess,” Oskar says, drawing me back into the moment. “The time for your tricks is up.”

      My heart thumps in my throat. Lilura’s premonitions were correct. Father and Oskar intend to marry me off…soon.

      “And where do you expect me to meet someone?” I pick at my fingernails to avoid showing them my teary eyes. “You never allow me to leave the island.”

      “I have a magnificent idea,” Father says. “We shall host a celebration for your twenty-first birthday! We’ll invite any and all suitors here for a week. Then, at the ball on the final night, you will marry the man of your choosing.”

      My stomach sinks. All hopes of avoiding marriage dissolve like pearls in vinegar as Father, Tia, and Oskar happily chat about my birthday plans. With hot cheeks and ears, I excuse myself from the table. I keep my eyes trained on the ornate carpets as I pass by the mirrors in the hallway.

      Lilura is not in her tower, nor my chambers. My wide, white skirts drag against the narrow walls of the servant staircase on my way to check the kitchen. As a hobby, LiLi often bakes delectable cakes and pastries to satisfy my sweet tooth. Turning the corner, I bump into Chef Conrad and fall to my back.

      “My princess!” Conrad helps me up, apologizing as he rearranges candies on his tray, which he managed not to drop. “Whatever are you doing down here?”

      “I’m searching for Lilura. Have you seen her?”

      “No, my princess. I have not.”

      “Oh well, thank you.” I admire the sugary, yellow confections on his tray. “What are those?”

      “Lemon drops for the queen.” He beams a proud smile. “She has been requesting them nonstop. Your mother used to love them too when she…” He trails off and frowns. “Sorry, my princess. I did not mean to bring her up.”

      “It’s all right, Chef. I’ve missed her every single day these past few years, and Father won’t talk about her. Hearing someone else remember her makes me happy.” I blink away the sting behind my eyes. “Well, we should not keep the step-queen waiting. I’ll let you go.”

      “Good day, Princess Ingrid.”

      Gathering my skirts, I rush up the stairs and down the hall toward my next guess at Lilura’s location. It can’t wait any longer. I need her help now. If she’s not performing experiments or baking, she must be reading. I pass the ballroom, dining hall, a sitting room, and Father’s study, and barrel through the doors of the library.

    

  







            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    






Lilura

        

      

    

    
      I sense Ingrid’s proximity. Her bright, bubbling soul makes my heart flutter more rapidly the closer she gets to the library, but there’s a deep well of sadness within her today. Her anxiety presses upon my chest like a stone.

      Gripping the bookcase ladder, I turn as the double doors swing open with a bang. Ingrid rushes across the wooden floor of the library with tears streaming down her porcelain cheeks.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask out of politeness, although I know the answer, and turn my working ear toward her.

      As I descend the rungs, every movement sends shocks of pain through my back, but I keep my face soft and serene, just as practiced.

      “LiLi,” she says with a gasping hiccup.

      My heart aches along with hers as I open my arms. She collapses against my chest while I stroke her silky yellow hair. A sense of rage swells with bright red wisps coursing through my mind, and I desire to inflict bodily harm against whoever made my temptress upset.

      I search her mind, even though I’ll suffer a headache for it, and discover the idea of marriage is at the forefront of her thoughts. I knew this would happen and was prepared. Emotions battle with tiny explosions inside my aching head as I sort through Ingrid’s feelings to get to my own thoughts. I must remember my plan if I want to help her.

      “It’s Father…and Oskar.” She wipes her cheek and sighs. “They’re inviting suitors for an entire week to celebrate my birthday. I must choose a husband at the ball.”

      Lifting her chin with my fingers, I grin and shake my head. Ingrid is going to love her surprise. Unlike her, I believed in my premonitions and prepared.

      To Oskar’s annoyance, I’ve been studying the laws of Norella Isle for weeks. He sighs every time he finds me pouring over law codices and history texts. I can always taste an oily hatred of me dripping down his throat.

      Oskar and the king despise my presence for both my sorcery and for being with Ingrid. That is, being a woman with Ingrid. Our relationship would be perfectly acceptable on Norella Isle and throughout many kingdoms on the mainland of Osmondia if not for Ingrid’s birthright. I cannot fill her belly with heirs; therefore, they despise me.

      I have made it my priority to help Ingrid. At times, it feels fruitless, but my adoptive mothers, Viviana and Kariana, twin priestesses of Norella, raised me to be both careful and patient. Viviana also taught me her research skills at the convent library, known for its collection of ancient texts.

      I read much about the not-so-perfect history of Norella Isle and halflings. How harpies were the first to discover the island and its sacred waters. Norella’s daughters were young and less dangerous back then, and many peoples—humans, mermaids, centaurs, and satyrs—flocked here from across the Styrmir Sea. Soon, the humans grew greedy. The small populations of halflings were banished or executed. My heart aches with their pain every time I think about it.

      From there, I studied forbidden texts on sorcery. I was a natural. I taught myself the ways of sourcing magic from the earth and how to shield myself from others’ emotions unless I wanted to know them. That is until I met Ingrid. As my soulmate, her emotions are like my own. One and the same. I must help her.

      Luckily, at the convent, I discovered my own form of research. If I recite a spell and ask the right question, I can listen to what the books have to say. This results in temporary deafness, but I’ve been able to contain it to my left ear.

      I asked the wide palace library with rows upon rows of books multiple questions over the past few weeks. Things like, “Can a woman rule alone?” or “Must Ingrid be married to rule Norella Isle?” These were the wrong questions. The library only revealed history texts and the same laws over and over again. I was forced to walk around for hours without hearing in my left ear and no real answers. The correct question, the one I asked today, was simple: “How can I help Ingrid?”

      I listened to the creaks in the floorboards and bookshelves, waiting for the room to reveal its secrets. Pages rubbed and rustled together somewhere within the thousands of books. I followed the whisper to the same law codex I had taken off the shelf many times before. I almost gave up, but the whisper took me to the amendments in the back. There, in miniature text, nearly buried by hundreds of years of addendums and footnotes, was the answer I had been waiting for.

      I rub my left ear, which is still ringing, and tilt my right side forward to make out what Ingrid’s saying.

      “Did you not hear me?” Ingrid’s enchanting blue eyes grow wide. “Do you not understand?”

      “Come with me, my love.” I guide her toward the oak desk covered in books. “The law states that you, heir to Norella Isle, have the power to insert clauses into your marriage contract. It was a way to protect your Great-Grandmother Sunniva during the War of the Halflings.”

      Clutching my locket, I point to lines of legal jargon in the Codex of Norella Isle as I sit. Ingrid scans the information and shakes her head. Her mind is a tangle of thorny brambles; she’s far too distraught to think.

      “This means you have the power to make demands of your future consort.” I raise my eyebrow and smirk. “Or make expectations no man could ever meet.”

      Ingrid joins me in an evil laugh when she finally understands. Her mood grows lighter, lifting the weight of sorrow and anger from my chest. Elation bubbles from her and into me, tingling out toward my limbs.

      “So, my temptress.” I retrieve an inkwell, pen, and parchment. “What sort of suitor deserves your hand?”

      We giggle and grin, happy as clams, while I draft Ingrid’s list of demands. This is perfect. No suitor will agree, the king will need a new plan, and Ingrid will be mine for a while longer. I lean back in my chair, squirming to find a comfortable position, and shake out my sore wrist. When Ingrid lowers herself and her voluminous gown onto my lap, pink blooms of comfort fill her mind. Me. I give her comfort.

      She lifts the parchment and scans it while humming a delightful tune. “Yes, I do think this will ward off suitors nicely. These requirements are impossible,” she says and taps at the bottom of the document. “Let’s see a man agree to this final clause!”

      I reach for her cheek. “You should know, Ingrid, I would fulfill the final requirement in a heartbeat.”

      Ingrid combs her fingers through my hair, spreading ribbons of desire through my body. “And I, for you, LiLi.” She kisses my lips, causing my heart to somersault with delight as our emotions swirl together. “Thank you for your help today. I cannot wait to tell Father my birthday celebration is on!”

      A wicked grin spreads across my lips, reflected like a mirror in hers. “Yes, invite the suitors!”

      After another divine kiss, Ingrid exits the library with the parchment rolled in her fist. The sun casts harsh shadows along the wood floor of the library and highlights the dust floating in the air. I stretch and rub my upper back, but the ache doesn’t wane. It’s been unbearable lately.

      I leave the library behind, listening to the squeaky steps and smelling saltwater through an open window. Even these mirrored and gleaming halls are alive with knowledge.

      Every step of the spiral staircase to my tower shoots white-hot pain through my back, and I must crawl the remainder of the way. Kariana warned me it would get worse with age. With scraped palms and sore knees from the stone steps, I reach for the crystal doorknob.

      Once inside, I slam the door to my room and throw off my cloak. Relief at last.

    

  







            Chapter 3

          

          

      

    

    






Ingrid

        

      

    

    
      Lilura sweeps iridescent pearl dust over every inch of my exposed skin. Every. Single. Inch. I shimmer like a star in the candlelight twinkling through my room.

      We chose a white dress for me to wear for dinner to match the pearl dust. The lace makes my skin itch with anxiety at the thought of sharing my marriage contract with Father and Tia. Lilura mists my neck with a lavender and jasmine perfume she made, drawing me away from the anxious thoughts.

      “There.” She sets the delicate bottle on my vanity and caresses my arms. “Breathe, my love. It will be fine. The law is on your side.”

      Tucking a pink ringlet behind LiLi’s ear, I kiss her lips before setting off to dinner.

      In the hallway, my hip bumps a marble statue of Norella, and the lace snags on the curled waves at the goddess’ feet. I tug the dress, but something glistens in a scalloped mirror on the wall. Inside the glass, spotted with age, my eyes meet a morbid version of myself. She swims around the mirror, staring at me with her opaline eyes. I gasp as her wrinkled hand points toward my chambers.

      I glance down the hall but, when my gaze returns to the mirror, the doppelgänger is gone. It is simply me, ridiculously covered in pearls and white dust. The only hint of color protrudes from my sea-blue eyes. I place my palm against my tumbling heart for a moment, then continue my way to supper.

      I enter the dining hall, keeping my shoulders rigid while taking controlled breaths. It’s either cold in here, or my skin is prickling with goosebumps of fear. You can do this. Father and Tia side-eye one another after studying my appearance. Before I sit, I tap a knife against my wine glass.

      “Ingrid.” Father rubs his five o’clock shadow and sighs. “Let me remind you that we are the only ones here. You don’t need to make a huge speech just to tell us something.”

      My wobbly legs are relieved as I plop into my chair. “I simply wanted to tell you some good news, Father. We shall hold my birthday celebration and ball. Invite as many suitors as you wish.”

      Father releases a hearty laugh, creasing the ever-deepening lines around his hazel eyes as he pats Tia’s hand. “That certainly is good news!”

      “It is, indeed!” Tia smiles, touching the collar of her black mourning gown. “I do look forward to the ball. It’s been far too long since we’ve had something to celebrate.”

      “Oskar!” Father bellows.

      His advisor readily enters the room as if he’d been eavesdropping just around the corner. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

      “Send the invitations! Plan the celebrations! Order the food and decorations!” Father claps. “The birthday celebration for Ingrid will be spectacular!”

      “Wonderful news.” Oskar adjusts his spectacles and turns to me. “What gifts should I recommend the suitors bring for you?”

      I consider sharing my conditions now, but the knots in my stomach prevent me. “Pearls,” I whisper.

      Father celebrates by drinking too much champagne, despite Tia’s pleas to slow down. I’m not sure whether it was Mother’s death or Tia losing the baby that turned Father into such a drinker. I get a little drunk myself to make it through dinner and must grip the wave-shaped filigrees along the grand staircase to help me climb the steps after. A disappointed sigh escapes my lips as I enter my empty chambers. I half-expected Lilura to be waiting for me in bed.

      Maybe she’s in the bath. A naughty grin crosses my face but falls when I find the bathroom vacant as well. Turning the brass handles, I throw scoops of perfumed salts into the hot water. Lilura’s bath concoction fizzes and pops like champagne, leaving a fragrant foam swirling across the surface.

      After removing my clothes, I catch motion in the water. Something wiggles and splashes me, and the entire bathroom grows cold and dark. Ragged breaths escape my mouth in frosty-white plumes. My limbs tremble as I peer inside the bath. The doppelgänger grabs my wrist with her barnacled hand and points toward my bedroom. A chill spreads through my body and freezes in place.

      I scream with my eyes closed until footsteps rush to my side, and hands grab my shoulders.

      “My love! What’s wrong?” Lilura asks.

      I wrap one arm around her and point to the tub.

      “The bath?” She leans over to shut off the water. “What happened?”

      My eyes dart around the bathroom and study the tub, which is once again steaming-hot and pink with salts.

      “The thing. The doppelgänger. She was in there. She grabbed me.” I hold up my bruised wrist. “Look!”

      “At what, love?” Lilura strokes my arm but doesn’t notice the bluish-purple handprint. “You’re fine. I’m here now.”

      Her amber eyes droop with concern. I glance at my wrist again, now perfectly fine and still covered with iridescent dust. I shake my head in disbelief.

      “Relax,” Lilura says. She helps me step into the tub.

      It takes my skin a moment to adjust to the scalding-hot water, but when it does, I allow it to envelop me in its painful pleasure. I turn to ask Lilura to stay, but before my mouth even opens, she slips off her cloak, trousers, and blouse then slinks behind me into the bath. She often knows exactly what I’m thinking, which can be a blessing and a curse.

      “Tell me,” she says, scrubbing my skin with a sea sponge.

      “I chickened out.” I sink under the surface to drown in my misery.

      When LiLi pulls me back up, she says, “I know, I know. It will be fine. Talk to your father tomorrow.”

      I stare at the layer of pearl dust, shimmering across the water and clinging to the sides of the tub. If I give Father the document, he’ll tell Oskar, who knows the law better than anyone. He’ll act as if it’s another trick and try to make it void somehow. Neither of them will take me or my contract seriously. They’ll stop me.

      “No, not tomorrow.” I shake my head. “During the opening feast, with all the suitors present and no one to stop me. That’s when I’ll give my conditions.”

      Lilura trails kisses from my shoulder to my neck and whispers, “You’re brilliant.”
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        * * *

      

      Sheets of rain patter and spray against the panes of glass in the greenhouse. It’s one of my favorite rooms and the only one in the palace with large windows, the rest tiny enough to board up in dire weather. A flash of lightning illuminates the collection of local and exotic plants. Lilura often lets her snakes loose in here for some freedom from their tank.

      I was hoping to go shopping with her today to find gowns for my birthday celebrations. Due to the storm, we had to summon a seamstress to the palace instead. Lilura designed my dresses but didn’t want any for herself. She prefers her normal clothes as if it’s a uniform: pants, lace blouse, and always her purple velvet cloak.

      As I stroll around the greenhouse, enjoying the vivid greens, the scent of dirt, and the trickle of water into the gazing pond, I tell myself remaining at the palace was for the best. If we had gone into town, no doubt I would have heard whispers about myself. Everyone on the island knows about the upcoming celebrations and are probably gossiping about how many suitors I’ll sleep with or something like that.

      What does it matter if I’ve had my fair share of lovers? I only feel guilty because Father banished the ones he disapproved of to the mainland for their “higher education.” Luckily, he knows not to do that to Lilura. If Father were to make her leave, I would follow and never return.

      I sit on a bench and sigh. My new appearance would certainly spin the rumor mill as well. We chose sheer, white fabrics and asked the seamstress to sew as many pearls onto the gowns as possible, especially to cover my intimate places. Lilura even mixed a concoction to turn my hair pearly-white.

      I lean over the gazing pond and shudder, thinking I spotted the doppelgänger. But it’s just me. I’m not quite accustomed to the white strands, but Lilura says I look divine.

      A commotion louder than the storm echoes in the hallway, stealing attention away from my rattled nerves. I head back inside the palace proper as Sir Tomer, the tall and dark-skinned captain of Norella Isle’s loyal protectors, the hirdmenn, enters the main foyer from outside. Sir Tomer is drenched from the storm and dripping water all over the nautilus mosaic on the floor. He swipes the water from his bald head before bending to speak in hushed tones to Father and Tia. Everyone peeks their heads from doorways and around corners to hear the news. I spot Lilura at the top of the grand staircase. Her hard gaze doesn’t leave the captain as her velvet cloak flows like a purple waterfall around her.

      Father and Tia gasp and turn, both beckoning me forward with fear and shock stretching their eyes wide. I take slow steps as my disoriented mind races. Oskar appears at my side with a damp uniform and muddy boots, asking about the commotion. I furrow my brows. What was this housecat-of-a-man doing outside in the storm? We both watch Father move his mouth, unable to form words.

      Tia places her hand on Father’s arm and looks at us with tears in her eyes. “Sir Tomer says a priestess has been found dead at the convent.”

      A stone falls in my stomach, and my limbs turn to ice. “What?” I shout and shake my head. “No! Who?”

      “I don’t have a name yet,” Sir Tomer replies, attempting to soften his deep voice. “I will fill you in on details about any evidence as soon as possible.”

      “Send more hirdmenn to protect them, Father!” I gasp for air and turn to Lilura. “Let’s go with Sir Tomer! We can comfort the women!”

      Lilura descends the stairs with haunted eyes and wrings her sooty hands together.

      Father grabs my shoulders, stealing my attention. “No, Ingrid,” he says. “The storm’s too rough to travel now; you must stay here. The hirdmenn will take care of this.”

      “But the priestesses are our family!” I move away from him and reach for Lilura’s hand to help her down the final step.

      “Kariana,” she whispers with a rattling breath as a tear glides down her light brown cheek. “I cannot feel her anymore. She’s gone.”

      I pull Lilura into my arms and turn my head to Father. “Please, let us go!”

      “There’s nothing we can do in this moment except send hirdmenn to protect the other women and investigate the death. We shall all go to the Resting tomorrow when the weather eases up. It is too dangerous to travel right now.”

      Lilura sobs against my shoulder, and I stroke her pink curls. Kariana was sweet, kind, and like a mother to Lilura. Who would murder such a wonderful soul? Who would murder a sacred priestess? This is a disgrace to the kingdom. Lilura’s entire body trembles in my arms.

      “Thank you, Sir Tomer,” Father says. “Send as many hirdmenn as necessary to protect the other women. Their safety is our priority.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Sir Tomer bows and walks out into the raging storm.

      Taking Tia’s hand, Father turns to us. “We are all saddened by the death of one of our sacred priestesses of Norella. These women harvest and protect our healing waters. We owe it to them to discover the murderer and protect them at all costs.” He clears his throat. “Oskar, meet me in my study. We need to discuss how to inform the public. Tia, darling, please go get some rest. Same to you, Ingrid, for tomorrow will be a long day.”

      I ascend the grand staircase with Lilura at my side. She slumps her shoulders while rubbing her burnt hands together. I guide her to my chambers, where she collapses face-first onto the bed. Her entire body shivers and shakes.

      “I’m so sorry she’s gone, LiLi,” I say, covering her with a blanket. “Do you want to talk about her?”

      Lilura rolls to her back and stares at the swathed canopy of the bed. “I was a sickly infant, and the twins nursed me to health with sacred waters. Much like you, Kariana was a bright soul, and she always encouraged me to be myself.”

      “I’m so thankful for that.” I twirl Lilura’s pink hair around my finger.

      She clicks open her golden locket to stare at miniature sketches she drew of the twins. Smiling, Lilura rubs her thumb over the image of Kariana. “She helped hide my sorcery skills and allowed me to keep Obsidian and Opal as pets even when Viviana hated them.”

      “You see her like a mother, where I see her like a sister. She was patient in her teachings and provided sound advice. She’s the one who gracefully informed me about my mother’s death and let me cry as long as I needed.”

      “She was always like that. Sweet, patient, and graceful.” Lilura shakes her head. “I don’t understand why someone would hurt her.”

      “Could you sense anything else? Other than her being gone?”

      “Possibly,” she says, closing her eyes. “Earlier in the evening, while I was reading, I felt a sudden sense of shock or anger, but it disappeared as soon as it arrived. At such a distance from the convent, I couldn’t tell if it was her.”

      I drape myself over LiLi’s chest and sigh. I trace the edges of her face with my fingertip. Her sharp cheekbones and jaw are balanced by soft lips and round eyes, glistening with tears.

      “Do you need to go?” I whisper.

      Lilura shakes her head and stays the night in my chambers for the first time in forever. I hold her tight as she cries herself to sleep.

      In the morning, I dig out our old priestess attire in honor of Kariana, teal silk dresses and fur-lined cloaks. Lilura’s still in shock, so I help her get dressed. It’s been far too long since we’ve worn these clothes. The silk clings to my skin like guilt, for it’s been nearly a month since we last visited our sisters.

      I get Lilura some coffee and breakfast. “You’re strong, LiLi, and I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks. You always looked lovely in teal,” Lilura says as she clasps pearls around my neck and sniffles. “Surely, with the storm having passed, Kariana’s Resting will begin today. Although I’m nervous for you to go close to the shore, I believe you will be protected by Norella at such a sacred location. Will you find out the plan from your father?”

      “Sure, but will you be fine on your own?” I ask, embracing her.

      “Yes, a little time alone will do me some good,” she says, stroking my hair. “Do you mind if I choose one of your seashells for Kariana’s altar?”

      “Take any shell you like. What’s mine is yours.” I kiss her lips. “I’ll see you soon.”

      As I enter the dining hall for breakfast, Father and Tia both have dark circles under their eyes. Tia has no food on her plate and only sips on floral tea.

      “There’s still no progress on discovering the murderer, my dove,” Father says. “But your handmaid was correct. It was Kariana.”

      My posture drops. “Do they know how she was killed?”

      “The coroner determined it was poison. The priestesses found her body inside the Sacred Spring.”

      My mind races as I plop into my chair. Someone who’s been poisoned wouldn’t know to be angry or shocked, as Lilura sensed. Plus, we’ve dealt with a low supply of healing waters much too long for this to be a coincidence. “Father, what if the spring isn’t drying up, but someone is stealing the waters? Maybe Kariana discovered the thief!”

      “If that’s the case, the hirdmenn will discover it.”

      “What about her Resting? The weather cleared up.” I gesture out the window where the sun battles through the gray haze. “Does it begin today?”

      “Yes, my dove. Our carriages and security team will set out for the convent at noon. Of course, you can bring along that handmaid—”

      “Lilura,” I interject as my cheeks burn with anger. “Kariana was like a mother to her! And you know good and well Lilura’s not my handmaid.”

      He hushes me. “You don’t need to announce it to the entire staff.”

      “Right.” I roll my eyes. “We are just extremely close friends.”

      Oskar slithers into the room before the fight with my father can continue. “I know this is a somber time,” he pauses to adjust his spectacles, “but I wanted to inform you about some good news.”

      “Yes, good news would be delightful,” Tia whispers.

      “All seven suitors who were invited to Ingrid’s birthday celebration have RSVP’d yes. They’re eager to meet our princess.”

      “You cannot be serious?” Anger roils in my stomach while tears sting my eyes. “I don’t want to think of suitors at a time like this! Tell them not to come!”

      “The kingdom will mourn the death of a beloved priestess, but your birthday celebrations and wedding will be a much-needed distraction from the sadness,” Father says.

      I’m stunned into silence.

      “I agree, Your Highness. The people need this now more than ever.” Oskar clears his throat. “You should know, I invited the prince from Aegris Isle…and they’re sending Nilson as his advisor.”

      “Nilson’s going to be here?” I ask, perking up at the mention of his name.

      I’ve missed Nilson for so long, and I’m sure he would mourn Kariana’s death along with Lilura and me. I know he would be understanding of our heartache. Nilson was the high priest and my father’s advisor since before I was born. He was like a grandfather to me. Father banished Nilson and all sorcery from the island when he couldn’t save my mother from dying in childbirth.

      I sink into my chair when I notice Father’s crimson cheeks and clenched fists.

      “Where else did you send invitations?” he asks through gritted teeth.

      “D’Estrana, Regin, Eldira, Hagistad, Struheill, and Jorsti,” Oskar replies.

      “Jorsti?” I ask. “Why would we want to associate with that nasty empire?”

      “Ingrid!” Father says. “You won’t be able to talk like that when the suitors are here.”

      Oskar coughs to get my attention. “With technology improving each day, our protective Styrmir Sea won’t hold back a strong navy the way you’ve read about in history books, my princess. Our relationship with Jorsti is finely balanced on our low prices of the sacred waters.”

      “Yes.” Father nods as he runs a hand through his dirty-blond hair. “An alliance with Jorsti would help keep us secure.”

      “Or under their thumbs forever,” I say and suck my teeth.

      “Well, those are all things you’ll need to consider before choosing a husband. Each suitor I invited would make for a strategic alliance in one way or another. Even,” Oskar pauses to slip his voice into a lower register, “Aegris Isle. As our closest neighbor and fellow island—”

      “I do not want that man stepping foot in my kingdom,” Father cuts him off, slapping a palm against the table.

      “Rolfy,” Tia says, rubbing his shoulder. “You knew this was a possibility all along with our proximity to Aegris Isle. It’s only for one week. You don’t have to speak to him.”

      “I must agree, Your Highness.” Oskar flexes his voice as one would try to tame a beast. “Aegris Isle would be a beneficial alliance for your kingdom. We mustn’t let hatred cloud our judgment.”

      “Fine,” Father says and rubs his temples. “Just make sure the celebrations are indeed distractions from all of this nonsense.”

      “Nonsense? Distractions?” Rage flares through me. “A dear friend of mine was murdered! Nothing will distract me from that.”

      I sprint from the dining hall and race all the way to Lilura’s tower to wait for the Resting.
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Lilura

        

      

    

    
      Ingrid’s anger with her father courses through our bodies like scarlet flames. I suggested we take our own carriage to the convent so she could cool down. We both need to focus on Kariana at the moment.

      The carriage jostles along the bumpy road north, and Ingrid’s rage is soon replaced with a heavy sadness on her shoulders. She plays with a large scallop-shell, running her fingers along the ridges. It’s a lovely pink melting into orange, like a sunset. Kariana loved sunsets.

      I chose a delicate, sun-bleached sand dollar. The flower-like grooves at the center swirl in my tears. This is surreal. I lean my head against Ingrid’s shoulder and breathe in her sweet, calming scent until the carriage slows to a halt.

      When I step out onto the cliffs, an icy breeze filled with petrichor and salt assaults me. Before me is the Styrmir Sea, and behind me is a forest of pines, pocketed with caves. Raising my face to the weak sun, I attempt to steal a bit of its warmth, but it’s no use. I am hollow inside, only feeling Ingrid’s sadness. I offer my hand to help her from the carriage.

      It’s been over a month since Ingrid and I last visited the convent. With death hanging in the air, there’s no need to mention our vast amounts of guilt. Ingrid squeezes my hand as we descend the narrow, twisting steps, slippery with sea spray.

      As we approach the convent for the Resting, the cool air streaming from the cave is thick with incense. Most deceased citizens of Norella Isle are sent to sea in a boat grave, immediately allowing Norella’s daughters to drag them to the underworld. Priestesses, on the other hand, are revered and laid out on an altar for seven days, allowing everyone on the island time to mourn.

      There’s a line formed on the pebble beach, but Ceto, a fellow priestess, ushers King Rolf, Queen Tia, Oskar, Ingrid, and me to the front. Ceto’s blonde fishtail braid swings as she leads the way. While she and Oskar speak, he squeezes her hand. It’s unlike Oskar to show affection to anyone. I twist my brows at their exchange as we pass many citizens dressed in dark mourning clothes.

      The whispers rise, and anxiety ripples through Ingrid’s body and into mine, cinching around my stomach. She’s always nervous at public events, worried people are gossiping about her. Ingrid is always upfront with me about her self-proclaimed “wild streak” and her past lovers. I was a bit jealous at first, but my heart knew what it wanted. I caress Ingrid’s hand and clink my seashell against hers.

      “We’re here for Kariana,” I whisper to remind her. “Relax and focus.”

      She nods, and an empty sadness returns, carving my insides hollow.

      We follow Ceto through the Grotto, a large opening in the cave that leads to the sea. Depending on the tide, the water can fill the space or be completely empty. Norella’s daughters often leave behind shellfish for the priestesses.

      Inside, the priestesses in teal gowns sit against the stone walls, humming while they meditate. The vibrations of their voices echo around the cave and fill the room with harmonious energy.

      King Rolf and Queen Tia approach the Resting Cave first to show their respects. Viviana greets them at the arched entrance, and I can barely hold back from throwing myself into her arms. As the high priestess, she wears navy-blue robes embroidered with teal waves. Her curly, graying-brown hair is swept into a chignon, and her brown eyes are puffy and ringed in red.

      I sense Viviana’s heart is torn in two from losing her twin, and a deep depression floods her body. When the king and queen are finished speaking to her, I rush to throw my arms around her in a tight hug. She squeezes me and releases sobs into my shoulder. I shudder as I allow Viviana’s emotions to mix with my own.

      “Oh, Lilura.” Viviana cradles my face. “How are you holding up, my darling?”

      “I cannot believe this has happened,” I say with a sniffle. “I should have been here for her. I should never have left the convent.”

      “Now, now, birds must leave the nest at some point. There’s no need to play the guilt game. Believe me, I carry enough for the both of us. I should’ve been the one blessing the Sacred Spring, but I had a headache, and Kariana offered. It’s like half my soul has been ripped away,” she says, wiping her cheeks. “Trust me, little bird, you were always in her heart. How’s your back?”

      “It still gives me trouble,” I say, thinking of a way to change the topic. I elbow Ingrid. “This one gives great massages, though.”

      Viviana’s lips rise into a tiny smile as she embraces Ingrid. “My princess.”

      “I am so sorry,” Ingrid tells her.

      “Thank you,” Viviana says and releases her. “Kariana was always happy the two of you found love.”

      With that, I cannot control my emotions and break down into shrieks. The many sunset conversations I had with Kariana about love and my “special” heart’s desires flash through my mind.

      Ingrid wraps her arms around me and kisses my head, stroking my hair. Ingrid and Viviana’s emotions blend with mine, causing a painful dark cloud to grow in my mind. I suck in a few deep breaths to push it down. Carrying the emotional load of others is almost too much to bear at times.

      “LiLi?” Ingrid whispers, her voice laced with concern.

      I straighten up. “I’m fine.”

      Viviana takes my hand. “Are you ready, little bird?”

      “Yes.”

      She leads us inside the Resting Temple. Under linens dyed in shades of teal, blue, and aqua folded to resemble waves, Kariana rests on the altar. It’s unnerving to be in her presence without feeling her presence. The flickering candles highlight her mother-of-pearl death mask, which appears to dance in place. Thousands of seashells, gifts for Norella, are piled around Kariana’s body.

      Ingrid takes my hand as we place our seashells with the others.

      I lean my head on Kariana’s shoulder and whisper, “I love you. I’ll miss you every single day. Thank you for teaching me how to be myself. I pray Norella blesses your journey into the afterlife and believe I will see you again someday.”

      I step away to allow Ingrid to say her goodbyes. She returns to me, and we stare at the altar as our emotions swirl together. I search Ingrid’s mind to find a stream of memories about Kariana. It makes me happy to know how much Ingrid loved her, too.

      “Do you remember when she caught us?” I ask.

      “Kallan’s daughters. How could I forget?” Ingrid buries her face into my neck as she tries to expel the rush of embarrassment.

      Kariana found us with Ingrid between my legs. I was so focused on the intense pleasure Ingrid was giving me that I didn’t sense Kariana’s approach. She opened the curtain to my room at the convent, and I had to tug Ingrid’s hair to make her stop. Ingrid was mortified, and a shudder of humiliation consumed her body. I threw a blanket over us, but when I looked into Kariana’s eyes, there was nothing but happiness.

      I sniffle and giggle to lighten Ingrid’s mood. “There was no judgment from Kariana, just joy. For so long, I was worried I would never find love and had often voiced my concerns to her growing up.”

      Ingrid’s brows crinkle. “Why didn’t you think you’d find love, LiLi?”

      “Um, well…” I revealed too much, so I come up with a way for it to make sense. “Because I grew up as a priestess. I didn’t think I would ever meet anyone interested in me. It may have been an embarrassing moment for you but knowing Kariana accepted us and was happy for us was wonderful.”

      “I know,” Ingrid says, stroking my arm. “She was an amazing person.”

      We hold on tight to one another until our time is up, and the next guests shuffle into the temple. We spend a few hours inside the Waterfall Cave for a somber reception, but the only two people I can tolerate talking to are Ingrid and Viviana. I feel sorry for Viviana. As the high priestess, she’s pressured to speak with every guest. Her energy drains more and more with every hug and platitude offered. Ingrid is beyond wonderful and remains planted at my side. When someone approaches me, Ingrid does all of the talking.

      When the royal caravan of carriages is ready to leave, I find Viviana one more time for a hug. “I love you,” we whisper to each other at the same time.

      On our way to the palace, I gaze out the carriage window as the sun sets over the water, the clouds glowing with pinks and oranges, just as Kariana would have loved.

      I’m quiet during the ride to the palace. Even Ingrid’s emotions are spent and silent, for which I’m grateful. Ingrid traces my palm with her thumb, soothing me into a near trance. Although I am the one who can read her mind, Ingrid has done everything I’ve needed today without question. I don’t deserve her love. Despair creeps like thorns into my throat again as I remember the forthcoming events.

      As we pass the harbor, I break the silence. “I suppose the king has called off your birthday celebrations?”

      Ingrid shakes her head. “No, unfortunately. At breakfast, he and Oskar agreed that the kingdom needs a distraction from the tragedy.”

      I narrow my eyes into slits. “A distraction?”

      “I know, it’s horrible. The suitors are still on schedule to arrive Sunday.”

      My breathing grows erratic as my own fears mix with Ingrid’s. I know it’s not her fault, but I try to shove down her emotions. At the moment, I don’t care how scared or sorry she is. When the carriage stops at the palace drive, I hop out without a word. I need distance from her.

      “Wait!” Ingrid shouts as she clings to my arm. “Please don’t be upset; we still have my contract of demands. It will work. Will you stay with me tonight?”

      I don’t respond, focusing on the steps as I do my best to ignore Ingrid’s emotions. We enter the palace, and the warm coziness from the fireplaces causes me to drop my guard. Ingrid’s feelings crash into me with a surge of sadness, desperation, and desire. Her intense need for physical contact forces me to drag her down an empty hallway and press her against the wall for a kiss.

      We both grow hot with lust, and my own thoughts and emotions slip away. Ingrid needs me. Ingrid needs to feel pleasure.

      No, Lilura. I need to mourn. I need to be alone.

      Her hands slide down my backside as her lips move to my neck. Ingrid’s presence is like a bubbling elixir to my sorrow, but sometimes I must feel my own pain.

      “I suppose that’s a yes to staying the night then?” Ingrid asks.

      “No.” Breathing heavily, I touch Ingrid’s cheek and force myself to focus. “I’m sorry, but I need this time alone. There are too many emotions between you and me. It’s overwhelming.”

      “Oh,” she says, sagging against the wall of plaster sculpted into fish scales. “I understand.”

      She does not understand, but I peck her lips anyway. “Thank you, my love.”

      I dash away to put space between us. Guilt seizes me, and dark spots fill my vision as I climb the spiral stairs of the tower. Too many thoughts and feelings for me to handle. Too much back pain. Once inside my room, I crash onto my bed as the depths of darkness consume me.
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      I sink to the floor in the hallway, exhausted with emotions. I know she loves me, but Lilura constantly needing space from me hurts. We didn’t need to make love; I just don’t want to be alone.

      I never want to be alone.

      Especially not tonight, after we said goodbye to Kariana. She was there for me when my mother died, but no one is here for me now.

      I release a huge sigh and pick myself up. Wandering toward the foyer and the main hallway, I pass Father’s study. He’s in there speaking with Oskar and probably drinking. I’m sure they’re very busy after being gone today for the Resting. Certainly, too busy for me. Plus, they’re probably more concerned about the supply of sacred waters than the murder.

      There’s a small drawing room nearby where Tia is sipping tea and staring at a puzzle on a glass table, the legs of which are a pewter octopus. The gray and blue hues of the room are much cozier than the bright white of the rest of the palace. Even the nautical décor is somewhat more subdued. I always loved working on puzzles with my mother growing up, so I decide to go in.

      “Need some help?” I ask, knocking on the doorframe.

      She jerks in surprise and smiles, although her eyes remain sunken. “If you would like. I’m just trying to distract myself.”

      I sit next to her on the velvet couch and study the jigsaw pieces. “Distract yourself from the murder?”

      “Oh, sure.” She adjusts her dress and unpins her bun to let her red hair fall to her shoulders. “Yes, that’s what I meant.”

      She doesn’t sound sincere. I connect a few puzzle pieces and act like I’m not prying too much. “Is there something else wrong?”

      “Oh, it’s just your father. Oh, I, uh…shouldn’t really say anything.” Tia shakes her head and slides a corner piece into place.

      “Let me guess: he’s too busy for you, too?”

      “You know,” she says with a yawn, “it’s getting late. I should retire to bed.”

      She leaves the room with her tea still steaming and her puzzle unfinished on the table.

      When she and Father married two years ago, Tia was a bit shy, but after they lost the baby, she became a closed book. I often feel as if I don’t know her at all. Tia’s not a wicked stepmother by any means, but why is it so hard for her to be my friend? If she would only confide in me, a little affection could go a long way.

      I flop back on the couch and stare at the grandfather clock across the room. It’s not that late; why’s Tia going to bed so early? I’m wound up like a child’s mechanical toy, too much to sleep after a day like today. If Mother were here, she wouldn’t let me be alone after a beloved friend’s death. She’d take me to the tide pools, find a nautilus shell, and talk to me about the circle of life. Mother would make death a beautiful thing and ease my mind.

      That’s just what I’ll do. I still have my pearls and pearl dust on, so I’ll be protected for a short walk to the beach.

      I peek into the hallway. Everyone must be busy catching up on work after the Resting, and Father is still cooped up in his study. I tiptoe across the marble toward the entrance, pull up my hood, and slip out into the starry evening.

      The sea breeze blows with such a chill, even the pines shiver, but my fur-lined cloak warms me. Past the gardens, cast in a bluish hue from the moon, there’s a secret path to the beach Mother and I always walked. It’s a bit overgrown now, but I tread carefully over the snaking vines and fallen trees. The roar of waves crashing onto the beach grows louder while the tang of salt on my tongue grows stronger.

      I race from the tree line to meet the rocky shore and behold the view of the wild Styrmir Sea. The whitecaps on the waves appear to carry the twinkling stars to shore from the horizon. I love this beach. When I was a child, Mother would often take me to a sandy beach a little further south to play, but this one was my favorite to explore. The rocks, molded by the waves and winds, dip and rise organically. When the tide moves out, it leaves behind tiny pools of life.

      One morning, I spent hours placing starfish back into the sea, fearing they would dry up on land. When Mother found me, my fingers were blue from the frigid water. She drew me a warm bath and told me that, although I was very kind to save the sea creatures, death is an inevitable part of life. She showed me a nautilus and explained how the spiral represents our soul’s winding journey of life and love. Death makes life beautiful.

      Kneeling to peer into a rather large tidepool, I sweep my fingers across the glassy surface and through thick tendrils of seaweed. A few seashells lie amongst the broken and bleached pieces of coral. I imagine living inside this tiny habitat. Maybe there’s a hermit crab, a muscle, or a scallop completely unaware of life outside this little pool. Just like most humans are unaware of the doings of the gods.

      Under more seaweed, I spot a tiny pinkish-orange starfish. It tickles my palm as I carefully return it to the main body of water. Slipping it under the surface, I give it a little nudge into the open sea. I shake the frigid seafoam off my hands, then turn back to the shore. When I find someone standing there, I jump and lose my footing on a rock, slippery with moss.

      It’s her. The creature that looks like me. Real and vivid. Not a reflection.

      Fear pulses through me with every labored breath. Her white skin, hair, and eyes glow in the moonlight as she steps forward. Lilura was right about the water.

      I shriek and scramble toward the path.

      “He’s coming,” the doppelgänger screeches in a high-pitched voice.

      I snap my gaze to find her floating backward into the sea. She lifts her arm and points to the horizon.

      “Who’s coming? Who are you?” I shout, taking a few more steps toward the tree line.

      The doppelgänger bends and sits in the water, allowing the seafoam to lap against her body. Her legs transform into a fishtail covered with scales glittering in the moonlight. She pushes herself into the waves and swims away into the dark sea.

      I sprint back to the palace, tripping a few times over nature’s obstacles along the overgrown path. Stitches pierce my ribs, the sharp air drags against my throat, but I keep going, the doppelgänger’s words ring in my ears. He’s coming.

    

  







            Chapter 6

          

          

      

    

    






Soren

        

      

    

    
      A violent spray of salty water beats my face raw as I steer the ship toward Norella Isle. I’ve often heard stories of the Styrmir Sea’s rough waters but never expected the massive size of these waves. Reciting the alphabet backward as quickly as possible between the swells keeps my mind busy and far, far away from the events ahead.

      Nilson would prefer I stay safe below deck, but I do love the thrill of the open sea. If my parents and advisor wish for me to woo this princess, I’m going to enjoy myself now before the anxiety of talking to a woman takes me over completely.

      The mysterious Norella Isle soon rises into view along the horizon. Barnacles, we’re almost there. I hyperventilate. Sweat glosses my forehead. Z, Y, X, W… It’s not helping. Facts. Facts about Norella Isle.

      The islanders are known to be quite hardy as they thrive in the harsh conditions and farm the rocky soil. Most of the mainland kingdoms have long since abandoned the old religions as nothing but mythology, but some Norella Islanders still worship their namesake goddess. This is likely because of their sacred waters, which are truly miraculous.

      When I was a clumsy child, I fell between a ship and the dock, ripping my back open on jagged barnacles. If not for an ointment made from Norella’s waters, I would have suffered a wicked infection and nasty scars.

      The thud of a cane sounds behind me, followed by a wrinkled hand resting on my shoulder. I turn to Nilson, my advisor, with a reluctant smile.

      “Your Majesty, we are nearly there. Wouldn’t you like to get dressed and ready to present your gifts to the princess?” the old man asks, his white hair whipping in the breeze.

      “I suppose so.” I try to swallow my heart thumping in my throat. “Do you really think she’ll like them?”

      “Of course,” Nilson says with a gleam in his clear blue eyes. “I’ve known Princess Ingrid her entire life. Believe me, she has everything money can buy. A thoughtful gift will stand out amongst the shallow ones.”

      “I can’t do this.” I spin the wheel away from the island. “The princess isn’t going to choose me over—”

      “Prince Soren.” Nilson grips the helm, sailing us back in the direction of the island. “I returned early from my diplomatic trip to D’Estrana just to bring you here. Make this alliance with Norella Isle to protect both kingdoms from the Jorsti Empire. Now let’s get you ready.”

      I concede. I suppose this is one good thing I could do for my kingdom. I’m the “odd” prince, especially compared to my perfect sister, who can do no wrong. Celeste was always accomplished in her studies and is already married with two children. My nieces are the most adorable girls ever, and Celeste will make a great queen someday. The least I can do is attend the birthday celebrations for the princess of Norella Isle.

      I wave the captain over to steer the ship. “My freedom is up. Be careful sailing into the harbor; the waters look choppy ahead.”

      “I’ll handle it, my prince.” He takes the helm and winks. “Me and the crew have sailed to Norella plenty. You see, the waves are just Norella’s daughters trying to get to their mama trapped under the rocky island. We don’t fight against the waves; we go home with them. Go on, get yourself all pretty for your future bride.”

      In my cabin, Nilson is already resting in a chair with his eyes closed for a brief meditation before we dock. He has kindly laid out a clean outfit for me. I change out of my rugged sailing clothes and into a fine forest green suit. The outfit looks nice, but my unruly dark curls never want to obey my commands. Giving up on my appearance, I carefully stride to the trunk near the door as the ship hits some rough waves.

      When “Norella’s daughters” settle, I lift the lid of the white leather trunk. Inside are gifts for a woman I’ve never met. The simple strand of pearls Nilson assured me would be to her taste, the white dress Nilson hopes will become her wedding dress, and a box containing a puzzle of the map of Norella Isle, which I’m not so sure about.

      “The puzzle is a metaphor for the life and kingdom we will build together,” I whisper to myself, practicing the line Nilson told me to say.

      I believe he’s right about the gifts. He knew the princess her whole life. If I think of him as a grandfather figure only after a few years, she must too. The boat rocks again but comes to a stop. I close the trunk, take a deep breath, and whisper the alphabet backward. Better. Slightly.

      “Nilson,” I say, touching his shoulder. “Enough meditating; we’re here.”

      He blinks open his blue eyes and smiles, causing his wrinkles to double in number. “You will do well, Prince Soren. Be yourself.”

      That’s not reassuring.

      As we pass the lighthouse and enter the harbor, the other suitors’ ships wait at the docks. One with an eagle on the sails tells me that there’s a suitor from the Jorsti Empire. Great. I crane my neck to check out the others. There’s the rose for De’Estrana, mountains for Regin, a lion for Eldira, a scorpion for Hagistad, and an edelweiss for Struheill. My stomach turns sour, and I drop my posture a bit. I don’t even know what these other suitors look like, but I’m not looking forward to competing with them for the princess’ attention.

      Once we dock, I can’t tell if my body is unsteady due to sea legs or nervousness. The air is filled with a salty breeze and the squawks of seagulls, just like home. Princess Ingrid’s other suitors ascend the ramp where seven teal carriages adorned with the Verskelli Nautilus are lined along the main road. The first man is tall, with long blond hair swept back with a ribbon. His servants are carrying an enormous trunk with an eagle painted on the side. Jorsti Empire. With a quick glance at the others before they climb into the carriages, I can tell they are all quite handsome and well-dressed. Barnacles.

      I thought I at least had “awkwardly adorable” going for me if the other suitors were old and hideous. Not the case. I stop walking when my legs grow weak. How Nilson thinks a woman would choose me over these other men is beyond me. I might as well go home now. I lean on my knees to catch my breath. Nilson stamps his cane into the ground and prompts me to move forward. He means business. I can’t get out of this. Z, Y, X, W, V, U, T…

      A few members of my crew follow us up the ramp with my trunk, painted with waves on the front. We fight against the sea breeze, which whips over the rocky shore and rustles the vibrant pine forest. This is certainly a beautiful kingdom.

      I help Nilson into the final carriage and then climb in myself. We begin rolling toward the palace along the bumpy, rocky road, which grows crowded with onlookers. I didn’t predict the citizens would gather to watch us like a parade. I push my rigid back against the leather seat so they can’t see me through the window.

      “Deep breaths, Prince Soren.” Nilson hands me a mint candy. “This will calm your nerves. We’re nearly there.”

      I let the mint melt on my tongue as I count the buttons on Nilson’s jacket. Thirty-six if you include the buttons on his sleeves. The mint must have been infused with a calming charm, for which I’m thankful. Feeling a little better, I turn to the window.

      Past the trees and cliffs, Sunniva Palace rises into view. Twisting white towers pierce the sky. The ornate scrollwork of waves makes the palace look more like a piece of artwork than a building. The gleaming walls are juxtaposed by the dark green surroundings and loom over the sea. I bet it gets completely camouflaged during a snowstorm. My right leg bounces with both nervousness to meet Princess Ingrid and with excitement to explore a new kingdom.

      When we stop, the crowd lining the palace drive applauds as each of Princess Ingrid’s suitors steps out of their carriage. A hirdmann, what they call their knights, opens my door, and Nilson nudges my arm. I step out to face the disorienting cheers of the crowd. After giving a few reluctant smiles, I follow the other suitors toward the palace steps. A slender, redheaded man wearing a navy-blue uniform and spectacles waits for us.

      “Welcome to Norella Isle, gentlemen!” He pauses until the applause dies down. “I am Oskar, advisor to King Rolf. We have a wonderful week of celebrations lined up for our beloved princess. We hope you all enjoy your stay here.” Oskar signals to the servants at the doors. “Now, let me introduce King Rolf and Queen Tia.”

      The crowd goes wild as the doors swing open. The king escorts the queen to the side as they wave to the citizens. King Rolf kisses his wife’s cheek and takes a step forward.

      “Welcome!” He extends his arms to us. “We hope you enjoy your stay here on Norella Isle. I am delighted to introduce my daughter, Princess Ingrid.”

      The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen emerges from the double doors. She could easily be a reincarnation of Norella herself. I become short of breath. My heart hammers inside my chest, and I can’t remember the alphabet forwards—never mind backward. Heat flushes my cheeks because her dress is almost completely sheer aside from pearls covering certain places.

      I force myself to look at her face. It’s…sad. Why is she unhappy about her birthday celebrations? Her sea-blue eyes scan the seven of us, and my heart sinks a little. First impressions matter and some of these men are obviously more impressive specimens than me. When she gets to me, though, her eyes light up, and she smiles. My lips stretch into a foolish grin until I realize she’s looking at Nilson behind me.

      She twinkles her fingers in a little wave, and Nilson places two fingers against his cheek. I blow a thin stream of air between my lips in relief. This might be a good thing if she’s happy to see Nilson; maybe she’ll give me a chance for his sake.

      “Greetings, gentlemen,” she says in a saccharine-sweet voice that doesn’t match her somber expression. “Thank you for celebrating my birthday with me. I look forward to meeting each and every one of you.”

      She takes a step back, and Oskar moves forward, gesturing to us. “Now, it is time to present your gifts to the princess.”

      The people crowding the palace drive cheer again while Princess Ingrid continues to look gloomy and unimpressed.

      “The first suitor is Prince Anders of Jorsti!” Oskar bellows.

      The crowd roars as the muscular man with long blond hair steps forward. Of course, the best-looking of the suitors is from the powerful Jorsti Empire. The rest of us might as well go home now. Anders smiles at the people like some sort of trained actor. Young women giggle when he waves at them. His servants follow him up the steps, carrying his trunk of gifts. When he reaches the step below the princess, Anders bows.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Princess Ingrid.” He takes her hand and kisses it. “You are exquisite, and I look forward to getting to know you. Enjoy my gifts, but please know, these are but a fraction of what I can offer you.”

      Anders retrieves a seashell and pearl tiara from his trunk and places it on Ingrid’s head without asking. “Beautiful! Oh, and that box there,” he pauses and gestures inside the trunk, “is something you should open alone.”

      “Thank you, Prince Anders.” She curtsies and turns her eyes to the next suitor. Maybe she wasn’t as impressed by his looks as I would’ve thought.

      Servants lead Anders and his entourage inside the gleaming-white palace as Oskar clears his throat. “Our next suitor is Prince Jensen of D’Estrana.”

      A man with mahogany skin and a stoic face steps forward without acknowledging the crowd. After he and the princess exchange greetings, and he gives her a pearl necklace, the other four are called up one-by-one. We have Princes Leif of Regin, Rorric of Eldira, Ulfred of Hagistad, and Henrik of Struheill. Aside from Anders’ tiara, the rest of them give her the same piece of jewelry: a strand of pearls. There’s no way I can add mine to her neck and stand out in any meaningful way. I hold my breath because it is nearly my turn. Z, Y, X, W, V…

      “And lastly, Prince Soren of Aegris Isle, our neighbor to the south,” Oskar says.

      I take a deep breath and ascend the steps toward the scantily clad princess. There’s no way I can pander to the crowd like Anders, Rorric, and Ulfred all did, so I keep my gaze trained on Princess Ingrid’s sea-blue eyes. She studies me, making my heart go wild.

      “P-Princess I-Ingrid,” I stammer out and place my fingers against my cheek just like Nilson taught me. “P-Please enjoy these gifts.”

      I almost instinctively reach for the necklace but remember her pearl-burdened neck. Instead, I pluck two jigsaw pieces from the wooden box containing the puzzle of Norella Isle. She stitches her brows together.

      “It looks like you’re drowning in those pearls, so here.” I hand her a puzzle piece and hold up the other one. “The puzzle is a metaphor for the life and kingdom we will build together.”

      Her lips curl up into a grin as she studies the puzzle piece.

      In a rare bold move, I lean a little closer and whisper, “Or perhaps, Nilson still thinks you are a child.”

      From that, I earn a delicate giggle from Ingrid, and all my anxiety melts away. She has a gentle kindness to her I didn’t expect.

      Ingrid points to the puzzle piece in my hand. “I’m going to need that one to complete the puzzle, Prince Soren.”

      In another daring move, I pocket the jigsaw piece and shake my head. “We will complete it together.”

      “Is that so?” she asks, turning the puzzle piece in her fingers as her eyes glisten with tears. She sniffles and turns her attention back to me. “Thank you, Prince Soren. You have no idea how much this gift means to me.”

      Oskar gestures for me to step inside with the other suitors and their advisors. Although I don’t want to leave Princess Ingrid’s company so soon, I’m eager to see the palace. The inside is even more ornate than the façade. Marble floors, elaborate molding, and expensive furnishings. Everything is white and gold with hints of sea colors all around. Servants lead us up the magnificent grand staircase, carved and painted like waves, and to the guest wing of the palace where we are encouraged to relax and freshen up before the opening dinner. When Nilson and I finally reach our lavish room, he doesn’t enter behind me.

      “Are you coming in?”

      “No, there’s something I need to do, actually. But you should know, you did a wonderful job out there. You made Princess Ingrid laugh when none of the others could even make her smile. I’m proud of you.” Nilson pats my shoulder. “Get some rest; I’ll be back before the opening feast.”

      I close the door and melt to the floor in a puddle of stress. I need a drink. Or twenty-six.
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      Slamming the door to my tower, I grab the first item in sight and chuck it at the wall. The vial shatters into a sparkling spray of glass. Ingrid liked Prince Soren; I could sense it as soon as she laid eyes on him. Her heart fluttered, her eyes sparkled, and a bloom of sky-blue filled her mind.

      I’m the only one who has a color for her.

      Then that giggle. A terrible pain shoots through my heart. I’m going to lose Ingrid to a handsome prince with curly dark hair and blue eyes.

      With rage brimming inside of me, I throw off my cloak, spread my wings wide, and scream. When my throat grows ragged and sore, I crumple to my knees to catch my breath. I just lost Kariana; I can’t lose Ingrid, too. My emotions finally wane, and I sense a presence. The floorboards creak, and I jump. In a quick rustling of feathers, I retract my wings into my back and scramble to grab a knife from my worktable.

      “Who’s there?” I shout toward the dim corner of my room. “I know someone’s here.”

      Nilson steps from the shadows with a smile upon his wrinkled face. I search for his emotions but cannot find anything. I suppose he is a sorcerer, after all. Does he even remember me? When he was the high priest and advisor to the king, he only communicated with Viviana when it came time to bless the Sacred Spring. After the queen’s death, King Rolf banished Nilson—and no one fully knows why.

      I set the knife down but hover my hand above it. “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, just walking down memory lane. This tower was once my room and workspace. I’ve missed it dearly, but I like how you’ve redecorated,” he says as he circles the room, admiring the plants and experiments. “I heard about Kariana. I am deeply sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “But the king doesn’t trust you.”

      “You should know I am no adversary, Lilura.” Nilson leans on his cane with the gleaming crystal handle and studies me. “It has been so long since I’ve seen either you or Princess Ingrid. You both have grown so much these past few years. I never expected Princess Ingrid to take a priestess for a lover…especially one with wings.”

      I grab my cloak and throw it over my shoulders as tears sting the corners of my eyes. How does he know we’re lovers? How could I be so careless with my wings? Will he tell on me? Have me banished? Or worse…killed? I’ll run away first. But what would Ingrid think?

      “You hide them well.” He slowly hobbles around me to get a closer look. “Is it painful to keep them inside?”

      I nod.

      “Tell me, does the princess know about them? Does she know what you are?”

      Hot tears slide down my cheeks as I shake my head. There is no way she can find out I’m a harpy. A halfling. A nothing. Is Nilson going to use this against me?

      “It’s fine, Lilura. It can be our secret.” Nilson pretends to lock his lips and throw away the key. “I didn’t come here to upset you—quite the opposite. I’ve heard of your tremendous skills in sorcery, which is quite rare on this island nowadays. Are you self-taught?”

      I hold my head high. “I am.”

      “Impressive.” He reaches for my hand, all burnt and sooty, and clicks his tongue. “But you need a tutor. I understand you might have a difficult time watching Ingrid mingle with her suitors, but while I’m here, would you like some lessons?”

      I gasp at the generous offer and wipe the tears from my cheeks. “Really? Thank you, that would be wonderful.”

      “Good. We’ll start tomorrow.”

      Shortly after Nilson leaves, I descend the spiral staircase and race down the hall to Ingrid’s chambers to tell her the good news. I place my hand on the doorknob, but her anxiety shivers through me, followed by a heavy sadness pressing on my shoulders. When I close my eyes, a swirly cloud of pink appears. That’s what happens when Ingrid thinks about me.

      Hanging my head, I curse myself for my harpy-tantrum earlier. I know she loves me. And we do have a plan in place with the impossible marriage contract.

      With a light knock, I enter the room. Ingrid is sitting on one of the seven leather trunks lined along the wall, sobbing. She looks at me and attempts to smile.

      I rush to throw my arms around her. “Why are you crying?”

      “I’m so nervous about tonight.” She returns my hug with a tight squeeze.

      “You will do fine. Hmm.” I think for a moment, massaging circles down her back. “Want to open these trunks and get a closer look at what the suitors brought you?”

      She releases a little giggle and nods.

      I unlatch the first with an eagle symbol from Prince Anders and retrieve the seashell and pearl tiara. “Please tell me you are wearing this to dinner? You’ll look like Norella herself,” I say with a grin and place it on her head.

      She tosses the strands of pearls onto the floor and lifts the wedding gown. In true Jorsti fashion, the dress is gaudy and voluminous. We laugh as I reach for the larger of two boxes.

      “He told me I should open this one alone,” she says with a giggle and lifts the lid.

      Inside is a sheer and strappy lingerie set adorned with lace, pearls, and sequins. Ingrid’s cheeks flush as she lifts it up.

      “Well, he certainly has confidence. Please tell me you’re wearing that to dinner, too?”

      We burst into a fit of laughter and only stop when we can no longer breathe.

      Ingrid reaches for the smaller box at the bottom of the trunk. Inside is a wedding ring just as gaudy as the dress.

      “Do you think I’ll have to return all these gifts when the suitors leave?”

      “The engagement rings and wedding dresses, yes, but you should keep the pearls…and lingerie.”

      We rifle through the rest of the trunks, giggling at the terrible dresses and gifts. Before Ingrid opens the last one adorned with cresting waves, she grabs a puzzle piece off the lid. An endearing sky-blue mist swims in her mind, making jealousy, once again, coil like a snake around my stomach. I thought Prince Soren handed her something small. Inside with the dress and pearls is a wide box with a map of Norella Isle skillfully painted on the lid.

      “Prince Soren said the puzzle represents us building a life and kingdom together or something.” Ingrid laughs and tosses the single piece back in with the rest. The blue haze fades from her mind, and she collapses onto the fur rug. “This whole charade is ridiculous. I should’ve told Father and Oskar about my marriage contract instead of letting it go this far.”

      “At least they’ll know you are serious.” I straddle Ingrid’s hips and lean down to kiss her, creating a thick pink sea of desire swell in her mind. Leaning back to gaze at her beautiful face, I say, “I should thank you because it was worth it for me. Nilson is going to give me sorcery lessons while they’re here.”

      “Really? LiLi, that’s wonderful! I’m jealous; I wish I could spend time with Nilson rather than my suitors.” Ingrid flips me over and pins me to the ground. “Now, can we please have a little fun before this wretched dinner?”

      My lips curl into a wicked grin. “Wear the lingerie from Prince Anders for me, and you have a deal.”
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      My breaths are short as I focus through the cacophony of silverware, glass, and conversations echoing around the dining hall. The eyes of my seven suitors keep ogling me, making my skin crawl as if seaweed were entangling my limbs.

      I focus my gaze on the nautilus at the center of the table as the scent of crab legs, oysters, fish, and cream sauce turns my stomach. I stir my food as the roll of parchment hidden in my cleavage dampens with sweat.

      I’m too nervous to do this until I spot LiLi’s pink hair pop from around the corner. Her amber eyes lock with mine, and she offers an encouraging nod. Taking a deep breath to settle my nerves, I grin at her. This will work.

      Tapping my knife against a glass, I say, “Gentlemen, I have an announcement!”

      Father and Tia squint their eyes as I stand. At the other end of the table, Oskar furrows his brows and stares intently. I wait for the suitors and their advisors to hush.

      “Thank you all for celebrating my birthday with me. I appreciate your lovely gifts and look forward to getting to know each one of you.” I clear my throat and reach into the top of my dress to retrieve the parchment. “In accordance with the law of Norella Isle, I, the heir to the throne, have made amendments to my marriage contract.”

      Pausing to sip on water, I glance around the table. Father and Oskar are both glaring at me, red in the face and stiff as boards. Tia is giving me a baffled look with her head cocked.

      I unroll the parchment. “In order to marry me, Princess Ingrid of House Verskelli, a man must meet the following requirements: he must speak three languages to match my skills, he must be a competent sailor in order to live on this island kingdom, he must be physically fit to keep up with my stamina, he must be a skilled fisherman to always feed our family, he must be a skilled swordsman to always protect me, and,” I pause to catch my breath, “should I die first, my husband must agree to be buried at sea beside me, so as not to live a single day without his love.”

      Father springs from his chair as chatter explodes around the table. “This is ridiculous, Ingrid. You cannot do this!”

      The suitors are either laughing or talking to their advisors. Oskar rushes to Father and whispers in his ear. Father nods.

      “Your attention, please,” Oskar says, attempting to silence the room, and releases a fake chuckle. “You all should know Princess Ingrid is quite fond of practical jokes. Do not worry; she cannot demand this—”

      “Actually,” Nilson says, using his cane to stand, “she can. The law of Norella Isle is on Princess Ingrid’s side. Queen Sunniva did exactly—”

      “How dare you speak!” Father glares at Nilson.

      “It’s true, Father! I’ve read the laws; I’m allowed to make amendments to my marriage contract. If you are going to force marriage upon me, I can at least make sure it’s to someone deserving!”

      “But that last one? Buried alive at sea? No. Absolutely not.” He turns to Oskar. “Tell me she can’t do this.”

      “Your Highness.” Oskar pinches the bridge of his nose and shakes his head. “Princess Ingrid is correct. By law, she has every right to make these amendments. When your great-grandparents were kidnapped, the Council of Lords and Ladies knew we needed an alliance but were concerned about losing control over Norella Isle. Since Princess Sunniva needed to be married in order to rule, they gave her power over her marriage contract. It was meant to keep control in her hands and make her husband simply a consort—NOT to create some odd list of demands, but here we are.”

      “Kallan’s Daughters,” Father curses under his breath as the suitors continue to whisper around the table.

      A prideful smile stretches my lips as I maintain a strong posture.

      “I’m so sorry for your troubles, gentlemen,” Father says. “We will return your gifts, and you are welcome to leave the island at your earliest convenience.”

      “That won’t be necessary, King Rolf.” Anders stands up next to me and grins. “My princess, your beauty alone is far greater than all the riches of Norella. I will gladly agree to your requirements in order to make you my bride.”

      When the ridiculously handsome blond man kisses my hand, I pull it away in shock. What? Before I can fully register what Anders said, the red-bearded Rorric stands as well.

      “He’s not the only one; I will also agree to her demands,” he says in a deep voice.

      The other suitors begin agreeing one-by-one. The chatters of affirmation around the table fill me with icy dread. Now Prince Soren is the only one who hasn’t complied. He whispers with Nilson on the other side of the table.

      Soren locks eyes with me and nods. “And I, Princess, will agree with your requirements.”

      My head spins, and I sink into my chair in defeat. What is happening? How could they all be fine with my list? Fine with being buried alive at sea?

      “Perfect.” Father chuckles. “Gentlemen, I have a splendid idea! We shall have a competition and invite the kingdom to watch the events! Whoever can perform the tasks on Ingrid’s list will have a chance to marry her.”

      As the men applaud, Anders gives me a wicked grin. I nearly vomit. This is not how tonight was supposed to go. Not. At. All. I remain silent for the rest of dinner and don’t even touch my dessert. Finally, Father invites the suitors and their advisors into the parlor for drinks.

      “Goodnight, gentlemen,” I say and dash from the room.

      Making my way upstairs and down the dim hallway, tears block my vision of the mirrors. I reach my chambers and crumble to the floor. Lilura finds me and kneels to my level.

      “Did you see what happened?” I ask in a weak whisper.

      “I did,” she says in a surprisingly calm tone.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “I’m not sure, but this competition your father spoke of gives us time.” Lilura links her arm through mine to help me stand and leads me to the bathroom. “You need to relax. For now, we bathe.”
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      After drinking two coffees with sugar, I pace my assigned room with jittery nerves. The room attempts to be calming with its teal hues and sea creature decor, but all I can think about is today’s challenge.

      The king’s advisor has arranged a language exam for all of the suitors to ensure we can speak at least three languages. I know five, but for some reason, I can’t stop sweating. I’ve even opened the tiny window overlooking the sea, but it’s not cooling me down.

      Nilson steps close and dabs my forehead with a damp washcloth. “Settle your nerves, my prince. This test will be easy for you.”

      “No, it won’t.”

      “Here.” Nilson offers me another mint candy.

      I accept it and let the mint melt on my tongue. “Thank you. I’m just worried I’ll mess up and return home a failure.”

      My parents, the king and queen of Aegris Isle, are perfectionists. My older sister Celeste is a master of everything she tries. She and my parents encouraged me to come here and told me to be myself. Right.

      Even Celeste’s husband, Martin, is nearly perfect. He and I quickly became friends during their courtship. When I asked for his advice about Princess Ingrid, all he told me was to be brave. Easy for him to say. He was a naval captain who had won Celeste’s heart in a single evening of dancing when we honored the navy with a ball at the palace. Everything comes easy to Celeste and Martin.

      I, on the other hand, have to work hard and study long hours to be decent at anything. I fear all of my language lessons and late-night translations are now floating out the window with the breeze. Looking in the mirror, I fiddle with my teal suit for the hundredth time, although it’s my unruly dark curls and thick brows that need help.

      “Failure is highly unlikely,” Nilson says. “You are fluent in five languages and conversational in at least three more.”

      “I know.” I slump my shoulders and bang my forehead against the door. “Are you ready, Nilson?”

      “Actually, my prince, I won’t be attending the exam with you today.”

      “What?” I whip my head around to the old man. “You’re not coming with me? What do you mean?”

      “I think it best,” Nilson says as he leans on his cane. “I realized last night that, even with the passage of time, King Rolf still resents me.”

      “What exactly happened? Why did the king banish you?”

      Nilson rattles a few seashells in a decorative basket on the table. “He blames me for Queen Freya’s death.”

      “He does? I thought she died in childbirth?”

      “That’s true, but the king believed I should’ve been able to save her with magic. I tried, but magic is not always the answer.” He hangs his head. “Oh, how I wished I could have saved her. She was a magnanimous woman. Fierce, bold, intelligent—much like Princess Ingrid. I see her mother’s spirit in her.”

      “I don’t think it’s fair that the king banished you, but he can’t stop you from being my advisor. I’d like you to come to the challenge with me today.”

      “No, no, no.” Nilson chuckles. “You won’t be needing my help. Plus, I have somewhere else to be.”

      I throw my arms out with a shrug. “And where is that?”

      “I’m going to meet with Lilura, Princess Ingrid’s handmaid. She dabbles in sorcery, so I offered to tutor her.”

      “I don’t understand.” My stomach turns to knots. “Is tutoring a handmaid more important than this challenge?”

      “No,” Nilson says with a grin and pats my shoulder. “But befriending Princess Ingrid’s favorite could be very valuable to us.”

      With a sigh, I concede and open the door for him. I do need any help I can get.

      “Good luck today, my prince.” He takes a step but pauses to turn. “Oh, and don’t forget; Ingrid’s mother was from D’Estrana. She would have spoken the lovely D’Estranian language.”

      After making multiple wrong turns in the long, mirrored hallways of Sunniva Palace, I end up in the library with the other suitors. They’re already sitting at wooden desks at the center of the room. Huge bookshelves line the walls with thousands of leather-bound books.

      Anders relaxes with his hands behind his head. Henrik’s short legs bounce wildly under the table. Rorric combs his fingers through his thick red beard as he gazes out the window. The impossibly tall Jensen sits rigid in his seat as his dark eyes stare at the parchment before him. Ulfred plays with the brass buttons on his navy sleeves. Leif sways his muscular frame side-to-side in his chair.

      All six of their advisors stand along the edges of the room next to the bookshelves. Although I know he couldn’t have helped me during the exam, I wish Nilson was here for moral support.

      When I scoot the chair out from the seventh desk, the legs screech against the floor, and everyone stares at me. I plop into my seat at once and, like Jensen, focus on the parchment. Z, Y, X, W, V, U, T…That isn’t working. I begin counting books on the shelves. I’m so rattled, I nearly jump from my seat when Oskar enters the room. Barnacles. I was at seven-hundred-thirty-three, an odd number. That won’t do. I quickly count to seven-hundred-forty before he speaks.

      “Good morning, gentlemen. As you know, we will open the competition with a simple language exam. I’ll hand you documents written in the three languages you claimed to know, and you will translate those documents onto your parchment,” Oskar pauses to take a stack of papers from a servant. “But, before we begin, let us welcome your audience.”

      Audience?

      Servants open the library doors for King Rolf and Queen Tia. Of course, the royal family would want to watch. I should have prepared my nerves for this. We all stand and greet them with the fingers-on-your-cheek-salute. King Rolf holds his wife’s arm and leads her to a velvet sofa where she sits.

      He gestures for us to sit as well. “Good luck today.”

      “Thank you, King Rolf,” a few of us mutter in unison as we take our seats.

      The king turns to Oskar and asks, “Where is Ingrid?”

      “I believe she’s on her way,” Oskar whispers.

      King Rolf addresses us again, but my mind swims—no, nearly drowns—with the idea of Princess Ingrid watching our exam. Again, I should have known. Oskar hands Jensen and Anders their documents when Ingrid glides through the double doors. Her billowy white dress moves like the wind. Her white hair flows like waves, and her skin shimmers like the sun on the sea. If I ever knew multiple languages, I fear they are lost to me now.

      “Good morning, gentlemen.”

      We all scramble to stand and touch our cheeks. “Good morning, Princess Ingrid.”

      Oskar continues distributing the documents as we take our seats. “You have one hour to complete your written translations before we begin the oral examination.”

      Ingrid’s lips purse in an attempt to stifle a laugh at the word oral, although her shoulders betray her with a bounce. The left side of my lip curls into a grin of fascination. She’s adorable and funny. Determination courses through me. If I can’t beat someone like Anders based on charisma or Jensen based on looks, I’ll have to prove myself a good partner in these challenges.

      “Suitors, you may begin,” Oskar announces and turns a large hourglass filled with white sand.

      I flip my documents over and begin reading. The first is in Jorstian. Easy. I dip my quill into the inkwell and begin scratching out the translation. The next document is in D’Estranian. Again, easy. I’ve known this beautiful language almost as long as my own. I would write my translation more quickly, but I’m distracted by Leif, who keeps fiddling with his sleeves.

      My last document is part of a romance novel written in Eldiran. It starts out easy, and my quill scurries in a fervid scribbling until I run into a piece of dialogue. There’s a word I cannot translate. It’s either slang, or in a dialect I’m unfamiliar with. My heart races as I attempt to use context clues to figure out the meaning.

      I look up in thought and accidentally meet Ingrid’s haunting eyes. She grins at me, and I force my head back down to hide my flushed cheeks. That’s it. The word I couldn’t figure out is very similar to the word for goddess. The man in the novel is using a slang term for beautiful to describe a woman he admires. I finish my translation and place the quill back in its holder.

      Oskar steps near, and I think he’s going to collect my work, but he snatches Leif’s arm instead. The king’s advisor plucks a scroll from Leif’s sleeve and clicks his tongue. I crane my neck as Oskar unrolls the parchment. It has a list of D’Estranian words and their meanings along with tiny charts for declensions and conjugations. My jaw drops when I realize Leif was cheating.

      “Well, well, well,” Oskar says and turns to the front of the room. “Princess Ingrid, this man was cheating on his exam.”

      “Then he obviously cannot meet my expectations,” she says with a smirk and wiggles in her seat. “Leif, you are disqualified from the competition. You may leave Norella Isle at your earliest convenience. The weather is good today.”

      Oskar tilts his head in the direction of the double doors. Leif’s upset advisor escorts him from the library.

      I turn my eyes back to Ingrid, who’s beaming with pride. She’s a little too happy to lose a suitor. The realization washes over me. I’m so naive. She’s trying to get rid of us. The list she made wasn’t for her to find the perfect husband but to avoid marriage. I don’t know how to feel about this. I don’t want to marry someone who doesn’t want to marry me.

      The king and queen whisper to one another as the sand in the hourglass runs low. The queen yawns and the king helps her stand with a concerned look on his face. He kisses her cheek and escorts her to the door.

      “I love you,” I overhear him whisper into the queen’s ear. “I’ll be up shortly to check on you.”

      She strokes his face and leaves the room. That’s what I want. Someone to care about and who cares about me. Ingrid rolls her eyes behind her father’s back. I suppose it would be hard to see your father in love with someone new after your mother died. Is that why Ingrid doesn’t want to get married?

      “Time’s up, gentlemen,” Oskar says and flicks the hourglass with his finger. “I’ll collect your documents, which will be assessed while you take the oral examination.”

      There’s no hint of laughter from Ingrid this time.

      One-by-one, we are called to the front of the library to answer a series of questions in various languages by a handful of tutors. Anders flips his blond hair while answering questions, all the while biting his lip or winking at Ingrid. With each of Anders’ flirting attempts, Ingrid’s jaw clenches tighter and tighter.

      Now it’s Henrik’s turn, which means I am next. I try to steady my breathing as I watch. He hesitates and stammers through nearly every single question. I squint my eyes when I realize Henrik’s advisor is mouthing and miming the answers to him. Should I say something?

      Before I can make a decision, Princess Ingrid stands up and stamps her foot on the wood floor. Everyone turns their attention to her.

      “You’re cheating!” she says, pointing between Henrik and his advisor. “He’s feeding you the answers. I won’t marry a cheater. You may leave the island, too.”

      Another suitor down, it seems. King Rolf and Oskar side-eye one another while Ingrid barely suppresses her grin.

      As Henrik and his advisor are escorted from the library, Oskar turns to me. “Last up is Prince Soren. Please don’t disappoint the princess by cheating.”

      “I am a man of honor,” I say, glancing at Ingrid. “And I have no need to cheat. I’m ready for my test.”

      The tutor asks me a series of questions, all of which I answer with ease. At the end of my exam, I return to my desk.

      “Congratulations, the five of you remaining have passed your language exams. Tomorrow evening will be the sailing challenge. Aside from Princess Ingrid’s list of demands, the king wishes for his daughter to get to know you on a personal level.” Oskar shoots a harsh look at the princess before turning back to us. “Therefore, as long as you remain in the competition, the princess will go on dates with each of you. The dates are your choice, so think about what activity you would like to do with her.”

      Anders snickers before clearing his throat and fixing his posture. Ingrid’s eyes narrow to slits as she gives Oskar an icy glare.

      “Yes,” King Rolf says, standing next to Oskar. “And tonight, the first of you to take my daughter on a date will be Prince Anders.”

      My shoulders round as my lungs deflate. Of course, Anders gets to go first. I’m sure he’s the king’s prime choice to marry his daughter. Anders is not only handsome and charismatic, but he’s a Jorsti prince. Powerful beyond belief. What am I even doing here?

      The king bids us farewell and leaves the room, followed by his advisor. Before Princess Ingrid can exit, Anders grabs her hand and kisses it. Their interaction blocks my path to the door, making me feel supremely awkward. Ingrid purses her lips and quirks an eyebrow at Anders.

      “I look forward to our date tonight.” He glides his fingers all the way up her bare arm and caresses her shoulder. “You may want to wear a cloak, my princess,” he says with a wink and strides from the room.

      There’s no competing with confidence like that. I swallow and move to step past her, but she grabs my hand. She’s touching me. Me. My eyes grow wide with shock as a jolt shoots through me.

      “You have ink on your hand, Prince Soren,” Ingrid says, turning my wrist to show me. “You weren’t cheating, were you?”

      “N-No, P-Princess I-Ingrid! I, um, I am just a bit messy! I swear—”

      “I’m joking.” Her piercing eyes meet mine as she smiles. “You’ll be an easy one to tease. I do wish it was you I was going on a date with tonight. You could tell me all about what Nilson has been up to.”

      My thoughts swirl, and my tongue refuses to form words. Does she really want to go on a date with me? Me? Nilson wanted me to speak in D’Estranian to her, but I can’t even think. My cheeks scorch in embarrassment. Z, Y, X, W, V, U…

      Ingrid giggles and leans close to my ear. “And you don’t seem to be an arrogant prick like the rest. I doubt you even curse.”

      “M-Me? O-Oh, of course not. No, no, no.” I take a deep breath and allow courage to swell in my chest. “Shit. Damn. Asshole. Bitch. Cock. Fuck,” I whisper in D’Estranian.

      Ingrid’s eyes grow wide as silver coins before she bursts into laughter. She throws her entire head back and lets it all out. I had hoped speaking to Ingrid in her mother’s tongue would impress her. I didn’t expect to be cursing.

      “Goodbye, lovely princess,” I say in D’Estranian and place two fingers against my cheek.

      “Until we meet again.”

      Shimmering dust circles my wrist, where she touched me. I might never wash it again.
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Lilura

        

      

    

    
      The lull of the horse ride through the gray and chilly forest keeps my snakes sound asleep in my satchel. I found Obsidian, the entirely black beauty, slithering along the pebble beach when I was a child. It wasn’t too long after when Opal snuck into my room at the convent. Albino snakes never live long in the wild; it was as if she sought us out for protection. The two snakes have been inseparable ever since.

      Nilson demanded I bring the serpents along with us for my lesson today, but he won’t tell me where we are going. I follow the old man deeper and deeper into the woods, where the trees and vines grow thick and tangled, and the scent of salt is overpowered by dirt and pine. A carpet of soggy leaves and needles scatter the earth.

      Though the horse ride does wonders for my snakes, it allows me time to think. To ponder. To speculate. To worry about how the challenge is going…and how Ingrid’s enjoying the company of her suitors.

      She even has to go on a date with one of them tonight. I curse myself for helping her design all those slinky and sheer gowns. I assumed the suitors would be gone, and I would be the one enjoying the view. I know she loves me and won’t cheat, but I might have to drink a sleeping potion and a bottle of wine to make it through the night.

      We’ve been riding for almost an hour when Nilson finally tugs on the reins and stops. We’re in a clearing filled with only old tree stumps, low bushes, and saplings. My mind rings with an odd awareness. I roamed these woods as a child to practice sorcery—and I’m the cause of this clearing.

      “We’re near the convent,” I say, looking around.

      “Yes, it’s just northeast of here.” He points out to me. “Have you ever been in these woods?”

      “Many times,” I say, hopping down from my horse. I offer Nilson my hand. “What does it have to do with sorcery lessons?”

      “That, you will see,” Nilson says as I help him down and hand him his cane. “Thank you, Lilura. Now, let the snakes go free.”

      “Free?”

      “Yes, let them go. They’ll lead us to what we need.”

      I force a puff of air through my lips at his ever-cryptic instructions. He better know what he’s talking about because if Obsidian or Opal get hurt, I will strike Nilson down with his own cane. I unlatch the satchel and reach inside to find my smooth, scaly friends. My fingers first pull out Opal. Her pale body curls around my wrist as I stare into her reddish-pink eyes. After setting her on the forest floor, I reach for Obsidian and do the same.

      “We need your help, my lovelies,” I whisper to them.

      A bit of mist falls, and I pull the neck of my cloak tight as I wait for something to happen. Nilson swirls his cane in the air above the snakes for a few moments before they start to move. We follow, and the horses stay close behind. Nilson takes my hand as we step over vines and the crunchy remains of brambles to a steep, rocky area.

      On the other side of the hill, the snakes disappear behind a moss-covered boulder. Fear grips my chest in its prickly clutch as I scan the area for a sign of my pets. Not finding them, I drop to my knees and shove the rock. Its massive weight doesn’t budge. Nilson steps close and touches the bark of a tree, closing his eyes. With a rush of muddy water, the boulder glides away to reveal an entrance to a cool, damp cave. He must have sacrificed all of his body water to do that.

      I scramble to the horse for a canteen. “Here, drink!”

      Nilson shakes his head. Maybe he’s delirious from dehydration.

      “Please, drink some water!” I hold out the canteen.

      “You don’t always need to sacrifice yourself for magic. Watch.” Nilson points to the tree.

      Starting from the top, the needles turn rusty brown, and the branches creak and snap. The bark loses its color and cracks. With a slight nudge, Nilson pushes the dead tree over, now only good for a fire. Uncertainty sours my stomach. It’s the type of magic I used as a child.

      “With some practice, you should find this technique quite easy.”

      I nod, recalling the time I accidentally started a forest fire here when I was younger. Kariana covered for me, but I promised her I would cherish plants and all life forms from then on. Ever since, I only sacrificed my own comfort for magic.

      “I have much to teach you,” he says with a grin and sits, stretching out his leg. “But for now, I need you to go into the cave and bring out what you find.”

      I at least need to get my pets back, so I clench my teeth and crawl into the hole. It’s steep all the way to the floor. The massive cave houses dewy stalagmites and stalactites, and the sound of water trickles below. Lowering myself onto a ledge, I slide along in search of a way down. Finding nothing but the slick walls of the cave, I throw off my cloak in surrender.

      Unfurling my wings, I extend every muscle in a painful sort of pleasure. Tendons stretch like bowstrings as my white feathers ruffle into place. I brush my arms against the length of them and grin since I rarely stretch my wings to their full capacity. I fly off the ledge and deep into the dim cave, only bumping my wings or limbs against stalactites a few times before I get the hang of it. It’s incredibly freeing to use my wings in the cool, damp air.

      I used to fly in the forest when I was a child, but Kariana warned me to keep my wings hidden. She said although she loved me for who I was, the rest of Norella Isle and the world wouldn’t be so kind to an abandoned halfling. She never warned me about my harpy heart. I had to read about that on my own.

      Swooping near the floor of the cave where a stream of water drips and flows around the stalagmites, I spot Opal’s gleaming-white skin. She follows Obsidian along the stream. I crash to my feet and follow them on foot through the tunnels. According to mythology, the island is riddled with caves and tunnels because Norella’s lover, Kallan, dug them to sneak around with her behind Osmond’s back.

      Walking through the darkness until my arms grow prickly with goosebumps, I finally spot a tiny ray of daylight piercing the rocks. Obsidian and Opal slither faster toward it, and I have to take care on the slippery rocks to keep up.

      The bit of light illuminates curling green plants growing inside the cave. The fern-like spiral plants are abundant with leaves and grow thick in this area, despite the dim conditions. Obsidian and Opal circle my feet and coil around my ankles. Apparently, their work is done, so I return them safely to my satchel. Did Nilson bring me here just to find plants? What do they do?

      Plucking a few leaves, I give them a little sniff. Herbal and slightly sweet. For the love of Norella, how do these things grow in here? My mind races with ideas of fertile soil from bat droppings or nutrients dripping from the stalactites. Water. That must be it. It’s not good soil or nutrients. Norella’s sacred waters flow here somehow.

      I pick heaping armfuls of the fronds and fly toward the cave entrance. When I’m outside in the misty daylight, I squint to find Nilson standing there with a grin on his face.

      I hold out the plants. “Is this what we’re looking for?”

      “Yes. Your pets did a superb job!” Nilson’s smile falls away like a mask. “Now, let me tell you about the snake-leaves. Sit.”

      I grab my cloak and do so.

      “What you have in your arms is more powerful than the healing waters of Norella.”

      “Really?” My eyes grow wide as I stare at the plants. “What can they do?”

      “Let me first tell you how to use them.” He clears his throat and leans on his cane. “For an illness, the leaves may be ingested. For an injury, the leaves may be placed onto the wound like a bandage. Do you understand?”

      “I think so.” I stitch my brows together. “Like the sacred waters.”

      “Not exactly.”

      Nilson pulls the crystal handle away from his cane, revealing a hidden dagger. The blade glints in the daylight as he turns it in the air. My heart races with fear, and the muscles in my wings tense. I got what he wanted, and now he’s going to kill me because I’m a halfling. Nilson doesn’t come after me, though; he brings the blade up to his own throat and slices the wrinkly skin. He falls to the ground at once.

      “No!” I drop the plants and lunge for the bleeding man. “Nilson!”

      The blood bubbles and squirts from his neck as he gasps for air. Why would he do this? I hyperventilate, thinking of what to do. Fly him to the palace? Risk being discovered? Go to the convent for healing waters? They wouldn’t help on a mortal wound.

      The leaves! He said to place them on wounds like a bandage.

      I reach for the pile of spiral plants and pluck a handful of leaves. When I turn back toward Nilson, his eyes flutter closed as his gaping neck gurgles. With shaking hands, I place the snake-leaves on his wound and wait.

      “Kallan’s Daughters, please work!”

      The blood recedes into his neck, and the cut glows and closes without a scar. Nilson takes a deep, ragged breath and opens his eyes.

      “Thank Norella! Why would you do that?” I ask, crying and shaking his shoulders.

      “I needed to prove to you just how powerful these leaves truly are,” he says as I help him stand. I’m dumbfounded that he’s perfectly fine. “This is different from the simple healing waters. We must learn more about this potent form of magic before we can safely release it for public knowledge.”

      “How did you know about them?” I wipe the tears still clinging to my cheeks. “How did you know the snakes would find them?”

      A slight smile crosses the thin, wrinkled skin of his face. “How do you think I am so healthy at one-hundred-twelve years old?”

      My mouth falls open. I knew he was old but didn’t know he was older than Ingrid’s great-grandmother Sunniva.

      “I once had a little red snake; Ophidia was her name. She found the plants a little closer to the convent,” he says with a sigh. “I tested them on mice and seagulls. At that point, all I knew was that the leaves heal wounds very quickly.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I ran low, and it took Ophidia a while before she could find more. She died before I learned what else they could do. It took years of feeding them to mice before I understood their longevity benefits.”

      “So, you started eating them?”

      “Yes, but it was still too new to give to others with certainty.” A few tears escape his crystal-blue eyes before he continues. “But the pregnant queen grew ill. Her life was in danger. Norella’s sacred waters did nothing to ease her pain. She couldn’t eat anything; she looked like a skeleton with a swollen belly. Mother and baby were dying. The king was desperate. I was desperate.”

      I pat his back as he hangs his head.

      “I brewed her a tea with the leaves, hoping it would set things right. Heal whatever was wrong. Stop her from dying.” Nilson looks up at me, white as the moon. “It didn’t work. The queen died with the little prince inside.”

      This is the one thing Ingrid won’t speak about, possibly because King Rolf won’t speak about it to her. My heart aches with pity for Nilson.

      “King Rolf told me to leave, and I couldn’t argue. I was distraught and disappointed in myself.” Nilson shrugs and clasps his hands together. “So, I gathered as many of the plants as I could and fled the island. My goal was to figure out what went wrong and prove myself to the king.”

      “Did you ever meet your goal?”

      “Not yet. I need your help, Lilura. I need a wise, creative, young apprentice to help me figure out what happened to the queen so I can redeem myself.”
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      Lilura’s silence is palpable as she styles my hair for the date with Anders. Her mood hangs like static in the air between us. I thought she’d be pleased I chose a conservative white dress instead of a sheer one she designed. As I dab a little color onto my lips, Lilura tugs my hair hard.

      “Ouch!” I rub my scalp and glare at her. “Would you rather me send for my handmaids to help me get ready?”

      “No.” Lilura continues working her fingers to create an intricate braid. “That will not be necessary.”

      “LiLi, I know you’re upset about these dates, but it’s not my fault! You think I want to be alone with Anders?” I feign a gag. “At least some of the suitors failed the language test! Our plan is working!”

      I’m met with nothing but Lilura’s pursed lips, concentrated brows, and intense silence. I can’t stand her being angry with me. What will raise her spirits?

      “How was your lesson with Nilson today?” I ask.

      One side of her lip rises. “Wonderful. I’m excited to learn from him. Today he showed me the most incredible…” She trails off.

      “What was incredible?”

      “Oh, just Nilson’s deep well of knowledge.”

      LiLi’s holding something back, and I know not to push it. She’s already upset with me. But at least I have her here right now.

      I caress her hand. “That’s wonderful, LiLi. It must be lonely to be the only sorceress around. I’m grateful you have someone to teach you.”

      She doesn’t reply. When she finishes my hair, I sigh and stand to leave.

      “Wait,” Lilura says. She reaches into her cloak and presents a new vial of pearl dust. “For protection.”

      That brings a grin to my lips. Although I don’t like what she suffers to enchant the powder, it shows me she still cares.

      I let her dust the shimmery powder on my face, cleavage, and hair as I fidget and bounce on the balls of my feet. “I’m nervous about being in public with him. What will the citizens say?”

      “Don’t worry about the whispers, my love. You’re not that person anymore.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lilura grabs me and kisses me hard. I melt into her with ease now that she’s showing me some affection. She always makes me feel so safe. As we pull our lips away, my eyes travel down to the cleavage peeking out from the gap in her cloak. Heat builds between my legs. She giggles as she pulls her cloak shut and shakes her head.

      “I really don’t want to leave you for a silly date,” I say and bite my lip.

      “I know. Don’t have too much fun tonight.” Lilura winks and reaches for the bedsheet on the mirror. “Do you want to see how you look?”

      “No.” I play with the end of my white braid. “Especially now since I look more like the doppelgänger than ever.”

      “You look divine,” she says and hands me my white, crushed-velvet cloak.

      I set off to meet Anders, who said he would wait in the grand foyer. The scallop-shaped mirrors in the hallway reflect the flickering candles of the wall sconces. I sense a set of opaline eyes watching me, so I increase my pace. The doppelgänger appears in every mirror, mouth wide and silently screaming for my attention. Cold air stifles my breathing. My foot catches on an ornate carpet, and I stumble. Dashing down the stairs, I trip on the last tread and fall into Anders’ arms.

      “Hello, beautiful.” He helps me stand and studies my face while his hands linger a little too long on my waist. “Is someone nervous for our date?”

      “No,” I say, catching my breath. “I got spooked by something upstairs. I’ll be fine.”

      His eyes scan my gown before he helps me slip on my cloak. “You should’ve worn your dress from this morning. I rather enjoyed that one.”

      “I bet you did.” Rolling my eyes, I allow him to escort me outside to the carriage. “You should never feel entitled to see my body.”

      He chuckles. “When we’re married, I’ll see it as much as I want.”

      By Kallan’s Daughters. I have to bite my tongue to stay silent. Anders sits a little too close to me in the carriage, wrapping his arm around my shoulder, which feels more possessive than intimate. Marking his territory so soon?

      I eye him up: shoulder-length blond hair, square shoulders and jaw, sultry eyes and smile. My stomach swirls a bit because he’s exactly the type of man I liked prior to meeting Lilura. Overly confident and often terrible in bed.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask as we pass the downtown area of Sunniva City, leaving most of the famous eateries in our wake.

      “It’s a surprise.” Anders takes my hand. “Do you enjoy oysters?”

      “Yes.”

      “Perfect. I’ve heard they’re quite the aphrodisiac.”

      Here I go again, nearly biting a hole in my tongue. The road grows rocky and bumpy as we head north, and then I know exactly where he’s taking me. There’s a fancy restaurant, not too far from the convent, which is likewise built into the caves. The Cavern. From the outside, it appears to be a normal wooden building, but nature takes over once inside. Patrons walk through a tunnel to get to the dining area. In the back, the water perfectly reflects the stalactites on the ceiling, giving the appearance of an enormous, never-ending cave.

      The restaurant has been around since before my grandparents forbid disturbing the caves and tunnels. Places like The Cavern and the Convent of Norella were “grandfathered” into keeping their buildings.

      When the carriage halts, Anders takes my hand and leads me inside. I keep my eyes trained on the floor as we pass the finely dressed staff and enter the dining area. The candles and chandeliers flicker, making the damp walls of the cave sparkle. Even in my peripheral vision, I can sense the patrons staring at me. Their chatter echoes in the cave as Anders guides me to a candlelit table next to the water.

      “I heard great things about this place. Do you come here often?” he asks, pulling out my chair.

      “Thank you.” I sit and play with the edge of the white tablecloth. “No, not often. I was here for my parents’ anniversary many years ago.”

      “Are we near the Convent of Norella?” he asks as he sits across from me.

      “Yes, it’s not too—”

      “Princess Ingrid!” the waiter says, pressing his fingers to his plump brown cheek. I wish he hadn’t said my name so loudly. “Welcome back to The Cavern! We’re honored to have royalty in our presence. May I offer you a glass of wine?”

      “Yes,” Anders says before I can answer. “We’ll have the Chardonnay.”

      “Perfect, I will be right back.”

      My eyes wander after our waiter and meet many patrons staring back at me. One woman points to her skin and giggles while twinkling her fingertips. Another couple snickers and sneers. I snap my gaze back to Anders, who I catch staring at my cleavage.

      He slowly returns his eyes to mine but makes no apology. “Princess, may I tell you a story?”

      I shrug.

      “When I was a young boy, I got lost in the Dark Forest of Jorsti for three days. My parents worried I’d been kidnapped by halflings.” Anders shivers with disgust on his face. “Thankfully, that’s not what happened. But when our knights found me, I was very sick. Pneumonia. It was syrups made from Norella’s sacred waters that healed me.”

      “I’m sorry you were sick, but I do enjoy hearing tales of how our water helps people.”

      “Do your people really believe they are Norella’s tears or something?”

      “Not everyone believes in the gods. Some say the water is the perfect mix of nutrients and minerals,” I say. “But the priestesses maintain that when Osmond discovered Norella’s betrayal, he had her locked away under the island. She cries for her children, the waves and the rains, and, some say, for Kallan.”

      “And those tears are the sacred waters?” he ponders, touching his chin. “Interesting.”

      The waiter returns and pours our wine. He asks for our order, and again, Anders speaks for me. Oysters for an appetizer with fish and asparagus for our main course.

      “I would love to see the source of the spring. It must be magical,” he says, handing the menus to our waiter. “Will you give me a tour of the convent and spring after dinner?”

      “I’m sorry, Prince Anders, but only priestesses are allowed inside the Sacred Spring.” I sip my wine. “Good choice, this is delicious.”

      “Surely the princess can break a few rules?” he asks with a wicked grin. “I’d love to see where the water comes from.”

      I shake my head and take another drink of wine. Anders deflates and looks off into the cave’s reflection, clearly disappointed. We’re both quiet for a few long moments as I tap my fingernails against the glass.

      “Surely, someone other than the priestesses has seen the spring?”

      “Are you really still asking about this?” I raise my eyebrow. “Actually, the only non-priestesses to ever see the spring were the high priests, but my father banished the last one and never replaced him.”

      “Nilson, Prince Soren’s advisor?” he asks, leaning forward.

      “Yes.”

      “If that old bag of bones could see the spring, why not me? Come on, just sneak me in. I’ll forever be grateful.” He pouts his full lips and bats his eyelashes.

      “No, and please stop asking. There are other things we can talk about.”

      “Yes.” Anders looks me straight in the eyes. “Like how you’ll need to learn some obedience before becoming my wife.”

      My jaw drops in shock, and I take a moment of blinking to recover. “Do you really think I’m going to marry you?”

      “Of course,” he says with a smirk. “Your father wishes to avoid war with the empire, yes? So be a good girl. Take me to the convent, and later, you’ll wear the gift I gave you.” He reaches to brush my shoulder with his hand. “I, of course, will have you before the wedding night.”

      I slap his hand away, burst from my chair, and pour my glass of wine onto his lap. “This date is over.”

      The eyes of all the other patrons follow me as I storm out of the cave. The coachman cocks his head and twists his brows when I approach the carriage alone.

      “I’m not feeling well, so Prince Anders has made separate arrangements. Would you please take me home to the palace?”

      He nods, helps me into the carriage, and drives away. I can’t believe Oskar invited such an arrogant pig to court me. Was I really once attracted to men like that? And what was his obsession with the Sacred Spring?

      I can’t believe I had to leave Lilura to spend an evening with Anders. Thoughts of Lilura give me an idea as the carriage gets closer to town. I ask the coachman to stop at a boutique on our way back so I can buy some gifts for LiLi. I want to cheer her up.

      Once inside the palace, I make my way up the grand staircase. I need to wash this night off my skin with a hot bath with Lilura.

      “Ingrid, is that you?” Tia asks, cracking the door to the royal chambers. “Home so soon? How was your date with Prince Anders?”

      I shrug and walk toward her, glad she wants to talk to me. “Horrible. He’s an asshole.”

      “Ingrid!” Tia gasps as she tugs me inside and slams the door. “Don’t speak like that!”

      “Well, it’s the truth.”

      “Ingrid.” She groans, rubbing her temples.

      I set my bag of gifts on the floor and plop onto the chaise lounge in the antechamber. I help myself to one of Tia’s lemon drop candies, which makes my lips pucker. Tia crosses her arms and tilts her head.

      “What?” I ask with a laugh. “I certainly won’t be marrying that pig.”

      “You should seriously reconsider,” Tia says in the most serious voice I’ve ever heard come from her mouth. “He’s a Jorsti prince. An alliance would be worth its weight in sacred water!”

      “Well, if you had been with me on the date, you’d understand why I had to do what I did.”

      Tia narrows her green eyes. “What did you do?”

      “I poured wine on his lap and left him at The Cavern,” I say, making myself laugh as I recall his shocked face.

      “What? How will he get back?”

      “Oh, come on! Lilura would laugh. Don’t worry, I’m sure such a powerful and wealthy man like Anders can easily find a way back to the palace.”

      “I’ve held my tongue because I am not your mother, but enough of your childish pranks! This isn’t just your life, Ingrid; it’s the people of Norella Isle at stake! Do you want to go to war with Jorsti over a bad date?” Tia rushes to the door. “I’ll send a carriage to fetch him, but you will apologize to Anders!”

      That’s unlikely. I grab my bag and watch the step-queen descend the grand staircase before I head for the tower to find Lilura. She’ll think it’s funny.
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Lilura

        

      

    

    
      My skin tingles at Ingrid’s approach. Yellow wisps of amusement tickle the back of my throat; she’s giggling. I scramble to put away my experiment on the snake-leaves. Nilson said until we know all of the snake-leaves’ secrets, we must keep them secret.

      “Knock, knock,” Ingrid says as she slips into my room with a gift bag. “What are you working on?”

      “Finishing up.” I try to organize the rest of my desk, shuffling notes and crystals and bottles around, but it’s no use, Ingrid’s accustomed to my clutter. I stop to massage my temples. “I’ve been working all evening. I’m ready for sleep.”

      “Maybe something in here will relax you.” She kisses my cheek and hands me the bag.

      Inside is a bottle of scented oil, a box of gourmet chocolates, a bottle of wine, and a lacy nightgown. She’s trying to seduce me.

      “How would you like a massage with that oil?” Ingrid grabs my waist from behind and kisses my neck.

      I can only release a moan for an answer. A pink wave of desire washes through her and crashes hard into me. My eyes flutter as I grow warm all over.

      “I need you, LiLi,” she whispers, raising goosebumps down my neck. “I don’t usually put out on a first date, but I’ll make an exception for you.” She giggles so deeply it almost sounds like a moan.

      I arch my back as she caresses my breasts. Everything I learned from my experiments and lessons floats from my mind like birds taking to the sky, and I try to catch them. Ingrid is my all-consuming weakness, but this work is important.

      I push her hands away and turn around, making orange drips of confusion trickle in her mind. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “I’m exhausted.”

      “Oh.” Ingrid’s shoulders drop, but she looks up with her adorable eyes and takes my hand. “Will you at least hold me? I saw the doppelgänger again, and my date with Anders was awful!”

      Sadness, loneliness, and horniness still swirl in her thoughts. I cannot fix Ingrid’s problems without losing my hard work. I know if I just “hold her,” we’ll end up making love anyway.

      I roll my eyes and gesture toward the door. “Goodnight.”

      “I’ll be quiet and let you sleep, I promise!” Ingrid pouts and studies me. “Are you still angry with me?”

      “No.” I lower my gaze to the floor.

      “But you are! LiLi, please don’t be upset about the dates! I can’t help that the suitors want to marry me!”

      “They don’t want you,” I nearly spit out the words. “You are nothing to them. They want the wealth and power of Norella Isle! You just happen to be the key to it. How do you not see that?”

      Ingrid’s sea-blue eyes well with tears. I immediately regret what I said as my heart rips in two—mimicking hers. Kallan’s Daughters. Her lip trembles. I reach out as she backs away.

      “Do you still want me?” she asks so quietly, the wind howling around the tower nearly drowns her out.

      “Of course!” I take a step closer but hesitate to touch her. “You know I love you! It’s just, I’m still mourning and going crazy about the thought of you with someone else. I need to focus on my studies.”

      Ingrid swallows and nods, exiting the room without a word. Her mind grows silent even before she’s down the spiral stairs, cutting me off without knowing it.

      “Ingrid!” I hang over the railing and shout, but she’s already out of sight.

      I sink to the floor and press my hand against my chest. Painful, rapid heartbeats slam against my palm, making it a struggle to breathe. This is just like what happened when I first soared for her at the convent. This time, though, my heart is angry with me.

      Harpies mate for life. When we meet our one true soulmate, our hearts soar. It pounds inside our chest with a horrible pain until we kiss, making the pain ease. Then, once a couple has sex, the bond is permanent. They know each other’s thoughts and emotions. They cannot love another, and if one dies, the other dies too.

      But that’s when a harpy loves another harpy. I’m in uncharted waters, having fallen for a human.

      If I hadn’t already studied the convent’s very few books about halflings, I would have thought I was dying during Ingrid’s priestess initiation. When she locked eyes with me across the Grotto, my heart soared. I truly didn’t think it would be possible for me to ever soar for a human, yet there she was, the most beautiful person I had ever laid eyes on with an even more beautiful soul. At that moment, my heart belonged to her.

      I know I’m incapable of ever loving someone else, but it nearly kills me to know Ingrid, as a human, could fall for someone new with ease. She had multiple lovers and flings before me. I know she cares for me now, but for how long?

      I sweep away the tears streaming down my face and pick myself up. I need to study. I need to work. If Ingrid does drop me from her life, I need to be prepared to take care of myself. I set up some experiments with the portion of leaves Nilson gave me but cannot get Ingrid out of my mind.

      I should’ve comforted her. I know the doppelgänger scares her. Maybe I’ll ask Viviana about it tomorrow. I owe her a visit, and she might have insight as to what it means since the vision has been taking the form of a mermaid, the halflings of the sea.
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      Early morning, I travel to the convent and, through the whispery fog, spot a handful of hirdmenn stationed outside. There’s even a naval ship anchored just outside the Grotto, which looks more like a ghost ship floating in a cloud of mist. It does raise my spirits that the king has taken such measures to protect my sisters.

      I approach the steps leading to the convent, but a hirdmann with a long red pony-tail and broad shoulders stops me. “What’s your business here?” she asks, clearly unaware of who I am.

      “I am Lilura, a Priestess of Norella, here to visit Viviana.”

      “Visit?” She tilts her head. “Shouldn’t you live here if you’re a priestess?”

      “I used to, but now I live at the palace as a handmaid to the princess.”

      “Ohhh,” the hirdmann draws out as she nods. “You’re that priestess.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I still have to search you.”

      “Fine,” I say, spreading my arms and legs wide.

      The hirdmann pats my clothing, and I nearly scream in pain when she touches my back. Gritting my teeth, I allow her to check my shoes and pockets. She finds a small sachet in my cloak and sniffs it.

      “Tea from the palace,” I explain.

      She returns it and lets me pass. My boots help me tread carefully down the slick steps, damp with morning mist. I enter an empty Grotto and pass the Resting Cave where Kariana still rests upon the altar. I stop to talk to her for a few moments and whisper prayers to Norella. The convent is quiet this early in the morning, but Viviana is an early bird like me. She’ll probably be buried deep in a book with a cup of coffee and surrounded by candlelight.

      I stroll into the library and find her just so. “Good morning, High Priestess,” I say and rest two fingers against my cheek.

      She snaps her head up with eyes wide. “Lilura? I’m so glad you’re here, my little bird.”

      We hug—a squeezing bear hug—and she pours me a cup of coffee.

      “How are you holding up?” I ask and blow the steaming liquid.

      “Although I’ll continue to weep more tears than Norella herself for Kariana, I think I’m coming to peace with her absence.” She takes a deep breath and sweeps a curly brownish-gray lock of hair from her forehead. “It’s the other women I’m concerned about. They’re filled with fear and uncertainty. I can’t offer them comfort.”

      “Still no progress on finding the murderer?”

      “No. It’s like they vanished into the storm. Ceto was stationed at the entrance and didn’t see anything.” Viviana shakes her head but looks at me with a pleased smile. “I’m so happy you checked up on us, though.”

      “To be honest, that’s not the only reason I came by.” I reach into my cloak and retrieve the sachet of snake-leaves. “It’s these.”

      “What about them?” She lifts some of the leaves.

      “I trust your judgment and wanted to know your thoughts. These leaves contain an immense amount of magic—more powerful than the healing waters of Norella. Nilson showed me that they can heal mortal wounds in mere moments.”

      Viviana stares wide-eyed at me. “Is this true?”

      “Yes. I need to perform more experiments to discover their full power, but I’ve witnessed them stop death with my own eyes.”

      “No.” She shudders and pushes the leaves back into my hand. “I don’t like the sound of this. It’s too much power for people to possess.”

      Part of me wants to agree with her, but part of me is still excited about the leaves. “Think of the good they could do.”

      “And think of the bad,” Viviana whispers, leaning close to my face. “The healing waters of Norella are a blessing, but these leaves feel like a curse. To have power over death is inhuman and could upset the gods. The circle of life is one of the few truths in this world.”

      “But—”

      “Lilura,” she says, tilting her head and boring her deep brown eyes into mine. “You know I’m proud of your accomplishments…but be careful. You’re only tolerated at the palace because of Princess Ingrid. You could be banished should these leaves cause harm to anyone. Plus, if they contain the power you speak of, war and destruction will be the outcome.”

      I ponder over her words and cannot come up with an argument. Viviana is the wisest woman I know. The leaves, although exciting, do make me a bit uneasy.

      Viviana touches my hand. “I just want the best for you. If kingdoms get upset about the price of healing waters, they might go to war for the power you speak of within these leaves. It must be something ancient, something of the gods.”

      “This power isn’t meant for us.” I nod in concession and burn the leaves in the flame of the candle one-by-one. I’m a little down, but I trust her wisdom. “Do you want me to stay and help comfort the priestesses?”

      She gives me a soft smile, which lifts the crow’s-feet around her teary eyes. “No, my darling. I understand more than anyone how difficult things must be for you right now with things at the palace. How’s your heart?”

      “I have my moments. Quite self-destructive moments. Ingrid and I fought last night.” I sigh and shake my head. “I feel terrible and want to help her with something. She’s been haunted by a doppelgänger in watery and reflective surfaces. Do you know anything about them? Or why hers took the form of a mermaid?”

      “Hmm. I know doppelgängers can be harbingers of bad luck, but the mermaid form is different from anything I’ve read. An omen, maybe? It could mean the sea is dangerous.”

      “That’s what I told her.”

      “Or, somebody brought here by the sea is dangerous—one of her suitors perhaps? I wouldn’t worry too much. Princess Ingrid’s psyche is just playing tricks on her during this time of stress. She needs you now more than ever, Lilura.”

      “Thank you. I just hope she forgives me for last night.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she will; I’ve seen how the princess looks at you,” Viviana says and sips her coffee. “Kariana and I were so happy for you to find love but did worry about the princess getting married someday. We had hoped…” She trails off and lowers her gaze from mine.

      “Hoped what?”

      “Oh, we had hoped to tell you this together. I suppose now I’ll have to do this alone. I can’t keep this knowledge any longer.” Viviana takes a deep breath and adjusts her navy-blue robes. “Kariana and I didn’t just find you as a baby like we always said. There were many reasons we hid the truth from you, but the main one was because your mother asked us to.”

      My heart falls into my stomach, and my head grows light. “What? My mother?”

      “Years after The War of the Halflings, the Jorsti Empire continued to spread their evil propaganda and declared war on any kingdom who protected halfings. Despite having magical abilities, their small numbers made them vulnerable. Any leftover halfling communities—many hiding underground in the caves—were hunted and killed. Also, halfling sympathizers were targeted.”

      “Sympathizers?”

      “Yes, people who may have hidden halflings to protect them or who may have had relationships with them. People like your mother.”

      I stand in shock and stumble backward into a bookshelf. “You mean? My mother was human?”

      “Yes. She came to us for help after your father was executed.” Viviana guides me to my seat, where I tremble. “Kariana and I helped her hide during her pregnancy and were midwives for your birth.”

      My head sways in shock. “What was her name?” I ask in desperation.

      Viviana pats my arm. “Lilura.”

      Hot tears pour from my eyes. “She gave me her name? Why didn’t she want me?”

      “Oh, darling, she did!” Viviana wraps me in her embrace. “I’m sorry, but she passed away. Successful mating between humans and halflings is quite rare to begin with, but when it does happen, it’s dangerous. No amount of healing waters would save her. She asked us to protect you and to give you her locket—a gift from your father.”

      I play with my locket and ask, “But why did she want you to lie to me?” My words barely make it from my mouth before I remembered something I once read about harpies. “Oh.”

      “Yes. She wanted us to protect you until you were old enough to understand. When a human and halfling are able to reproduce, their offspring is…well, sterile.”

      Like a mule. I may have learned I’m half-human, but I feel even less so now. Not that I ever wanted children who would suffer a life of pain to hide their wings, but the option was there.

      I pull my chin down to my chest and close my eyes. This is too much.

      “Kariana and I were prepared to tell you in the event you fell in love with a man. Then your heart soared for Ingrid, and we didn’t know what to do. But that’s not the only thing I wanted to tell you.”

      I glare at her from under my brows. “What do you mean? I’m not sure I can handle any more information right now. What else?”

      “You’ve studied harpies because I allowed you to, but many materials written about harpies, centaurs, mermaids, and satyrs were forbidden and either hidden or destroyed long ago. I don’t want your heart to break over Ingrid.” She touches my hand and looks at me with tears in her eyes. “There may be one way you can protect it.”

      In response, my heart crashes against my ribs as if saying no. I hold my hand over my chest. “There is? How?” I ask in a hoarse, whispery voice.

      “After years of researching the gods and halflings, I found something.”

      Viviana strides to the bookshelf and takes down a large book. She returns to her seat and opens it, revealing that it’s not a book at all but a place to hide items. Inside the hollowed-out book are small scrolls. They’re old, stained, and tattered.

      Viviana starts counting. “Hmm, one’s missing. I’ll have to ask Ceto about this. No one’s supposed to touch these besides me.”

      “What are those?”

      “My not-so-secret collection of forbidden scrolls about the gods, halflings, and curses.” She dumps them out of the hollowed book. “And Lilura, please don’t tell anyone about them, or they may get confiscated.”

      She lifts a single scroll from the book and pushes the rest toward me. I scramble through them in a frenzy, excited to read new information. Some are about halflings, like a charm for mermaids to walk on land for a day. Others are more permanent, like a spell which grants a centaur a human body. The others are difficult summoning spells for the gods.

      “This one,” Viviana pauses to hold out the scroll she kept, “could help you if things get bad with Ingrid. It’s a ritual you can perform to break your bond without you dying.”

      My heart sinks at the mere thought, and sadness claws at my throat. I don’t want to leave my temptress ever. I always blame Ingrid for having too many emotions for me to handle, but right now, it’s my own emotions that are battling inside and making me want to tear my skin apart. I focus on steady breathing as I grip the wooden table.

      Viviana rubs my hunched shoulders. “Just take the scroll as a precaution. I don’t want your heart breaking, my little bird.”

      I try to control my emotions, but I cannot fathom life without Ingrid.

      “Now is not the time to make a decision,” Viviana says. “I only wanted you to have access to it. You know how magic works. Always with a price and never easy. This curse will break your bond, but it may render both of your hearts useless. It could change a person and should only be used if absolutely necessary.”

      When I finally have a clear head, I furrow my brows at Viviana. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before? My parents? The curse? Why keep these things secret from me?”

      “We didn’t keep secrets to hurt you. Kariana and I wanted to find the best time—”

      “There’s no best time for something like this! No best time to reveal you’ve been lying about who I am my whole life! Nilson doesn’t lie to me. Look.” I show her my smooth, brown hands. “Clean. Unburnt. No crystal splinters. In one day, Nilson has shown me so much. I shouldn’t have destroyed those leaves; he trusts me with his life’s work.”

      “You barely know him,” Viviana says in a calm voice. “We were only trying to protect you. There are just some things in this world we must be careful with. Like your heart.”

      I get up without finishing my coffee.

      “Lilura, wait,” she says. “I’m sorry!”

      She begs me to stay as I leave the library, but her words float around me in a foggy haze. I’ve learned too much today. My mother was human, and it is possible to break my bond with Ingrid. What would I do without her?

      When I leave the convent, the sun cuts through the fog and warms my skin, but inside is nothing but icy numbness. I return to the palace with the roll of parchment clutched in my grip.
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      Fireworks burst into glittering sprays of light against the backdrop of night as the crowd cheers. If sailing the wild Styrmir Sea wasn’t difficult enough, steering small sailboats in the dark with nearly half the population of Norella Isle watching will be impossible. King Rolf is clearly only thinking about creating a spectacular show for his kingdom—not about the possibility of dead suitors. If Princess Ingrid is trying to eliminate us, this is the way to do it, I suppose.

      Watching through the window of the Verskelli Sommerhaus, I count the seconds between the thunderous claps of the firework display like a child might during a lightning storm. Nilson told me this cottage near the shore and harbor was a favorite getaway for Queen Sunniva. Although small compared to the palace, it’s beautifully decorated. There’s a lavish banquet table set with all sorts of seafood for us suitors, but my knotted stomach prevents me from eating a thing. My brother-in-law, Martin, would tell a joke and help me calm down if he were here. But I’m alone and must resort to counting the number of windows or candles around the room.

      I sip on some tea while the other suitors drink beer with the king. I need to keep a clear head even though I’m a skilled sailor. Nilson urged me to talk to King Rolf during this little “pre-challenge banquet” he’s throwing for us, but I haven’t been able to speak a single word to him because Anders hasn’t left the king’s side. The two are quite friendly with one another, chatting and laughing for the past half-hour.

      I think Anders’ date with the princess must have gone better than Nilson led on. Ingrid’s handmaid told him the date was awful. If that’s the case, it doesn’t show one bit by Anders’ demeanor. Nilson was probably just trying to make me feel better about my chances…or lack thereof. If Anders can’t win over the princess, the rest of us don’t stand a chance.

      A hand slaps my upper back, and I nearly choke on my tea. “Isn’t this something?” Jensen, the tall man with a serious face, asks while gazing out the window with me.

      “It certainly is,” I agree. “Do you enjoy sailing?”

      “No. D’Estrana is landlocked. I’ve been on small boats on the river, but nothing like this. My advisor tried to help me study sailboats today.” He gulps and stares at the rough sea, reflecting the fireworks. “I’m not sure if studying will be enough.”

      At first, my confidence swells because I’ve been sailing my entire life, but I’m deeply worried about unskilled men out on this water tonight. I look around the drawing room we’re in and spot a desk in the corner.

      “Here!” I steer Jensen toward the desk and grab some parchment. “Let me give you some tips, so you don’t die.”

      The deep skin of his face pales a shade at my bluntness. “D-Die?”

      I sketch out and label the parts of the ship along with some instructions for adjusting the sails and rigs.

      “What are you doing?” a voice asks from behind us.

      Jensen and I both whirl around to find Anders, who cranes his neck to study the drawing.

      “You’re helping him? Why?” he asks with a slight grin on his face.

      “It’s going to be dangerous out there,” I answer. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      “That’s half the fun.” Anders steps a little closer to us and stands tall. “If someone dies, that’s one less man in the way of me and my bride.”

      Jensen and I exchange shocked looks before someone taps a knife against a glass, stealing our attention.

      “Gentlemen, it is time to head to the docks,” Oskar announces and gestures for us to leave the cottage.

      As we march out, the crowd goes wild from where they watch on wooden bleachers near the harbor. The noise disorients me, and I keep my head down as we make it to the docks. Z, W, X, W, V, U… I can’t focus on my letters, so I begin counting steps. I sure hope the wind and water muffles the cheers once I’m out there on the sea.

      Waiting on the docks is Ingrid, who has red, puffy eyes. Is she nervous for us? She greets all of the men one-by-one before they head to their boats. When it’s my turn, she surprises me by taking my hands.

      “Good luck, Prince Soren,” she whispers. “Please be careful out there.”

      “I will, Princess Ingrid.”

      Servants lead us toward the boats. As we pass, a group of people begins cheering, “Anders the Auden!”

      Anders’ face lights up at the moniker as he waves to them. Auden was the son of Freyska, the goddess of love. He was so beautiful that he fell into the sea while admiring his own reflection and drowned. The name works incredibly well for Anders’ arrogance, but I’m sure they’re calling him that for his looks. The king loves Anders, the people love him…how could Ingrid not fall for him too?

      Our sailboats each have a different color flame lit atop the mast. I shake my head. Well, that’s safe. Anders has a red flame. Jensen has green. Rorric has yellow. Ulfred has purple. I have blue. That’s a good sign; my favorite color. I climb aboard my boat and wait for further instructions.

      Near the Sommerhaus on the cliff is a viewing platform where Ingrid sits next to her father. Her hair is luminous even in the dark. The queen’s seat remains empty tonight. Some of the palace staff take seats and relax to watch the event while others serve hors d’oeuvres and drinks. I don’t see the pretty, pink-haired handmaid by Ingrid’s side. Lilura, I think, is her name. If they’re so close, where is she tonight? Maybe she’s still with Nilson; I don’t see him either.

      When the king stands, the crowd hushes. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to this sailing challenge we are hosting in honor of Princess Ingrid’s birthday!”

      The crowd applauds as we begin unmooring our sailboats from the docks. I prep my rigs and sails. The sea breeze whips spray and salt in my face, and I look out at the water of the Styrmir Sea. We’re supposed to sail around Norella’s Crown, a series of tiny islands in the distance where the lighthouse is located.

      The waves are white-capped with seafoam, and certainly, there’s a wicked current churning below. I crane my neck to spot Jensen, whose eyes scan my drawing to decipher what to do next. The king continues speaking, but I blow a little whistle and catch Jensen’s attention.

      I mime which ropes and pulleys he should prepare, and he follows suit. At least he’ll be able to cast off. While Jensen follows my lead, I notice Ulfred copying our moves as well. How many of these men have never sailed before? My skin grows cold with fear for their safety out on this wild and unforgiving sea.

      When the king finishes speaking to his people, Oskar steps onto the docks with a servant.

      “Gentlemen, you are to sail around the lighthouse on Norella’s Crown and back to prove to Princess Ingrid you are a capable sailor. Good luck!”

      The servant produces a large conch shell from behind his back and announces, “On your marks! Get set!” He blasts the conch like a horn which pierces through the cheers.

      We cast off. Having been prepared, my sailboat glides quickly from the harbor and into the open sea. I am at the lead by a longshot. The motion of the sea below, the salt water splashing on deck, the stars twinkling above, and the breeze whipping my hair are all welcome distractions from my anxiety. I take my time, for it is not a race but a test. We just need to make it back to stay in the running for Ingrid’s hand. No one’s close behind me, not even Anders the Auden.

      I close my eyes and enjoy the ride. Not too much farther, and I’ll be at Norella’s Crown. The lighthouse looms over rocks and stands firm against the harsh sea spray. This is almost too easy.

      A blast explodes overhead, and I hit the deck in fear. I stand when I realize it’s just the fireworks. Are they seriously still shooting them? And toward the water? The realization hits me. They’re trying to light up the show for the crowd.

      This takes the relaxation out of sailing for me. The bright, sparkling explosions impair my vision while the thunderous claps disorient me. In my distraction, Anders has gained on me. I take a wide berth around the jagged and dangerous rocks of the Crown. It slows me down and allows Anders to pass, but I don’t care. Better safe than sorry.

      A little red dinghy anchored next to the small lighthouse island rocks against the rough waves. The lighthouse keeper must either be an excellent rower or completely fearless. Getting nearer, I study the beautiful white lighthouse adorned with a single navy-blue nautilus. The steady flashing light is bright and true.

      When I look back, Jensen has followed my lead, but Ulfred’s ship sails straight for Norella’s Crown. Barnacles. He’s not taking into consideration the rocks just under the surface of the water. I jump and wave my arms wildly to get his attention, but he doesn’t change course or worse—can’t. What should I do? I can’t just let him crash and drown. Anders doesn’t take notice nor care as he rounds the rocks and begins sailing back toward the harbor. Hyperventilating, I grip the helm hard. I must help Ulfred.

      I jibe the sails so quickly the boat nearly capsizes and race toward Ulfred. I pass by Jensen closely enough to shout and signal to him. “KEEP GOING!” I wave him on. “GIVE THE CROWN A WIDE BERTH!”

      Jensen nods and continues as I head toward Ulfred, whose ship runs aground the rocks before I can reach him.

      My shouts don’t reach his ears through the heavy wind and crashing waves. Norella’s daughters are being quite naughty tonight. I’m careful near the rocks, studying the patterns of the waves to determine where the rocks lie hidden. Before I know it, Ulfred’s ship has capsized. Even the purple flame atop his mast has been snuffed by the sea. I steer toward his sailboat, wary of the shallows swirling with seafoam.

      “Ulfred?” I shout into the darkness. “Are you there?”

      “Soren? Help me!” he shouts and waves one arm in the air while the other hangs onto the hull. “Please! I can’t swim.”

      I sail dangerously close to the rocks. How do I help him? Every wave threatens to capsize my boat too. Grabbing a rope and a life ring, I toss them toward him. He hesitates to lunge for it and misses his chance as the waves shove the ring back to me.

      “I can’t get any closer!” I shout, spotting the jagged rocks through the white-capped waves. “You have to grab onto the ring!”

      “I can’t swim!” Ulfred says, out of breath as I draw in the rope and ring.

      “THEN YOU BETTER LEARN FAST!” I shout and prepare to throw the ring again. “OR WE’LL BOTH BE DEAD! JUMP!”

      Ulfred takes a few deep breaths and dives—or more belly-flops—for the ring. He slips under the water’s surface for a heart-stopping moment but thrashes through the rough waves and grabs ahold the life preserver. I tug the rope with all my might and pull the sopping-wet Ulfred to safety on deck.

      “Thank you!” he says and flops to his back.

      Once I know he’s fine, I get us away from the shallows and sail around Norella’s Crown, turning toward the harbor.

      “Do you need any help?” he asks after he catches his breath.

      I roll my eyes at him. “No. Stay where you are.”

      The fireworks continue to blast, but even more so now that Anders’ red-flamed ship has reached the docks. Well, good for him. Rorric and Jensen are nearly there as well. I’m a much better sailor and gain on them quickly, but the head-start they gained when I stopped to help Ulfred wins out. When they each reach the harbor, more fireworks blast.

      I arrive not far behind. Fireworks explode overhead, and the crowd goes wild. As I dock, with Ulfred attempting to help, it’s hard not to notice a majority of the crowd staring at my sailboat. Are they cheering for me? I came in last.

      We toss ropes to the servants on the dock. The noise from the fireworks and crowd becomes disorienting. I close my eyes for a moment and recite the alphabet backward to help ground my nerves. Before exiting the ship, Ulfred jumps in front of me and grabs my shoulders.

      “Thank you for rescuing me,” he says with tears in his eyes. “You could’ve won but chose to turn around. Now that I’ve lost my chance to marry the princess, I truly hope it’s you. You saved my life, Soren.”

      “I couldn’t leave you behind with a clear conscience.”

      With that, he pulls me into a hug, causing the crowd to erupt again with applause, though I’m not sure why. We step onto the docks and head uphill toward the viewing platform where the king and princess wait. The walk seemingly takes forever, with the loud cheers and fireworks overstimulating my senses. I focus on counting my steps. One, two, three…thirty-five.

      I’m nervous to see Ingrid. Although I didn’t lose, I still came in far behind Anders. My mouth goes dry. Or was it already like that from the salt on the sea? Technically, I’m still in the competition, but will she still consider me?

      We’re nearly to the platform, and I fall a few steps behind the other suitors and their advisors. Where’s mine? Z, Y, X, W, V, U, T, S, R, Q, P…

      “You sailed magnificently,” Nilson says from behind me.

      I turn to offer him my arm and smile. “You watched? I didn’t see you before we cast off.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it! I’m so proud of you. You were spectacular!”

      My shoulders deflate. “I came in last, Nilson.”

      “But the crowd loves you.”

      Arriving onto the platform with my head held down, Nilson pats my back. I jerk in surprise when the king grabs my shoulder. Nilson slinks out of sight to avoid the king’s palpable wrath.

      “Prince Soren,” King Rolf begins, “you are an interesting young man. Choosing to save a rival suitor at the risk of wrecking your own boat.”

      “I couldn’t leave him behind. He would’ve drowned before a rescue ship could be launched.”

      “I think it was very brave.” Ingrid steps beside me, making my anxiety melt a little. “Father, since I already went on a date with the winner, Anders, might I go with Soren next?”

      My breathing stops. Me? A date with me? I’m sure the king won’t agree. Rorric and Jensen still beat me back to the harbor.

      “As you wish, my dove.” He kisses her cheek and walks away to greet people.

      A celebration of sorts has started amongst the Norella Islanders with drinks, laughter, and even music, but Ingrid still lingers at my side when Jensen wraps me in a hug.

      “Thank you!” he says, opening his palm to reveal the notes I gave him. “This was a lifesaver. Oh,” he pauses when he realizes Ingrid’s presence and nods to her. “I’m sorry for interrupting, Princess Ingrid.”

      “It’s alright, Jensen.” She smiles at him and at the parchment. “You sailed very well.”

      When he leaves, she tilts her head at me. “You helped both Jensen and Ulfred? Why?”

      “I needed to. They didn’t know how to sail. There was no other option for me.”

      She studies me for a moment before saying, “I look forward to our date tomorrow.”

      “M-Me too,” I say with a grin crossing my face.

      I open my mouth to speak again when shouts come from the other end of the viewing platform. A few of Ingrid’s handmaids and some palace staff members surround a hirdmann. He tries to reach the king, but the whispers spread like wildfire through the crowd. Something about a priestess.

      Ingrid gasps and bends at the knees. I grab her elbow to keep her from fainting. Oskar helps lead a path for the hirdmann. The man must be the captain because his uniform is more highly decorated than any others I’ve seen.

      When the hirdmann reaches King Rolf, he says, “Your Highness, a priestess has gone missing. I suggest we end this event and send everyone home to safety while we perform a search.”

      “Yes,” King Rolf says. “Have your hirdmenn—”

      “Wait! Who?” Ingrid’s voice comes out weak and shaky. “Sir Tomer, who’s missing?”

      “It’s High Priestess Viviana,” Sir Tomer says in a hushed voice. “No one can find her.”

      Ingrid slumps into my arms but springs forward at the sight of Lilura. “LiLi!” she shouts and hugs her handmaid as King Rolf and Oskar address the crowd.

      I stay close to Ingrid, even though she’s in good hands with Lilura, who glares at me. I turn to watch the king but can’t help eavesdropping on the two women.

      “I can’t believe this!” Ingrid says. “Are you alright, LiLi?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” she answers with a ragged voice like she’s holding back tears. “I was just with her this morning.”

      “Oh, that’s where you were? I was a nervous wreck all day; I looked everywhere for you.”

      “You looked for me?” she asks in a surprised tone. “You’re not still upset with me?”

      “I can’t stay mad at you,” Ingrid says. “Wait, you saw Viviana today? Did she seem alright?”

      Lilura nods. “I can still sense her spirit. She’s alive but distraught, which could be all my fault. Maybe she just went away for some time alone. I did leave upset and…”

      Lilura begins audibly crying. A strange desire to comfort this woman I don’t even know comes over me, but Ingrid handles it. Now I feel a tinge of jealousy because Lilura gets to hug Ingrid.

      Oskar and the hirdmenn begin ushering everyone off the platform and bleachers and toward the carriages. “Princess, please come with me,” a hirdmann says as she approaches Ingrid.

      “Let’s go.” Lilura recovers and takes Ingrid’s hand to follow the hirdmann. “We’ll talk more inside.”

      The crowd dissipates, and I spot Nilson getting into a carriage with some of his old friends from the palace staff, so I stay a step behind Ingrid. I still need to ask her about our date tomorrow. Although she might not want to go with the priestess missing.

      Without many choices available, I climb into the same carriage as Ingrid and Lilura. The hirdmann shuts the door and sits with the coachman. When I plop into the seat across from her, Lilura’s eyes widen at me, and the corner of her mouth twitches, making me feel very much unwanted. She’s quite intimidating.

      “S-Sorry, th-there aren’t any carriages left,” I offer, giving Ingrid an awkward smile. “M-May I join you, ladies?”

      “Yes, of course.” Ingrid looks at Lilura from under her brows. “LiLi, have you met Prince Soren of Aegris Isle yet?”

      “No.”

      “Well, I would like you to meet Soren.” Ingrid gestures between us. “And Soren, I would like you to meet Lilura.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I extend my hand, which Lilura doesn’t take, and then lower it to the leather seat along with my gaze. “I’m sorry to hear the high priestess has gone missing.”

      “Thanks,” Lilura answers with venom on her tongue.

      “Yes, thank you,” Ingrid says, elbowing Lilura.

      My leg bounces as I count the teal tassels on the ornate floorboard carpet. Forty-eight.

      “Did you watch the competition, LiLi?” Ingrid asks, piquing my attention, and I look up.

      “Yes,” Lilura says, glaring at me. “Anders was very fast and came in first. What place did you come in, Soren? Last?”

      Ingrid’s mouth falls open as she wraps her hand around Lilura’s arm. “Please be nice,” she says with a giggle. “He stopped to save Prince Ulfred and even gets to take me on a date tomorrow.”

      “I wanted to ask you about that, Princess Ingrid. Would you like to go sailing with me in the morning? Of course, if you still want to go…”

      “Sailing would be lovely.”

      “Sailing? After everything that’s happened?” Lilura snaps at Ingrid. “You cannot be serious.”

      “I’ll wear pearls and pearl dust,” Ingrid says, placing her hand on Lilura’s chest. “You saw what a skilled sailor he is. Don’t worry.”

      I turn to Lilura, who’s clenching her teeth and fuming. “If you’re worried about Princess Ingrid’s safety, you could join us, Lilura?”

      The shock on her face is worth it for both me and Ingrid, who bursts out laughing.

      Lilura pinches Ingrid’s side. “No, thank you. I have lessons with Nilson in the morning.”

      “Maybe for lunch?” Ingrid asks, pouting her lips and batting her long lashes. “Please?”

      “Fine.”

      When the carriage halts, Lilura jumps out and extends her hand to Ingrid before I get a chance.

      “Goodnight, Princess Ingrid. Nice to meet you, Lilura!” I say before they bound up the palace steps, arm-in-arm.

      They certainly are close, but I don’t understand why Lilura hates me so. Maybe she’s just protective. Hopefully, Nilson has some insight because I need Ingrid’s best friend on my side.
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      “She’s alive but in agony,” Lilura says.

      I drag LiLi to my bed, where we collapse onto the pillows, entangling our limbs together. The pressure of her body against mine grounds me.

      “I may have hurt her feelings, but why would Viviana leave the convent? That’s what I don’t understand,” she says.

      “Do you think she was kidnapped?” I say with a sigh, stroking Lilura’s hair.

      “With all the hirdmenn stationed there this morning, I don’t see how that would be possible. The convent was surrounded.”

      “We need to find her,” I say. “What else can we do?”

      “Tomorrow morning, I’ll talk to Nilson. He might have an idea.” She sniffles. “I’m just relieved to still feel her presence.”

      I nod into the crook of Lilura’s neck. “I’ll ask if Soren can sail us to the convent. I can talk to the other priestesses and have a look around.”

      Lilura stiffens at the mention of Soren’s name. She doesn’t seem bothered by the other suitors, but Soren makes her mood change. I try to take her mind off him by kissing and nibbling her neck.

      She moans and melts into the bed. “Trying to distract me?”

      “Maybe,” I whisper into her ear and slide my hand under her nightgown to caress her inner thigh. “Is it working?”

      “Yes.” Lilura rolls me over, pins my arms to the bed, and stares at me in the dim light. “I love you, my temptress. I never want to be apart from you.”

      “We never have to be,” I say with a smirk. “Now, tie me up.”
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      In the morning, I rush to get dressed in something white and find my father and stepmother having breakfast. Father hasn’t shaved, and his dark blond hair’s in disarray. Tia looks awfully pale with gray circling her eyes. Are they losing sleep over High Priestess Viviana?

      “Any news?”

      “No, my dove,” Father says, pushing around his scrambled eggs with a fork. “Viviana has not been found, nor do the hirdmenn have any leads on Kariana’s murderer.”

      “How was this possible with the hirdmenn guarding the convent? What if it was an inside job?”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Oskar’s on his way to the convent now to interview the hirdmenn who were on guard and the priestesses. He also is going to work on a strategy in a meeting with Sir Tomer and Ceto, the high priestess pro tempore.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “We have to put on a brave face for the people. Continue life as normal.”

      “Normal? This is anything but normal!”

      “He’s right, Ingrid,” Tia speaks in a weak voice. “You should still mingle with the suitors and attend the challenge this evening. It’s for the people.”

      “Don’t worry, there will be more hirdmenn on duty for the event.” Father touches my arm. “We’ll find Viviana, I’m sure of it.”

      Unable to find Lilura after breakfast, I change into sailing clothes: a crisp white blouse, pants, and comfortable flat shoes. I pull my white hair back, dust crushed pearls onto my skin, and wait for Soren by the palace entrance. Where could Lilura be? Where do she and Nilson go for their lessons? I wanted to tell her what Father said but will have to wait until lunch. It feels inappropriate to go on a date, but I’ll make use of the time by going to the convent.

      Soren bounds down the steps wearing a white blouse, green pants, and boat shoes. His dark curls bounce when he hops from the bottom tread onto the marble.

      “G-good m-morning, Princess Ingrid!” he says with a lopsided grin. “I-I like your sailing clothes. Have you ever been before?”

      “Of course! I do live on an island, you know.” I accept his arm as we exit the palace. “Although, um…I’ve never been out past Norella’s Crown.”

      His eyes widen. “Oh, are you allowed to go past the Crown?”

      “I’m a big girl.” I wink, sending color back into his cheeks.

      The sun peeks through the hazy clouds, bringing a bit of warmth through the salty breeze. Luckily, the sea looks much calmer than it did last night for the challenge. Thank Norella’s Daughters. I haven’t been sailing in quite some time. As we descend the ramp to the docks, Soren holds tightly onto my arm.

      “I asked Nilson this morning, but he hasn’t heard any news about the high priestess from the palace staff. Do you know anything?” he asks.

      “No. My father said they haven’t found Viviana or the murderer. It’s like they disappeared into thin air. I just don’t understand what could’ve happened. We already lost Kariana,” I say and hang my head to hide my tears.

      Soren gently lifts my chin with his fingertips and looks into my eyes. “Princess Ingrid, are you sure you want to go today? I completely understand if you want to return to the palace.”

      I shake my head and touch his hand. “I want to go. In fact, I think you can help me.”

      “How so?”

      “Sail us to the convent?” I tilt my head and give my best, heart-melting smile.

      “O-Of c-course.” He sucks in an audible breath. “I was planning on taking you to the lighthouse, but I’ll do anything to help you.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “We can go to the lighthouse afterward.”

      Soren leads me toward the docks, keeping hold of my hand. We pass merchants and shoppers who all touch their two fingers against their cheeks before turning to one another and whispering. I keep my head down and try to control my breaths, but I can only focus on how sweaty my hand is in Soren’s.

      He bends to look me in the eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just, um…I get nervous around a lot of people,” I whisper. “This might sound silly, but I always worry they’re gossiping about me.”

      “That doesn’t sound silly at all. I get anxious too,” he says. “My sister, Celeste, would often help me get through panic attacks. Together, we came up with a little trick. You know what I do when I get nervous?”

      “What?”

      “I find something to count or I, um, go through the alphabet backward. It’s a bit embarrassing to admit, but it helps.”

      “Backward?” I ask with a little giggle and scrunch my face. “I would have to practice.”

      “Here, I’ll go slow with you. Ready?”

      When I nod, we both begin reciting the alphabet backward. Z, Y, X, W, V, U…When we reach A, a weight has been lifted from my chest.

      “Wow, it actually worked!”

      “It does for me.” Soren nods. “It gives my mind something else to focus on when I’m doing something scary. Like taking a beautiful princess on a date.”

      “You think I’m scary?”

      “N-No! N-Not you—”

      “I’m teasing you, Soren.” I pat his arm, and he sighs. I grin at him as we approach the docks, filled with sailors and fishermen. “And we’re here!”

      The weathered, gray wood creaks underfoot, and the tide is low enough to expose barnacles encrusting the posts. A pelican flaps away as we walk past to get to Soren’s sailboat from last night’s challenge.

      “Should we rekindle the flame?” I gesture to the mast, which held a blue fire last night.

      “That will be fine. Just no fireworks, please.” He laughs and unties the boat from the dock.

      I begin preparing the sails and rigs. When I turn to take the helm, Soren is staring at me with his mouth agape.

      “Didn’t know I could sail, did you?”

      “No, but it’s a pleasant surprise!” He jumps to help with the sails, and we take off for open water.

      The crisp air and the bobbing movement of the sea are lovely. Soren looks quite handsome in his sailing clothes as he moves about the deck. His dark curls blow in the wind, and he often pushes them out of his eyes to glance at me. He’s adorable. Tall, but not too lanky or muscular. And his sweet, lopsided grin…

      The breeze picks up, sending us quickly north toward the convent, and we both laugh with excitement. Soren is easy company and helps keep my mind from assuming the worst for Viviana.

      “Yours is a beautiful kingdom, Ingrid!” he shouts, looking out at the shore, cliffs, and pines.

      “It truly is,” I agree. “We’ll have to do our puzzle soon!”

      He nods and turns away; I think to hide his flushed cheeks.

      When we reach the convent, we tie up to their small dock, and Soren helps me onto the pebbled shore.

      “Can you hear that?” he asks, turning in a circle.

      We pause as the ebb and flow of water creates chiming sounds all around.

      “It’s Norella’s daughters playing music against the pebbles,” I point to the lapping waves.

      “It’s beautiful!”

      I smile because the sound always reminds me of Lilura.

      “I’ve only ever seen sandy beaches back home. This is amazing.”

      “It truly—”

      “Stop right there,” a booming voice shouts from up the beach. A tall and thin hirdmann approaches us from the convent.

      Soren and I stand still. At least Father was right about the security.

      “What’s your purpose…” The hirdmann trails off when he looks at me and immediately places two fingers against his light brown cheek, sprinkled with freckles. “Princess Ingrid. I am so sorry; I didn’t recognize you.”

      “It’s fine,” I say. “I’m glad you are doing your job. Have there been any new discoveries?”

      “Only that we found a new opening into a hidden cave this morning. It’s possible someone was living or hiding there. The hirdmenn have it blocked off now.”

      “How do you know someone was living in it?”

      “There were pillows, blankets, and some food left behind.”

      “Well, at least it’s a lead,” I say, nodding. “Something to investigate.”

      “Yes, my princess.”

      “May I go into the convent?” I ask.

      “Of course, my princess.” He nods and heads back to his station.

      I turn to Soren. “Wait for me here. I’m going to speak with Ceto and take a look around.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      I enter the Grotto and am greeted by a few distraught priestesses who flutter about like frightened sandpipers. Others are silently meditating in the sanctuary. The atmosphere is even darker and chillier than I remember. Ceto rounds the corner; her skin is dull with dark circles framing her eyes.

      “Princess Ingrid,” she says, placing two fingers against her cheek. “Thank you for visiting. Is Lilura with you?”

      “No, but I wanted to see how you were doing.”

      “Not well.” Ceto adjusts the navy-blue high priestess robes, which have yet to be tailored for her petite frame. “I just finished speaking to Oskar and Sir Tomer.” She shakes her head. “None of us know what to do.”

      “I heard from the hirdmann stationed on the shore they discovered someone was living in a nearby cave?”

      Red splotches bloom on Ceto’s cheeks, possibly out of anger, as she nods.

      “Did Viviana say anything about where she was going? How did the hirdmenn not see anything?”

      “I don’t know,” she whispers.

      I take her hand. “Can we search the spring?”

      Ceto leads me through the main tunnel, which is much longer than I remember. We tread with care over the slick stone toward the locked wooden door, carved to fit the unevenly arch-shaped opening in the rock. She tucks a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear and fishes a skeleton key attached to a long chain from inside her robes and unlocks the door.

      The creaking door allows us access to the most sacred location on the island. The aqua stained-glass dome illuminates the sacred spring, which bubbles at the center of a wide pool of clear, icy water. Smooth, flat stones taken from the shore lie around the edges, one placed by every high priestess. I wonder if Ceto has placed hers yet.

      We walk toward the Altar of Norella, an ancient limestone slab carved with an image of the goddess. In it, Norella is standing on the pebble beach with her toes in the waves and her face tilted to meet the rains. Atop the altar sits incense and sage bundles, which the high priestess uses to bless the sacred spring.

      “Look,” Ceto says and points at the floor next to the altar. “Do you see that?”

      The way the blue light shines in from the glass dome illuminates speckles on the floor.

      I kneel down to study the dark, reddish-brown stains on the stone. “Is that…” I trail off and gasp.

      “Yes, it’s blood. Although they weren’t allowed inside, I informed both Sir Tomer and Oskar about it. They assured me a few drops aren’t enough to kill someone, but I’m worried Viviana may have been injured and kidnapped.”

      I wrap my arms around Ceto and let her cry into my shoulder. Fear for Viviana’s life swims like ice in my veins.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” Ceto admits. “I’m not qualified to be the high priestess, and now I have to lead and take care of all these women.”

      “You’re already doing great because you care so much,” I say, cupping her face. “We at least have a lead about what happened to Viviana. The hirdmenn can search for a trail of blood, and you…no.” I turn away and pace around the room.

      “What? I what?”

      “This is going to sound awful, because I would never think it possible, but we need to cover all options if we want to find Viviana.”

      “What?” she whispers, rubbing the tail of her braid between her thumb and forefinger.

      “You must search the convent,” I say and point to the blood. “A weapon was used. Someone desecrated the sacred spring and took her!”

      “Oh, I don’t know. The women will think I don’t trust them. No, no, no.” Ceto shakes her head and plays with her braid.

      “I have an idea. You could inform them of the desecration and tell them you must cleanse the entire convent—including their rooms. Search for any weapons while doing so.”

      “That might work. You’re a brilliant leader.” She takes my hands with tears spilling down her round cheeks. “If you weren’t the princess, I’d ask you to be the high priestess pro tempore.”

      “That’s sweet, but you are the right woman for the job.” I thumb away her tears. “I better run off; my date’s waiting for me, and you have cleansing to do. Let me know if you discover anything.”

      “I will.”

      I find Soren sitting on the pebble beach, watching the waves. His arms are draped over his bent knees, and it’s the most relaxed I’ve seen this man. I sit beside him to stare at the sea as well.

      “How’d it go?” he asks.

      “There was blood. Not enough to kill her, but I’m still concerned for Viviana. The hirdmenn are investigating, and I tried to give Ceto some ideas and encouragement.”

      He touches my hand. “Are you sure you want to go out today?”

      I take a deep breath and nod as I stare at the sunlight sparkling on the waves. “Yes, I do. It will be nice for Lilura and I to take our minds off things for a little while. Ready?”

      “Only if you are.” Soren helps me up and holds my hand as we walk to the dock. “I truly hope they find the high priestess.”

      “Thank you.”

      Back on the sailboat, we enjoy the sunshine, seagulls, and misty breeze. I help Soren with the sails, impressing him every time.

      “After we pick up Lilura, would you like to go to the lighthouse for lunch?” he asks.

      “That would be lovely!”

      “Ever since I was a boy, I’ve loved lighthouses and beaches. And I get to visit both with you today. I’m a lucky man!”

      “I love them, too. I have many fond memories of going to the beach with my mother.”

      “Me too. My mother always took Celeste and me. Although my sister didn’t care for the sand, I always thought there was something magical about the sea and shore.” He stares at the water and the island. “Our kingdoms are quite similar, you know. Beautiful landscapes where the people are connected to the sea.”

      I bump him with my hip to take over the helm. He stands back to let me sail.

      I enjoy the breeze gliding across my face and grin when we enter the harbor. “Look!”

      I spot Lilura’s pink hair from even this far away. I’m a little surprised but glad she actually showed up. She stands on the dock with her arms folded across her chest.

      “LiLi!” I jump and wave at her as we sail close to the docks, though she doesn’t share my enthusiasm.

      Soren extends his hand to help Lilura onto the boat deck, but she hops onboard with ease and wraps her arms around me.

      “Thank you for coming,” I whisper. “Have you heard any news?”

      “You owe me,” she says. “But no. Nothing. I can still sense her.”

      “Good.” I lead Lilura to sit by the railing as Soren sails us in the direction of the lighthouse on Norella’s Crown. “Soren took me to the convent, and I spoke with Ceto.”

      “You did?” Lilura’s eyes widen in surprise before narrowing in the direction of Soren. “Did she say anything?”

      “She showed me a few drops of blood near the sacred spring. We think someone took Viviana. I told Ceto to search the convent.”

      “I suppose that’s why she’s in agony.” Lilura drops her head. “At least they have a lead now.”

      “Two, actually,” I say. “One of the hirdmenn also said they found a cave which appeared to be inhabited at some point. Maybe it’s where the murderer was hiding.”

      “That’s a good start,” she says with tears in her eyes. “Although Viviana didn’t approve, Nilson and I are working on something incredible that could help if she’s hurt.”

      “Good,” I say and squeeze my arms around her. “I’m sure the hirdmenn will find her.”

      “Lilura,” Soren says, turning to us, “I hope you like fish sandwiches. I’ve packed us lunch.”

      She rolls her eyes and ignores him. I try to offer Soren an encouraging smile, but he focuses on the water while mouthing something. Is he counting? Or doing his alphabet trick? When we get to Norella’s Crown, Soren is careful navigating around the rocks.

      “Don’t run us aground and get us stuck out here,” Lilura says.

      “Not to worry, Lilura,” he says, brushing off her tone with nothing but kindness. “The waters are much calmer than they were last night.”

      I lean towards Lilura’s ear and whisper, “Please be nice.”

      Once we’re close to the tiny island the lighthouse sits on, Soren drops anchor and helps us onto the shore. He grabs the picnic basket, and we find a spot on the beach near some vegetation. We sit on a blanket with me in the middle while Soren hands out the food. Sandwiches, fruit salad, cheese and crackers, and wine.

      “Thank you, Soren, this looks delicious,” I say.

      “You’re welcome, Princess Ingrid. I’m just happy you still wanted to spend the day with me.” He pours the wine and hands glasses to both Lilura and me. “I know it’s probably not as fancy as your date with Prince Anders but—”

      “Let me stop you right there.” I giggle and touch Lilura’s hand behind our backs. “The date was awful and ended with me pouring wine on Anders’ lap and leaving him at The Cavern.”

      They both laugh, and it’s nice to see Lilura let loose finally. I hope she realizes Soren is different. He’s kind, non-threatening, and easy to be around.

      “Why did you do those things, if you don’t mind my asking?” he asks before taking a bite of his sandwich. “I would like to avoid upsetting you the way Anders did.”

      I take a delicious sip of wine and pause to side-eye Lilura before turning back to Soren. “Well, are you going to demand to have me before our wedding night? And demand to see my body whenever you want?”

      Soren’s eyes grow wide as sand dollars, and he stops chewing his food. Lilura actually cackles, leaning her head on my shoulder to calm herself. Soren shakes his head, making his curls fly around all wild in the breeze.

      “I’m teasing you,” I say, kicking a little sand onto his feet. “Although, that’s truly what Anders said to me.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I would never talk to you like that,” Soren says. “Sounds like he deserved more than a little wine spilled on his lap.”

      “Are we suggesting a prank?” Lilura says with an audible smirk.

      Soren and I perk up, taking eager bites of food and waiting for her idea.

      “The man is obsessed with his looks, no?” Lilura asks, picking at her nails. “I’m thinking a little acne concoction or maybe some temporary hair dye. Easy.”

      “I’ll help however I can,” Soren promises.

      “After the challenge? LiLi, can you have a concoction ready by then?”

      “Yes,” she answers and reaches to flick Soren’s wine glass. “Shouldn’t you slow down? Alcohol won’t make for good stamina this evening if you want to stay in the competition to help with the prank.”

      “You’re right,” he says, pouring his remaining wine into both of our glasses. “But you two can get as drunk as you want.”

      We all laugh and chat about our prank while finishing our lunch. I nearly choke with shock when Lilura thanks Soren for the food. Without a word, we all begin scouring the small beach for seashells. Soren stays at my side and hands me all the shells he finds.

      “Ingrid,” Lilura says, waving me in her direction.

      I wink at her and whisper, “Trying to steal me away from my date?”

      “Maybe,” she says, extending her hand. “It’s for you.”

      She gives me a tiny but perfectly shaped, pink scallop shell. “Oh, that’s so pretty!”

      “Like you,” she says and squeezes my hand.

      I grin at her. “I’m glad you’re having a little fun, LiLi. Even if it’s out here with one of my suitors.”

      “Yeah, well.” She pauses to glance at him. “Maybe he’s not so bad.”

      We giggle and continue shelling. I push sand and broken shells around with my toes while Lilura scans the shallow water. It only goes clear for a split second for LiLi to grab seashells before another wave brings a bloom of sand to cloud the water again.

      “Look at this one!” Soren jogs over, splashing water all around.

      Lilura and I laugh when he shows us his shell; it matches the pink one she found perfectly.

      I rest her seashell in Soren’s palm. “You keep them. They’re a set.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll cherish them,” he says, placing the shells in his pocket.

      As Soren packs our things onto the sailboat, a loud, squeaky creak pierces through the sound of crashing waves. We turn to find Kirsi, the lighthouse keeper, walking toward us. I thought she was old when I was a child, and I haven’t seen her in years. She looks more ancient than ever with her wrinkled skin all tanned and weathered, and her white hair tucked into a kerchief. Soren is the first to stand and greet her, followed by Lilura and myself.

      “Princess Ingrid!” she says, placing two fingers on her cheek. “What a delight!”

      “Kirsi!” I throw my arms around her for a hug. “This is Lilura, a priestess of Norella, and Prince Soren of Aegris Isle.”

      “Nice to meet you!” Kirsi says, shaking both their hands. She shields her eyes to look up at the sunny sky. “Such a lovely day for a date. Much better than last night. Thought I was going to need to save one of those boys who crashed.” She pauses to study Soren. “Were you the one who rescued him?”

      “Yes, he was!” I say, placing my hand on his shoulder as his face turns bright red.

      “Impressive! You’re a very skilled sailor.”

      “Thank you. You must be as well to live out here,” he says and gestures to the lighthouse. “You take great care of it.”

      Kirsi grins as Soren admires the lighthouse. “Would you like a tour?”

      Soren gives me an excited look, and I squeeze Lilura’s hand.

      “We’d love to,” Lilura says.

      We follow Kirsi into the lighthouse. The staircase is quite narrow, dark, and damp like a cave. My foot slips and Lilura catches my arms from above while Soren grabs my waist. Lilura’s eyes, highlighted by a narrow window, twitch as she glares at Soren. He immediately removes his hands, and we continue ascending the spiral steps. We pass the service room and Kirsi’s living quarters, making our way to the gallery.

      “Aegris Isle, huh?” Kirsi asks as she pushes the trapdoor to the gallery. “Want to know something no one speaks about anymore?”

      “Yes,” the three of us say in unison.

      Once we all climb the ladder, Kirsi lets us take in the view of the Styrmir Sea for a few moments before speaking.

      “Long before humans walked the earth, the gods created four groups of people. Norella created mermaids to swim in the sea and breathe life into the water; Osmond created harpies to fill in the sky; Freyska created satyrs who were obsessed with love; Kallan created centaurs as mighty warriors.” She places her hand against the glass and stares at the sea, smiling. “You might also know Prince Soren’s home, Aegris Isle, was a haven for halflings long after the war ended. But did you know this very lighthouse was as well?”

      “What?” I gasp while Lilura stiffens beside me.

      “Really?” Soren asks.

      “Yes. It was a hideout until about twenty years ago when the last of the halflings fled. My husband and I didn’t believe in Jorsti’s propaganda, so we helped them. We almost got into major trouble, but your grandfather pardoned us, which is a blessing because the king’s advisor is a stickler to the law. He’s tried many times to remove me from my post.”

      “Oskar is a pain in the ass,” I say with a laugh. “I think it’s amazing you helped the halflings! I know our kingdom was afraid of Jorsti, but it’s not right that the halflings were banished.”

      Lilura’s rigid muscles fall slack as she stares at me. Does she disagree?

      “What?” I ask her. “I never was allowed to learn much about them but hated knowing about the executions and forced removal. It’s just terrible. They’re people, too.”

      Lilura nods with tears in her eyes. I’m glad she agrees.

      Soren steps close and releases a thin stream of air through his lips. “The last communities of halflings left Aegris about ten to fifteen years ago in fear of the rising Jorsti Empire, but my family helped them get to Halfling Country. We still send money and provisions to our contacts. I was worried you’d hate me for coming from a family of halfling sympathizers.”

      “Of course not,” I say, touching his face. “You should be proud of your kingdom for doing the right thing. I only wish my ancestors had followed suit. I’ll ask my father if we can send anything to help.”

      “Are you alright, dear?” Kirsi turns to Lilura, who’s now hyperventilating.

      I throw my arms around her shoulders to catch her from falling. “LiLi? What’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head. “I, uh…don’t feel so good.”

      I place my hand against her forehead. “You’re burning up. Let’s get you home.”

      Soren extends his hand to her. “I’ll help you down the steps.”

      My heart melts a little as Soren gently carries Lilura out of the lighthouse and onto the boat. This really could work if they get along. Not only do I need to worry about which suitor I could like the best, but which one Lilura could tolerate. A smile crosses my face when Lilura lets Soren help her rest against the railing without clawing his eyes out.

      “Thanks, Kirsi!” I shout as I step aboard.

      “Anytime! So nice to see you, Princess Ingrid! I hope you feel better, Lilura!”

      On the boat, Soren presses his hand against Lilura’s forehead. “Now she’s like ice.”

      My breath catches in my throat as I watch Lilura’s cheeks drain of color. I’ve never seen her get sick before. I search the boat’s cabin and find a quilt to wrap around Lilura. Soren pulls in the anchor and sails us toward the harbor.

      “What is it, LiLi? What’s wrong?” I squeeze my arms around her. “I got you.”

      “I shouldn’t have come along,” she whispers.

      “I’ll draw you a nice warm bath when we return and get you some sacred water syrup. I’ll take care of you.”

      “No, I mean, I can’t do this.” She tilts her head to Soren. “What was I thinking, coming on a date with you and Mr. Perfect?”

      “I thought you liked him?” I hang onto the railing as we ride some rough waves.

      “That’s the problem,” she says, still staring at him. “With the others, it would be easy to hate them, but Soren is perfect for you.”

      “That may be.” I stroke her cheek. “But nothing is perfect without you.”

      Lilura leans her head against my shoulder and squeezes my hand.
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      “How was your date with Princess Ingrid?” Jensen asks while warming up before the fitness challenge. It’s difficult to hear over the enormous crowd watching from the bleachers on the beach.

      I stretch my quads, nearly losing balance in the cold sand. “It was wonderful.”

      Images of Ingrid and Lilura on the sailboat and collecting shells on the beach pass through my mind. It was a lovely day with them. Both of them. Until Lilura fell ill, that is. I was happy to find out from Nilson she was doing much better by this afternoon.

      We had such a lovely time, in fact, instead of taking a nap, I went into town and paid a jeweler to turn those seashells into a ring for Ingrid. I want something more personal to give her if I make it through all the challenges.

      “That’s good,” Jensen draws out. “Anything else? Is she nice when she’s alone? What did you do on your date?”

      “Oh, she’s very nice! We went sailing—”

      “Was your date today?” Anders steps a little too close. “Did you sleep with her?”

      “Excuse me?” My mouth gapes at his question. I shake my head as the shock wears off. “N-No, b-but that’s an inappropriate question.”

      “Just checking that none of you have defiled my future bride.”

      “W-Well sh-she’s not your anything yet,” I say, trying to hold my shoulders back to appear confident. “Y-You sh-shouldn’t talk about her that way.”

      “Right, you don’t know if she’ll choose you,” Jensen says.

      Anders narrows his eyes and chuckles. “Enjoy your time here.”

      He steps closer to the crowd and removes his shirt despite the chilly breeze. The women in the crowd woo and cheer at his physique, highlighted by the warm glow of the setting sun. It’s the early evening; the king wanted another nighttime show for the people, but Oskar thankfully argued they couldn’t have us swimming in the pitch dark.

      “Anders the Auden!” someone screams out as Anders waves.

      Jensen rolls his big brown eyes. “He really plays the people, doesn’t he?”

      I shrug it off and block the lowering sun with my hand to glance at Ingrid. Luckily, she and Lilura aren’t staring at Anders as they sit on the viewing platform near the Sommerhaus. I’m glad Lilura looks better. Ingrid spots me and waves with a smile on her face. When I return a wave to them, Lilura glares at me. I can’t get a read on her. One moment we’re laughing and planning pranks, the next, she acts like I’m the scum of the earth. I thought we had fun today.

      My legs and shoulders are a bit sore from sailing earlier. I probably should’ve rested instead of going on the date and to the jeweler. I want Ingrid to like me, of course, but I must stay in the competition if I want a chance.

      Oskar approaches us remaining suitors: Anders, Jensen, Rorric, and me. Jensen is lean like me, which is beneficial for running and swimming, but Anders and Rorric with their bulging muscles will certainly have an easier time lifting weights. We all line up to face Oskar and prepare for our challenge.

      “Good evening, gentlemen! For the fitness challenge, you will complete four events. First, you will run four hundred meters to the finish line.” The clean-cut redheaded man points to objects behind the rope. “Over there, you will lift the barbell completely above your head. Next, you will drag an anchor all the way back to this line. Lastly, you will swim around the buoy,” he pauses to point at an orange orb bobbing in the water, “and back. Any questions?”

      “Not from me!” Anders says and waves again at the crowd.

      “Like the sailing challenge, this is not a race. You must complete all parts to continue on the path toward Princess Ingrid’s hand.” Oskar gestures for a servant to come closer. “By the way, you may have noticed the people of Norella Isle have taken to calling you each by monikers. Do you mind if we use those titles as we announce the challenge?”

      They all nod, but I’m confused. “What monikers?”

      Jensen chuckles and pats my back. “You’ll hear yours soon enough.”

      “Ready?” Oskar turns to the crowd and raises his hands. “Good evening, people of Norella Isle. Tonight, Princess Ingrid’s suitors will compete in a challenge to prove their physical fitness and stamina. First, we have Anders the Auden!”

      Oskar points to Anders as the crowd goes wild, mostly wooing and whistling. Next, he points to Rorric.

      “Rorric the Rugged!”

      The crowd applauds for him as Oskar moves down the line to point at Jensen.

      “Jensen the Majestic!”

      The people cheer, but there’s also a hint of women wooing and whistling for him. Oh great, now Oskar approaches me. My pulse pounds in my ears.

      “And, Soren the Savior!”

      The crowd erupts louder than for any of the other men. I can’t say any women are whistling for me, but I’m shocked at how much the people of Norella Isle like me. It becomes difficult to breathe for a moment as anxiety takes over, so I glance at Ingrid in the bleachers. She grins and begins mouthing the alphabet backward. I nod and whisper it to myself. I’ll have to thank her later.

      “Line up, gentlemen,” Oskar says, moving to the side.

      We do so, and I train my eyes on the rope finish line. I’m not much of a runner, but luckily this distance isn’t too long.

      The same servant with the conch shell shouts, “On your mark, get set, go!”

      He blows the shell like a horn, and we take off sprinting. I pump my arms and legs fast to keep up with Anders. It’s hard to breathe as stitches pierce my ribs, but I push through the pain as Jensen and Rorric pass me. I don’t want to come in far behind them. My lungs burn, but I work hard to catch up and cross the finish only a few steps behind Rorric.

      A servant has a water station behind the barbells, and the three of us grab a drink while Anders is already lifting the heavy weight above his head, grunting. The crowd goes wild when he releases it into the sand and reaches for his anchor. Jensen, Rorric, and I put our waters down in a hurry to grab our own barbells.

      Rorric lifts it above his head with ease while Jensen and I still figure out where to place our hands on the bars. As I adjust my grip, Anders is already halfway down the beach with his anchor. Rorric begins, too. I wipe the sweat from my palms and use all my might to thrust the bar above my head. It’s heavy, but I’m more nervous about tipping over. The crowd cheers when I release the barbell into the sand and grab the anchor’s chain. Jensen isn’t too far behind as I dig my feet into the sand to drag the heavy anchor.

      My calf muscles burn, and my back is on fire as sweat glosses my body head to foot. Anders dives into the water, followed closely by Rorric. Heavy breaths burn my lungs, and my feet sink like stones in the sand. My anchor gets stuck, and I fall on my face. Spitting a mouthful of sand, Ingrid leans over the railing to watch me. Using all of my strength, I get back up and tug the anchor. I run through the sand and drag the anchor past the finish line.

      I rip off my sweat-soaked shirt, hearing the crowd cheer right before I dive into the sea. The frigid water shocks my system, locking my limbs in place for a few moments. Pushing through the pain, I begin to freestyle toward the buoy. It’s difficult to take breaths in the rough Styrmir Sea, and I nearly choke on a mouthful of saltwater.

      I calm myself by counting the seconds between the swells of waves while I work on my breathing pattern. I imagine Ingrid on the sailboat, and my anxiety melts away. Thankfully, the whooshing water drowns out the noisy beach. It’s just me and the sea.

      I’ve always been an excellent swimmer and easily catch up with Rorric, who’s struggling to keep his head above water.

      I round the buoy when he shouts, “Help!”

      Treading the water, I look toward the buoy. Rorric has rounded it but is now flailing his arms and shouting.

      “Grab the buoy!” I yell to him, but he goes under with a large wave. “Barnacles!”

      I splash toward where Rorric was and sink under the surface, searching. I spot his red hair in the dark water. He kicks and paddles, but his movements grow slower. Bubbles trickle from his mouth as his head sinks to his chest. I fight the rough current and grab his arms to pull him up. Once we’re above the surface, I check if he can breathe, hitting his back. He coughs up water and gasps for air.

      “Are you alright? Rorric?” I ask, treading water with all my might.

      He flails around, using me as a floatation device.

      Placing his arms around my back, I tell him, “Hang on, kick for me if you can!”

      I begin swimming, much more difficult now that I’m pulling a nearly two-hundred-and-fifty-pound man through the rough waves.

      Jensen easily passes us but pauses to look up. “Do you need help?” he asks, treading water.

      “No, but stay close in case! When you get to shore, grab a safety tube for Rorric!”

      He nods and begins freestyling toward the shore. I kick my sore legs and doggy paddle with my arms, barely able to keep my mouth above the surface. I suffer many more mouthfuls of saltwater but manage to keep Rorric safe. Getting close to shore, I test the depth and find it touchable. It’s much easier to drag Rorric to shore by walking.

      It takes me a moment to realize the crowd is chanting, “Soren the Savior!” over and over again.

      Servants rush to Rorric’s side with towels and warm water. He fights their efforts and makes his way to me.

      “Thank you…Prince…Soren,” he says, panting for air as he kneels into the sand.

      “You’re welcome.” I lean over to catch my breath.

      I grow lightheaded and close my eyes. Someone wraps a warm towel around my shoulders. I glance up to find Ingrid, looking like a shimmering goddess in the golden glow of the setting sun.

      “You were wonderful!” she says and rubs my shoulder. “Are you alright?”

      “Thank you,” I say with a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

      The crowd continues chanting “Soren the Savior” for another moment before a child screams. The crowd hushes at once, and the screams grow louder. The crowd panics. Their whispers rise like a tidal wave through the bleachers. Ingrid and I dash toward the source of the shouting to find a semi-circle of hirdmenn keeping people from underneath the wood risers.

      “What is it, Sir Tomer?” Ingrid asks the tall captain with a bald head.

      He opens his mouth to speak when King Rolf steps through the crowd. His brows twist together as he stares at the captain. The screaming cry continues as a woman and child are escorted by hirdmenn to a seat nearby.

      “What happened?” the king asks, his eyes wide.

      “It’s the high priestess, Your Highness.” Sir Tomer shakes his head and brings his voice to a whisper. “A child was playing in the sand under the bleachers and found her body. It looks as though she was stabbed to death.”

      “No!” Ingrid screams as her knees buckle.

      I catch her in my arms and pull her close. She cries against my chest. My heart breaks for Ingrid. The king once again orders Oskar and the hirdmenn to get everyone home. This can’t keep happening.

      Ingrid trembles in my arms until we spot those magnificent pink curls in the crowd.
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      Ingrid shouts my name, but I continue in the opposite direction. Uncontrollable tears spill down my cheeks as I push through the mass of hysteric people. I must find Nilson. It’s painful to ignore Ingrid, but I want to help Viviana. I don’t care if she thought the leaves were too powerful for people to use; I will use them on her. I must try.

      My skin prickles with thorns of fear and uncertainty. Why couldn’t I sense anything when Viviana died? The drama with Ingrid? The experiments, perhaps? Nilson and I have been using any free moment to study the leaves. I’ve been so focused on my notes and my relationship, I stopped sensing Viviana. Maybe I can save her. After all, the leaves work wonders on mice and birds…

      I spot Nilson’s white hair on the beach. After pushing through more people, I find him staring at the sea with tears rolling between his wrinkles.

      “Nilson?” I touch his shoulder. “The leaves? We can fix this, right?”

      He hangs his head and wipes his eyes. “No, I’m afraid we used all the leaves on experiments. Did you keep any?” He turns to me with a hopeful look.

      It’s my turn to disappoint him, and I shake my head, hating myself for burning the ones I showed to Viviana. “No.”

      Nilson pulls me into a hug but is careful not to touch where my wings lie hidden. We both sob for a moment before an obvious idea hits me.

      “The cave! We’ll find more!”

      “Let’s go,” he says and ushers me toward the road.

      “Where’s your cane?” I ask, watching him walk uphill with ease.

      “My leg is feeling much better,” he says. “It must be the healing waters.”

      “LiLi! Wait!” Ingrid shouts my name from behind. I don’t stop. I must pretend I don’t hear her or feel her aching soul if I want to help Viviana.

      There’s a stable near the Sommerhaus where Nilson and I prepare two horses. Nilson also grabs one of the lanterns hanging on the wall nearby. The old man doesn’t need help onto his horse this time, so I hop onto my own.

      Once we’re past the dissipating carriages from the challenge, our horses are able to gallop along the roads. The sun sets, leaving us in the chill of darkness. Nilson lights his small lantern and guides the way. We slow down once we enter the forest.

      “This could be my chance to prove myself to King Rolf.” Nilson snaps his head to me. “It could be a good chance for you, too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s no secret the Verskelli royal family hates halflings. If you can prove yourself a successful sorceress, maybe it won’t matter…at least not to Ingrid. Until then, I urge you to remain careful around her. Although she’s a sweet young woman, she has been raised in the wolf’s den when it comes to halflings and sorcerers.”

      I remain silent in thought for the ride through the tangled woods only lit by the bone glow of the moon and the yellow flame of Nilson’s lantern. Back at the lighthouse, Ingrid said she hated how her family treated halflings and applauded Soren’s family for helping them. But if she found out I was a half-harpy, would she remain so positive? Face-to-face with my wings, would she accept me? Maybe, like Nilson said, it will help if I can save Viviana. If I prove myself.

      It’s chillier than the last time we rode this way through the mountain pass. Snow flurries wisp through the air the further north we go. The suitors must have been freezing in the sea. When we arrive at the secret location, we dismount the horses and look around. The area is disturbed: broken branches, tracks, and displaced earth.

      “Did you come back for more leaves?” I ask, touching a broken twig near the cave entrance.

      “No,” Nilson says and groans, rubbing his leg. “I should’ve brought my cane. Until I felt better today, I could barely get here myself, nevertheless go inside the cave. It does look like someone’s been here. Be careful in there.”

      I look up in shock that he still wants me to go. “What if the murderer is in there?”

      Nilson limps toward me, reaching into his cloak. I tense my wings, ready to unfurl them and fly away. He produces a small pouch and narrows his eyes at me. “You still don’t trust me, do you? It’s sleeping powder; you should always keep some with you,” he says, extending it to me. “If someone is in there and attacks you, blow this in their face. They’ll fall asleep, and we’ll have enough time to alert the hirdmenn.”

      I take the pouch and nod. “Good idea. Thank you.”

      Tucking the bag of sleeping powder into my pants pocket, I remove my cloak and unfurl my wings.

      Nilson gasps, then places his hand over his heart. “I’m sorry for my reaction. I promise it’s not out of fear or hatred. Your wings are extraordinary.”

      Tears sting my eyes in gratitude. “Thank you.”

      Nilson grimaces as he makes his way to sit on a boulder. I feel sorry for him as he rubs his leg.

      I bound into the air, searching the woods for an empty and sturdy bough. I find one and break it from the tree. Dusting off the layer of snow reveals lovely whorls and knots. I snap away any small branches and fly back down. Nilson grins when I land in front of him and extend the makeshift cane.

      “Use this for now.”

      “Thank you, Lilura.” He hands me the lantern in exchange.

      We head to the secret cave. Nilson magically moves the boulder hiding the entrance, killing another tree in the process. I climb inside the dark, damp cave and pat the sleeping powder in my pocket. I can do this.

      The lantern only provides a soft bit of light. Once I scoot myself as far as possible along the thin, slick ledge, I swoop into the air, dodging massive stalagmites. I recall the path Obsidian and Opal took toward the leaves and, soon enough, find the area. But as I approach, the blood drains from my cheeks, and my stomach grows sick. No.

      Water drips from the stalactites onto nothing. The plants are gone. I scramble around in the dim cave to find something. One single leaf is all I need, but everything is gone! No. I fall to my knees and scan the area more closely. Digging my fingers into the clay, I search for something. Anything.

      I come across a bit of a stem with roots attached, and a glimmer of hope lights within me. Maybe I can propagate more of the spiral ferns from this piece. I tuck the stem and roots under my arm, grab the lantern, give the area one last desperate scan for leaves, and fly back to the entrance.

      “It’s all gone!” I shout to Nilson as I climb out of the hole in the ground. “All the plants are gone!”

      “What? Do you think someone stole them?”

      “I think so.” I lean to catch my breath. “I don’t understand.”

      “I never even told Prince Soren about them. Who else knew? Did you tell?” he asks.

      “No, I haven’t even told Ingrid.” I pause and think about Viviana, fearing to reveal I told her. It doesn’t matter now; I didn’t tell her exactly where we found them.

      I collapse to my knees and hold out the stem and roots. “Will this help? Do the roots have magic? Or can we regrow the plants?”

      “Let me see.” Nilson extends his hand, and I place the stem and roots into his palm. He examines the pieces, even sniffing them. “No, these won’t work. But, like you said, we might be able to propagate them. Only…” He trails off and hangs his head.

      I release a sob, knowing we don’t have enough time to save Viviana. In our experiments, the life-magic only works within a day’s time.

      Biting back my tears, I say, “Well, we should still propagate more in case there’s another murder.”

      Nilson hands me the roots. “Here, you’re better with plants. Let me know when it’s ready.”

      The streets are nearly silent on our return to the palace. The wind whips through the pines and whistles between the buildings. People are holed up in their homes with hirdmenn fanning out and searching the town.

      I can’t stop worrying about how Viviana’s death may have been my fault. Who could benefit? Who wants to hurt the priestesses? Who wants the sacred waters and healing leaves?

      We return to the stables, and I help Nilson from his horse. He takes a few steps without leaning on the tree branch but stiffens and groans.

      I grab the makeshift cane. “I’m proud of you for trying, but I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

      “Thanks. I should rest now,” he says. “You should too after you get those roots into sacred water.”

      I nod and escort him to the palace. Inside, Nilson slowly ascends the grand staircase toward the wing where he shares a room with Prince Soren. I clutch my aching heart which senses Ingrid’s proximity. She’s near and heartbroken.

      I find her staring into the gazing pond in the greenhouse. “Hi,” is all my mouth can manage to whisper.

      She snaps her head and springs toward me with a bear hug. “LiLi! I was so scared! Where did you go?”

      “With Nilson. We thought we could help Viviana, but it didn’t work.”

      “Do you know anything? Father and Oskar are too busy as always to tell me.”

      She cries into my neck, sending horrible pains of despair into me. I’m already filled to the brim with emotions; I can’t take on hers as well without breaking down completely.

      “I’m so sorry, LiLi.”

      “I need to go,” I say, wriggling from her hug.

      “What?” She wipes her tear-stained face. “I thought we were going to talk about things? Talk about Viviana?”

      “I have some important work to do before getting some much-needed rest.”

      “We can rest together! Come upstairs and sleep in my arms. We need each other right now.”

      My chest heaves short, tight breaths as she steps closer. I’m so overwhelmed. I shake my head and run from the greenhouse with Ingrid shouting my name from behind. When I reach my tower, I lock the door and try to separate my emotions from Ingrid’s like Nilson showed me. I’ll go to her first thing in the morning. But for now, I work.

      Placing two mice into their tank, I whisper to Obsidian and Opal, “It’s been a horrible day, my lovelies. How are you?”

      I glance at the table where I left the ancient curse. The wrinkled parchment taunts me. I’ve done nothing but hurt Ingrid lately. Would her life be better if she were free of me? Would my powers strengthen if I were free of her? I push the thoughts aside and swipe the parchment into my drawer.

      My heart pounds against my ribcage, sending waves of aches and sorrow through my body. I remove my cloak to stretch out my wings. It’s a little better, but not by much.

      From my cabinet, I remove a bottle of sacred water, which swirls with promise. I pour some of it into a small jar, placing the roots and stem inside. I hope Norella’s tears will work to propagate the healing plant. It’s used to darkness in the cave, so I place the jar inside the cabinet.

      More agony shoots through me with every bit of Ingrid’s pain—some from the deaths and some because of me. Anguish courses through me, and I can barely focus. Tomorrow was supposed to be Kariana’s Launching, which will now be the beginning of Viviana’s Resting.

      It’s hard not to feel personally attacked in all of this—or personally responsible. Two of the most important people in my life have been murdered. If I’m connected to the murderer’s motive, will they hurt Ingrid? I can’t let that happen.

      My mind churns with guilt and sorrow and horror. I don’t know whether to cry or scream as my limbs tingle with prickly pain. Everything takes over at once. My heart soaring for Ingrid, the feel of Kariana and Viviana’s loving arms which I’ll never have again, my newfound knowledge from Nilson—it’s too much to bear. Swaying as I clutch my worktable, everything fades to black.
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      Even the faint morning light annoys me after a night of restless sleep. I toss, turn, and beat at my pillows, trying to forget everything from Viviana’s death, to how Lilura rejected me, to the night terrors about my doppelgänger. The haunting creature visited me every hour of the night, thrashing and twisting in the sea with blood blooming from her stab wounds. The weight of fatigue presses against my chest and skull.

      Kicking off the sheets, I splay myself wide on the mattress. It’s too empty. I hate waking up alone. At the convent, I always slept in Lilura’s bed except during her time of the month. She said she needed to be alone then. But once we moved to the palace, things got worse. She needed more and more distance. Now she’s nearly cut me off completely when I need her the most. Kariana and Viviana raised her. Isn’t she hurting? Doesn’t she need me at all?

      There’s a triple-knock at my door, and I slump out of bed. When I open it, I’m thankful to find my handmaids. Britta, Cece, and Augustina wear identical navy-blue dresses and white aprons, but the similarities end there. Augustina is tall, pale, and slender, with a face that’s all edges. Britta is short, curvy, and dark with lovely black curls. Cece is petite with olive-skin and large hazel eyes.

      “Do you need our assistance this morning, my princess?” Cece asks.

      Tears spill down my cheeks as I nod. They hug me and help me to the bathroom. I can’t go anywhere with my hair a tangled bird’s nest and my skin slick with nightmare sweat, so I let my handmaids draw a bath.

      “Shall I steam your teal dress, my princess?” Augustina asks.

      “Please,” I say as I sink into the tub. “Thank you.”

      On the ledge, the jar of Lilura’s bath concoction is running low. Britta scrubs my skin pink while Cece conditions and combs out my hair. It’s surreal that we’re Launching Kariana into the sea while beginning a Resting for Viviana. In all of Norella Isle’s history, I don’t think two priestesses have ever died so close together. I pray the twins’ souls can find their way to one another in Dehel’s lair.

      “I feel much better. Thank you, ladies,” I say, wrapping a warm towel around my body. “I can get dressed on my own if you want to go get ready yourselves.”

      They curtsy and scuttle away. I reach into the lukewarm water to drain the tub but jump back when the doppelgänger ripples across the surface.

      I rush from the bathroom and freeze when I return to my bedchamber. Lilura stands near my vanity with her head down and fiddles with her fingers. She looks lovely, all dressed in her teal priestess dress and fur cloak. She even applied a little makeup: a bit of pink eyeshadow and plum lipstick to enhance her brown skin.

      “Ingrid, I’m so sorry about last night.” She twists her brows together as her lip trembles. “I love you and––”

      I throw myself forward, knocking her onto my bed. “I don’t need to hear anymore,” I say, placing my finger against her lips. “I’m glad you’re here now.”

      She takes my hand and smiles through her tears. “Really? That’s it? I thought I’d have to make it up to you.”

      “Oh, you will.” I grin and cup her cheek. “But for now, I only want two things: for us to be together and to focus on the difficult day ahead. I know what it’s like to lose a mother, and you’ve lost two. I want to be here for you. I’ll do anything you want.”

      Lilura kisses my lips sweetly and slowly, making at least one thing right in this world.

      “I don’t deserve you, Ingrid.”

      She helps me get ready in my teal priestess clothes, styles my hair into a simple braid and applies my makeup. I tell her all about my dreams.

      “I crushed more pearl dust for you,” Lilura says as she sweeps it onto my skin.

      I let her, but not without a scolding. “You shouldn’t suffer for my sake.”

      “Actually,” she begins, taking her time to dust my cleavage, “Nilson has been showing me how to perform some basic enchantments without suffering for them. I successfully made a few muscle-relaxing bath salts and this pearl dust without any pain.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Your dreams could have just been about your fears. Since you saw the doppelgänger with the same wound as Viviana, but,” she pauses to place a strand of pearls around my neck, “we’ll still be cautious.”

      I grab her hand and kiss it. “Who do you think could be doing this? And why?”

      Lilura sits on the vanity bench next to me and sighs. “I still believe it has to do with the sacred waters. Someone wants the priestesses gone.”

      “Well, Anders was extremely interested in the waters, but he would’ve had to sail here undetected before the opening feast. Jorsti’s pretty far.” I shake my head as goosebumps prick my neck. “Oskar. He even said it was time to eliminate the priestesses. I was angry when I thought he simply meant their positions, but what if he meant the women themselves?”

      “I’ll see if I can get a read on him, though he’s always stoic and closed off. Oskar did have mud on his boots the night Kariana was found dead. We’ll find the truth.” Lilura stands, extending her hand. “Time for you to go to breakfast, my temptress.”

      “You’re coming too. My seagull-handmaids mentioned that everyone would be dining together this morning for a safety briefing. Hopefully, we’ll learn more about what the hirdmenn know. Ready?”

      We leave my room, and Lilura cradles my head against her chest, so I don’t have to see the mirrors. Her lavender and jasmine perfume soothes me. We enter the grand dining hall as the men and their advisors sit at the table. Soren sits next to Nilson, who gives Lilura and me a sympathetic smile with tears in his eyes. He’s probably hurting as much as we are, seeing his former priestesses slaughtered so. Lilura and I find our chairs on the other side and wait for Father. The feast laid out on the table looks delectable: eggs, sausages, smoked salmon, sweetbreads, fruit, and cheese. Too bad I have no appetite.

      Father walks in with Tia, whose eyes are sunken this morning, and helps her sit.

      “Are you alright, Tia?” I lean forward and ask.

      She startles and sits up straight in her chair. “I’m fine, darling. It’s no—”

      Father clears his throat and takes a sip of water as Oskar strides into the room to stand by his side. Though Oskar can be quite harsh, it’s hard to imagine him murdering a priestess. His mind may be cunning and sharp, but his hands always remain clean.

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Father says, fidgeting and bouncing more than usual. “I hope you were able to get at least some rest last night. I wanted everyone together this morning, so Oskar can brief you about the situation and safety protocols. Oskar.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness. As you all know, to put it bluntly, there is a murderer on the loose. Before you arrived on Norella Isle, a priestess named Kariana was found dead in the sacred spring of the convent. She had been poisoned.”

      Oskar pauses to look down at his feet while there is a bit of chatter around the table. I squeeze Lilura’s hand under the table.

      “Our hirdmenn have been investigating the murder and protecting the priestesses ever since. It clearly was not enough. We have yet to find any real answers and have failed the priestesses. Whoever it is has evaded every effort of ours. After we return from the Launching today, everyone will remain here at the palace on lockdown until this is sorted. Of course, you may forfeit your courtship of the princess should you choose to leave the island immediately. But while you are here, we would like to keep everyone contained to the palace.”

      The room grows silent, and no one has touched their food.

      “For the fishing challenge this morning, we will—”

      “What?” I ask with heat flaring up my neck. “There’s still a challenge today? We have to say goodbye to Kariana and lay Viviana out to rest. Lilura and I should be at the convent!”

      “We will have plenty of time since the Launching isn’t until noon. The challenge can’t wait, Princess Ingrid, for the ball is still planned to be held on your birthday.”

      “Screw my birthday!” I say, causing Father’s eyes to widen in shock. “Two women have been murdered on this island. Think of their families, think of the other priestesses!”

      “W-What if…” Soren pipes up, scanning the table before his blue eyes lock with mine. “W-What if we donate our catches today to the priestesses and their families? You could send a few of the cooks along so they can have a nice reception after such an emotional day.”

      My temperature cools as I sink back down in my seat and think about Soren’s idea. It would be a kind gesture. I look to Lilura, who nods in agreement.

      “That’s a fine idea, Prince Soren,” I say, turning to Father and Oskar. “Every single fish from the challenge today will go to the priestesses and their families in mourning.”

      As Father and Oskar plan out the details, I force down a few bites of food, but even the tea tastes bitter today. I catch Soren staring at me and offer him the only smile I can manage. When breakfast ends, Father stands.

      “It’s time for the fishing challenge, after which we will go straight to the Convent of Norella with the catch for the Resting and Launching. Everyone, prepare to meet at the harbor in half an hour.”

      With that, Father and Oskar leave for the study, and chatter rises in the dining hall.

      I lean to whisper in Lilura’s ear, “Did you get any read on Oskar?”

      “Nothing,” she whispers back. “At least nothing bad. He’s an asshole, but he was genuinely disturbed when he spoke of the murders. He’s hiding something, but not that.”

      “Hmm.” I shake my head, watching Tia slowly rise and turn from the room. “Can you get anything from Tia? I don’t think she’s been feeling well, but she won’t ever talk to me.”

      Lilura nods and takes my arm. We leave the suitors and their advisors behind to follow Tia into the drawing room. She pours some floral tea and pops a lemon drop into her mouth.

      “Ladies,” she says, puckering her lips against the sour candy. “Would you like a little more tea before we’re forced out into the cold?”

      “Yes, please.” I sit on the couch and glance at the grandfather clock. We have a few minutes. “How are you, Tia? I’m not saying this in a rude way, as you are always beautiful, but you look rather pale lately. Are you ill?”

      “Oh, I’m perfectly fine. Maybe a slight cold; I still don’t do well with Norella weather. This winter that’s coming, I can tell it will be fierce.” She adjusts her dress before pouring us tiny cups of floral tea. “Do you remember last year? I barely stepped away from the fireplace in my chambers. I do miss D’Estrana’s weather. Warm. Bright. Downright balmy. Here, the chill seeps into my bones.”

      “I suppose I can’t understand,” I say. “I’ve grown up accustomed to it.”

      “Yes, you Norella Islanders are quite hardy people! I told Rolf that the salt makes your skin thick.” Tia giggles, then looks back and forth between Lilura and me. “I’m so sorry about the priestesses, dears. It truly breaks my heart that innocent women have been killed. I’m especially sorry for you, Lilura.”

      “Thank you,” Lilura says. “I am torn apart inside and fear for our fellow sisters.”

      I place my arm around Lilura and let her cry on my shoulder.

      “Can you believe this competition for your hand, Ingrid?” Tia asks rhetorically. “I’m appalled they are still doing the fishing challenge this morning.”

      “Thank you!” I release a sigh. “Why is Father so determined to keep on schedule?”

      “Oh, well, you know your father and Oskar.” Tia’s face grows taut as if she realized she said the wrong thing. “I’m sure they want to maintain a semblance of peace and order. They don’t want to alarm the public.”

      “But the people should be alarmed!” Lilura says. “And Ingrid shouldn’t have to choose a husband during a time like this.”

      “Still with the marriage thing.” Tia presses her lips together in an odd smirk. “The sooner the two of you accept Ingrid will be married, the better off you’ll be. Not Rolf, of course, but many great kings and queens throughout history have kept lovers. Your affair will be nothing new.”

      Lilura and I grow silent, sipping our tea and waiting for the minutes to pass. I can’t believe Tia just said that. Father and Tia always look the other way with Lilura.

      After an eternity of awkwardness, Father and Oskar summon us to leave for the fishing challenge. All the suitors and advisors exit the palace with us. I take LiLi’s hand, not caring what anyone thinks.

      The carriages set out for the Sommerhaus. Along the bumpy road, I watch the pines sway and dance in the breeze. Before I know it, more tears well up inside and scratch at my throat like spindly sea urchins. I take a few breaths to push the pain down and turn to Lilura, who rubs her temples.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, just a mild headache from searching Oskar and Tia’s emotions.” Lilura wraps me in her embrace. “Tia was truly sorrowful back there. Like Oskar, she’s hiding something, but nothing like murder.”

      We reach our destination and step inside the Sommerhaus where we can stay warm while the suitors fish. After Oskar briefs the three remaining men on their task, I walk over to them on the patio.

      “Good luck this morning, gentlemen,” I say, making eye contact with each of them. My teeth chatter in the chilly breeze, and I can’t imagine how the suitors will feel out on the sea.

      “Thank you, Princess Ingrid,” Jensen says and kisses my hand.

      Anders stands close and wraps his arms around me in an awkward hug. “Thank you,” he says. “I hate to see you so distraught. I promise to catch many fish to donate.”

      “Thank you, Anders,” I say in surprise. “That is actually kind of you.”

      Soren hangs back a little, and I approach him. “Hi,” I say, touching his arm. “Good luck out there. Stay warm and be careful.”

      “Thank you.” He shuffles his feet then looks me in the eyes. “I-I’m s-sorry i-if I made things at breakfast worse. I, um—”

      “No, no, no.” I wrap my arms tightly around him. “I love the idea. Thank you.”

      Jensen and Anders both stare at our embrace, unable to hide their jealousy.

      When I let him go, Soren follows the men down the ramp toward the harbor. Nilson waits for me at the door and opens his arms wide. I accept his hug.

      “I am so sorry, my princess.”

      “I am too,” I say, releasing him to grab his hands. “This is all so terrible.”

      “I know you have Lilura…and Soren,” he says, squeezing my hands. “But I’m here for you if you need anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      We step inside the house, and Nilson grins. “Your great-grandmother certainly had a flair for the dramatic.”

      I giggle because he’s right; the Sommerhaus is somehow even more ornate than the palace. The entryway is as golden as a summer’s day and decorated with images of seashells. Even the wall sconces are shaped like the arms of an octopus. A gilded nautilus mosaic sits at the center of the marble floor.

      Nilson escorts me into the sunroom of the Sommerhaus, where my family, the other advisors, and Lilura prepare to watch the fishing challenge. I sit next to Lilura on a white couch embroidered with sea creatures facing the window where we have a lovely view of the harbor. I hold Lilura’s hand, squeezing tight as the men set off on the sailboats and begin fishing with nets and rods. Although I’m the one who created the contract, I’m happy today’s challenge isn’t dangerous, just cold. Servants offer us tea and cookies, but after a while, I lean my head against Lilura’s shoulder and let my eyelids flutter until they close completely.

      Lilura caresses my cheek and whispers, “It’s over, my love. Time to go.”

      I must have fallen asleep. Everyone exits the Sommerhaus and returns to the carriages. The suitors were advised to sail directly to the convent with the day’s catch.

      I hold the carriage door for Lilura, and we get inside. The caravan heads north toward the convent. Lilura leans on my shoulder, and I stroke her pink curls. The jostle of the carriage through the bumpy mountain pass doesn’t hide the fact that she’s sobbing.

      “I’m here for you, LiLi.”

      “I know,” she says, wiping her cheeks. “I’m just burdened with guilt. I was upset with Viviana when I saw her last. She apologized and begged me to stay, but I walked away. Now, that’s how she last saw me: angry. I wish I could tell her I love her.”

      “Oh, she knows,” I say. “She knows.”

      When the carriage halts, we step out into the sea breeze. An unsettling sensation of déjà vu sweeps through me. I can’t believe both Kariana and Viviana are gone. After descending the steps, Ceto, the very new high priestess, greets us with a group hug.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she says, voice trembling.

      “Did you search the entire convent?” I ask.

      “I didn’t have to; the hirdmenn decided to do a sweep but found nothing.” Ceto sighs. “In a way, I’m glad because I didn’t want to find out any of our sisters were capable.”

      “Me too,” Lilura says, patting her back. “How are the other women holding up?”

      “Everyone lives in fear that they’ll be next. If the hirdmenn can’t protect us, who will?”

      I’m absolutely lost at her words. Who will?

      Anders, Jensen, and Soren arrive from the dock.

      “High Priestess Ceto,” Soren says and presses his two fingers against his cheek. “Those three boats are filled with fish. They’re yours to use as a feast tonight and distribute to Kariana and Viviana’s family.”

      “Thank you.” Ceto’s eyes tear up again as she looks back-and-forth at the three men. “That’s very generous of you. They had some elderly aunts and a few cousins with their own families. They’ll appreciate the kind gesture.” She motions to the men. “You three can go in now if the princess doesn’t mind. No need to wait in the long line.”

      The men do as she says as the line forms behind us, including my father and Tia. The line runs along the ledge of the cliff and twists the entire way down the steps. If Ceto’s face could pale anymore, it does then as she stares at the citizens.

      “I should greet the rest of the visitors.” Ceto shakes her head and gives us another group hug. “I don’t know how to be the high priestess, especially during something like this.”

      Lilura strokes Ceto’s cheek. “You’re doing great.”

      “Thank you,” Ceto says and moves to greet Father and Tia.

      After them, Ceto and Oskar greet one another. Instead of moving on right away, Ceto whispers into his ear. I want to watch their exchange longer, but Lilura escorts me through the Grotto and inside the Resting cave.

      Lilura and I stand side-by-side before Viviana. The thick incense hanging in the air stings my nostrils and dulls my vision, making the death of our beloved high priestess even more surreal. Neither of us says a word as we place our seashells on the altar. A deep pain of sorrow clenches my chest as an unbelievable number of tears pour down my cheeks.

      I whisper a prayer to Norella over Viviana’s body and hang back to let Lilura say her goodbyes. My heart breaks for LiLi. I wish I could fix everything for her.

      “I am deeply sorry for how I left things,” she says, resting her hand on Viviana’s shoulder. “I love you and will miss you every day.”

      As if floating and not by my own volition, I follow Lilura out of the Grotto and down a long tunnel opening up to the beach.

      Already a small crowd forms near the shore, blocking the view I don’t wish to see. The waves crash and ebb against the pebbled beach, but their music isn’t peaceful today; it’s haunting and somber. The midday sun fails to burn through the haze of clouds, keeping us in the chilly breeze without relief. The crowd parts for Lilura and me, and we take our place next to the priestesses and hold hands. The wind whips the teal silk of our dresses and the dark mourning clothes of the people. We wait in meditative silence for the rest of the mourners to arrive.

      When the beach is full of people from the Resting, Ceto, who shifts in her navy-blue robes, shuffles forward with a torch.

      “Kariana was a kind, humble, and devout worshipper,” she announces with a shaky voice. “Noble goddess Norella, call upon your daughters to gently drag our sister to the afterlife.”

      “Norella’s daughters, greet our sister,” the crowd chants.

      Father steps toward the center near Ceto. “People of Norella Isle, I am deeply saddened by the loss of Kariana and, of course, Viviana. The deaths of two sacred priestesses so close together is unheard of. As your king, I want you to know we are doing everything we can to discover the truth. For now, we are here to Launch Kariana into the sea.” He turns to the boat grave to look at her. “May the noble goddess Norella watch over Kariana’s Launching.”

      Everyone places two fingers on their cheeks and chants, “Norella, bless our fallen sister.”

      Ceto lights the teal coverings, which burst into flames. The whispery tendrils of fire flicker in the wind but remain strong and hot with the oil-soaked silk. The entire beach fills with the scent of myrrh and cassia oil. The usually pleasant smell sends my stomach into a whirl of nausea, and I clench my teeth to keep from vomiting.

      With the help of Lilura and one other priestess, Ceto launches the boat grave into the sea. Kariana gets tossed around by the waves, but soon the wind fills the tiny sail, and she glides into the sea. The crowd watches until the waves and the wind snuff the fire out completely.

      Back at the palace, I follow Lilura toward her tower, but she stops short on the spiral staircase. “Ingrid, I know you are going to hate this,” she pauses to swallow, “but I need to be alone right now.”

      “What?” I ask as my heart twists inside my chest. “Why? You shouldn’t be alone right now. I thought I could hold you for a little while before my date with Jensen.”

      “I’m not sure how to explain.” She hangs her head.

      “You never want to be around me anymore,” I say in a weak whisper and turn to leave. “You’re pushing me away.”

      “That’s not true, Ingrid,” she calls as I descend the steps. “I still love you.”

      I race the entire way to my bedchambers, holding in every horrible emotion. After bursting through my door, I collapse on my bed and let it all out in shrieks and pillow-punches. Why did this happen to Kariana and Viviana? Why are they gone? Why doesn’t Lilura want to be around me? How am I supposed to choose a husband?

      When my meltdown wanes, I close my eyes and drift away. I’m in my own boat grave, laid out with silks and seashells and oils, but alive. My doppelgänger drags me under the waves. Thrashing, I can’t get away from her frigid hands and swallow a mouthful of saltwater. I fade in and out as she drags me further down. Inside an underwater cave, she places me next to a dagger, a few green leaves, and a teacup. She shakes me and shouts in my face.

      I jerk up in a cold sweat, screaming. Britta, Augustina, and Cece burst through my door and rush to my side.

      “What is it, Princess Ingrid?” Cece asks.

      “An awful nightmare. I’ll be fine.”

      “Lilura sent us to prepare you for your date,” Britta says. “Do you want to cancel with Jensen?”

      “No, I’d rather get the date over with.”

      “Over with? Really? I think he’s quite handsome.” Augustina combs her fingers through my sweat-drenched hair. “First, you need another bath.”

      I let the women bathe me, dress me, and style me like a doll as I remain in a foggy state of agony and fear. They’ve chosen one of my new dresses which is covered with white lace and pearls—and is very revealing.

      “Jensen will love it,” Augustina says as she places the strand of pearls from his trunk around my neck. “You look absolutely stunning.”

      “Thank you, ladies. I appreciate your help today.”

      I find Jensen waiting for me at the bottom of the grand staircase. His brown eyes grow wide at my appearance. A few hirdmenn are stationed around the palace and some servants here and there, but otherwise, it is quiet. Everyone else was told to eat in their chambers tonight or make arrangements elsewhere in the palace. Tonight, it will just be Jensen and me in the dining hall.

      “Good evening, Princess Ingrid,” Jensen says and sticks out his rigid arm for me to take. “You look lovely. I didn’t get a chance to tell you how very sorry I am about your friends. If you wish to be alone tonight, I would understand if you want to break our date.”

      “Thank you,” I say, shaking my head. “But I don’t like being alone.”

      Inside the dining hall, lit with candles, Jensen pulls out my chair. The curtains are open, allowing the stars to peek in on us. It’s beautiful; I wish I were sharing this evening with Lilura…or Soren. I shake my head to pull myself back into the moment.

      Jensen awkwardly pours us each some wine and moves to grab the first course tray. He barely talks through dinner, piping up with a few questions here and there.

      “Your mother was from my home, D’Estrana, yes?”

      I nod and politely smile. “She was. Growing up, she would tell me stories of the beautiful land. I’ve always wanted to go.”

      He nods and goes back to eating his fish without continuing the conversation. He’s very stiff, stoic, and silent. Not that I mind. Although I don’t want to be alone, I don’t want to suffer through forced conversation either. Like Augustina said, Jensen is very handsome to look at. He is tall and lean with rich, dark skin and a neatly chiseled face. His flawless features could be cut from stone. I’m sure he’ll make his wife very happy someday…but she won’t be me. We’re both polite and could easily be friends, but he and I just don’t connect. There’s no spark or fun like with Soren.

      I mean Lilura. Lilura.

      I enjoy laughing and teasing and pranks. I like an intense attraction to someone’s soul. I like someone easy to talk to. I like someone who will care for me.

      Soren’s blue eyes and curly hair pop into my mind. I shake my head as guilt swells in my chest.

      I can’t make any decisions until I speak to Lilura. That is, if she’ll ever talk to me.

      I’ve picked at my food like a bird all night, waiting for the most important course—dessert. I look over at the buffet and sink in disappointment. There are no more trays. Maybe I should eat a bit more of this spinach salad, or I’ll be starving tonight.

      I gasp with delight when a servant brings us two large, frosty mugs filled with creamy butterscotch froth, ice cream, and drizzled with chocolate. My eyes widen as Jensen sets the delicious treat in front of me.

      “I hope you like floats,” he says, starting with a spoon to eat his. “It’s my favorite. As a child, these would always cheer me up. I know you are hurting right now, but I hope this treat can lift your spirits, if even for a moment.”

      “Thank you,” I say sincerely, looking into his eyes. “That means a lot.”

      We both dig into our floats without a word, just grins with messy float-foam on our chins. Yes, Jensen is someone I could be friends with, but he’s not the husband for me. I can’t believe my own thoughts. Am I really getting on board with this husband idea?

      After our date, Jensen bids me goodnight with a cold kiss on my cheek. I thank him for the lovely dessert. Climbing the grand staircase, I make it about halfway before I drown in the intense sensation of loneliness. It’s not late and, having taken a rage-nap, I won’t be able to sleep tonight.

      I find myself walking toward Soren’s room, unsure about what to say. If Lilura doesn’t want me right now, the only other person I want to spend time with is him. I don’t even care if the hirdmenn stationed around the palace see. When I arrive at his door, I take a few deep breaths and whisper the alphabet backward. I knock and wait.

      Nilson answers the door. “Princess Ingrid!” he says, wrapping me in a hug.

      “How are you holding up?” I ask as he lets go.

      “I’m fine. I should ask you the same question, dear.” He shakes his head and pats my cheek. “I can’t imagine your pain.”

      “It’s almost unbearable.” I sigh. “But it’s Lilura I worry about. I know she is strong, but she’s becoming more distant and—”

      Soren walks from around the corner, shirtless and towel-drying his hair. I wave to him, and his eyes widen in shock. He scrambles to throw on a top before approaching Nilson and me.

      “G-Good e-evening, Princess Ingrid.” He tilts his head to study me. “How are you? Do you need anything?”

      I take a deep breath as my heart flutters. “Actually, I was wondering, um…if you weren’t busy…would you want to work on the puzzle with me?”

      Soren’s jaw hangs open for a moment.

      “He would love to.” Nilson eagerly pushes Soren out the door.

      “Y-Yes,” Soren says and steps into the hall with me. “Um, yes.”

      Relief washes over me, as does the scent of Soren’s soap and aftershave. It’s clean with a hint of oakmoss. Grinning at Soren, Nilson shuts the door to give us privacy.

      Soren scans my gown and touches his buttoned pajama top. “Oh, should I change?”

      “No, you look perfect.”

      He extends his arm, which I take.

      “Thank you,” I tell him as we follow the hallways toward my chambers. “I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

      “You’re welcome. Wait, where are we going?” His cheeks flush as I lead him around the corner.

      “My chambers. No one will bother us there.”

      If possible, his cheeks and chest grow even redder. His mouth begins moving silently, and I know he’s doing his anxiety-coping trick.

      I begin chanting with him, “S, R, Q, P, O, N…”

      He stops and looks at me with wide eyes, and his chest rising and falling dramatically.

      “I’m sorry.” I touch his chest as we stop in front of my door. “You don’t have to be nervous around me. If you’re uncomfortable joining me tonight, I understand. You’re welcome to return to your room.”

      “No, no, no.” Soren shakes his head. “I want to spend time with you. I’ll try my best not to be nervous.”

      I open the door and tug him inside. His eyes scan my room side-to-side and floor-to-ceiling, admiring the extravagant décor. He walks to the window overlooking the gardens as I open the trunk he gave me painted with cresting waves.

      “What a gorgeous view,” he says, turning to my dresser. He rushes over to look at my seashells. “Wow! Look at these! My sister would go crazy. We had a collection we kept in our study.”

      “My mother and I found these.” I step next to him and touch a few shells.

      Soren grins as he studies me. My eyes wander too over his dark mop of curls, his kind eyes, his freshly shaved skin, his lips… Heat rises in my chest and cheeks. I shouldn’t feel this way.

      I turn back to the trunk of gifts.

      “Here,” I retrieve the puzzle box and scatter the contents on the floor. “Ready?”

      Soren nods and sits on the floor. As he begins separating edge pieces from the pile, I sneak away to grab a nightgown from my dresser and change the bathroom. I need to get out of this itchy, lace gown. Straining my arms to reach the buttons, I’m finally able to slip the gown from my hips. I throw on my silky nightgown, comfortable at last. On my return to Soren and the puzzle, I grab a bottle of wine from the back of my wardrobe.

      As I approach, Soren looks anywhere but directly at me, avoiding my nightgown. He focuses on the puzzle and rushes to place pieces together. I smile to myself and sit close to him, causing his posture to stiffen.

      “There’s no harm in looking, Soren. You don’t have to be nervous around me.”

      He gulps as I uncork the bottle and take a swig.

      “Here,” I say, offering the bottle to Soren. “Making any progress?”

      He sips from the bottle and nods. “Yes. I have separated all the edge pieces and snapped a few of the island together.”

      We first frame the puzzle by working on the edges. Once we get the entire edge, we focus on the outline of the island. Just like real life, the Styrmir Sea is the most difficult part. This is so relaxing.

      Soren squints at some of the pieces and the design on the box. “You know the shape and locations better than I do,” he comments and furrows his brows with deep focus. “Does this one fit here?”

      “Yes,” I say as he snaps two large sections together. “This is really coming along!”

      He smiles and continues working. “It’s a beautiful kingdom; the more I’m here, the more I love it. Do you have a favorite spot?”

      Our hands brush against one another as we reach for the same piece. Soren’s hand lingers a moment as he caresses the back of mine, filling me with tingles.

      I lift a small section of the puzzle. “Right here. This tide pool beach not far from the palace was always a favorite of mine growing up. It’s fairly hidden by cliffs and forest. My mother and I would sneak through a little path,” I pause to trace the map with my finger, “and spend hours exploring the tiny pools of life.”

      “It sounds magical,” he says. “I’d love to go someday.”

      I grin and continue placing pieces together.

      “How’s Lilura holding up?” Soren asks.

      “Not good, but she wanted to be alone tonight.” I shrug. “I’m giving her space but will check on her tomorrow.”

      “You’re a good friend.”

      “Thanks,” I say, placing a puzzle piece down. “How’s Nilson? He puts on a brave face to help everyone else, but is he alright when you two are alone?”

      “Everything’s definitely taking a toll on him. I can tell because he buries himself in his work when he is sad or upset.”

      “I suppose Lilura does that, too.”

      “I’ve greatly admired the man ever since I met him,” Soren says. “I was at first jealous because I couldn’t become a sorcerer. I don’t have the touch.”

      “I don’t think I have it either. Lilura was a rebel to study it herself. It’s truly miraculous what they can do, though it takes a toll. I’m glad Nilson is showing LiLi how to be more careful.”

      “LiLi,” he repeats the nickname. “I like that.”

      We drink, talk, and laugh together with ease while finishing the puzzle. Only one piece left, and the bottle of wine is spent.

      “Oh, no!” Soren says. “I’m sorry, the last piece is in my room.”

      I take his hand in mine. “Well, we’ll just have to do this again, won’t we?”

      His face lights up brighter than a full moon. “I would love that.”

      I walk him to my door with slow steps as I truly don’t want him to go. I know myself, though, and what might happen if I let him stay. I can’t do that to Lilura. I need her on board with my choice of husband…and I’m hoping she approves of Soren.

      “Thank you so much for spending the evening with me; you have no idea how much it means. You helped take my mind off everything for a while.”

      “No need to thank me, Ingrid,” he says with a grin. “I had a wonderful time, and…well, I’m here for you whenever you need me.”

      I rise on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek, breathing in his scent. His cheeks and ears flush.

      “Goodnight, Soren.”

      He nods and composes himself. “G-Goodnight, P-Princess Ingrid.”

      I watch him walk down the hallway, past all the mirrors. When he reaches the corner, he glances back at me. I smile and slowly close the door.
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      “Prince Soren, wake up,” Nilson whispers, bouncing his hand on my shoulder.

      Groaning, I roll and drag the pillow over my head. It aches with the pain of a thousand stabbing knives to my skull. I rarely drink, and last night I had way, way too much. Barnacles. It was so wonderful doing the puzzle and drinking wine with Ingrid that I didn’t want the night to end. Now I am paying the price with pounding temples and a roiling stomach.

      Nilson lifts the pillow, sending daylight much too quickly into my eyes. “You must get up. The sword-fighting challenge is in an hour.”

      I swing my feet from the bed and curl my body over my knees. “I can barely move; how am I supposed to fight?”

      “Did you and the princess have a good time?” Nilson asks with a chuckle as he mixes something together at the table where he’s set up all sorts of experiments.

      “Yes, she’s amazing,” I whisper and try to focus through the nausea. “But I drank away any chance to do well today.”

      “Oh, we’ll see about that.” Nilson continues pouring things into a glass. “I bet you’ll still be able to impress the princess.”

      “My head,” I moan, flopping back onto the bed. “I can’t move.”

      “Here.” Nilson extends a glass of green liquid to me. “Hold your nose and drink this.”

      The disgusting smell hits me, bringing a new wave of nausea. “You must be joking.”

      “No. Just a trick from my days as a young man.” He grins at my pain. “Drink it, and you will feel brand-new.”

      I swipe the glass from his hand and plug my nose. Tilting the glass of thick green mush, I gulp it down and try my best not to vomit.

      “Now, you need some water.” Nilson pours me a glass, which I happily chug.

      I stand and stretch, with my stomach at least feeling settled. I sure hope the headache goes away soon.

      Nilson has kindly laid out my clothes for the day. Everyone is to wear white for the swordfights. Good thing I used to spar with my friends and my brother-in-law for exercise. I won’t be a swashbuckling pirate anytime soon, but I should do fine today.

      “Thank you, Nilson,” I say, gesturing to the garments.

      “It’s my pleasure to help you. Now get dressed and make yourself presentable. Your headache will wane soon.”

      I clean myself up in the bathroom and get dressed. After drinking a little more water, my headache does go away, and I no longer have to squint into the daylight streaming between the curtains.

      “That concoction of yours really works!”

      “I told you,” he says, standing with the aid of his cane. “Are you ready to warm up? We don’t have far to go today since the king wants everyone to remain here for security purposes.”

      “Where will we do the sword-fighting?”

      “The ballroom.”

      I follow Nilson down the hallway, where we run into Jensen and his advisor, a small man with spectacles.

      “Good luck today,” I say, shaking Jensen’s hand while our advisors chat.

      “Thanks, I need it!” he says. “I’m a much better dancer than I am fighter. Can you believe we’ll be fighting in a ballroom? It feels wrong.”

      “Yes, it does. Maybe it’s like the other challenges where we just need to finish and not worry about winning. I’ll take it easy on you so you can show off some moves.”

      “Thanks. I hope so.” He hangs his head a little. “Because, well, I don’t think my date went very well last night. I can’t blame Princess Ingrid, she’s had a terrible week, and I’m heartbroken for her. She only looked happy during dessert.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you had a date last night. She didn’t…” I trail off before revealing I was with her late into the night.

      A little pride swells in my chest at the fact that Ingrid came to me after their date. Does it mean she likes me? I wonder if she’s spent any secret time with Anders.

      When we reach the ballroom, I take in the breathtaking sight. The tall ceilings hold a stained-glass dome at the center with two massive sea glass chandeliers hanging on either side. The sky-blue paint somehow makes the walls appear even larger. The Verskelli nautilus is inlaid into the middle of the swirling two-toned marble floor. Gleaming white columns are carved with seashells and sea creatures. And nearly everything else is gilded.

      Tomorrow night, I could be dancing with Ingrid here. The thought alone makes my palms sweat.

      With pounding footsteps against the marble, a handful of hirdmenn march into the ballroom, followed by Anders and his advisor. They take in the spectacular sight before heading toward us.

      “Good morning, men.” Anders eyes us up in our white outfits. “And good luck.”

      He steps away to begin jogging in place, doing jumping-jacks, and stretching. I shrug at Jensen, and we both follow suit to warm up. Soon enough, the royal family and the king’s advisor enter the room. They sit in golden chairs shaped like pieces of gilded coral. There’s an empty seat next to Ingrid where Lilura should be. I suppose she’s still mourning. I feel terrible for her.

      Ingrid is dressed in yet another white gown, but this one’s flowy, sparkly, and whimsical. It suits her personality. She wears a single strand of pearls and looks as beautiful as a summer day at the beach. She waves at me, causing a grin to stretch my lips. I raise my arm to wave back when Anders knocks into me, and I crash to the marble floor.

      “Sorry, lost my balance stretching,” he says and hops up without offering me his hand.

      I stand as Oskar strides across the floor with three wooden swords, each stained a different color. He handles them like he’s trying to carry a squirmy fish. My mind races with worry about Ingrid watching me fight with a sword. I begin counting the nautilus’s around the room, starting with the one at the center of the marble floor. But there’s more in every aspect of the decor. I count to at least seventy before Oskar clears his throat to get our attention.

      “Gentlemen, with the current atmosphere, we decided to make the sword-fighting challenge as safe as possible. Therefore,” Oskar pauses to hold up a red sword, “these are wooden swords stained in various colors. The color will transfer onto your opponent’s white clothing, and theirs onto yours. Strike a vital location, and you win.”

      He fumbles with the swords again, handing us each a different color. “Red for Anders, blue for Soren, and purple for Jensen. And black for the hirdmenn.”

      “What?” The blood drains from my head as I turn toward three muscular hirdmenn who are warming up and stretching. “We’re fighting against hirdmenn?”

      “The king thought it would be the fairest way. You’ll all be fighting against equally skilled hirdmenn. Plus, these men will know how to hit you without truly injuring you. With the state of things here on the island, the king wanted this event to have as little violence as possible.”

      He guides us to three squares chalked onto the floor of the ballroom and tells us each to stand inside one. Two women carrying items enter the ballroom and sit at a table near the royal family’s chairs. One has an easel, and the other has a stack of parchment.

      “They’ll be sketching and writing a record of the fights since the people of Norella Isle cannot be here to witness the challenge. Gentlemen, today, you will prove your skills with the sword. Stay inside your square and try to hit the hirdmann in a vital location. Any questions?”

      We shake our heads and take our positions. I touch the tip of my wooden sword; it leaves a blue stain on my fingertips and is still quite sharp for a piece of wood. I hope Anders and Jensen don’t slack off because they think we can’t get injured. We certainly can.

      The hirdmenn make their way over to our squares. The one who steps into mine is more than a man—he’s the size of a beast. He has tan skin, cropped black hair, and a scar crossing from his mouth to his ear. My stomach sinks as dread creeps through me. I look back and forth at Anders and Jensen’s opponents, both equally matched in size. How is this fair?

      “Good morning,” my hirdmann says in a deep voice. “I am Gus.”

      “Hello,” I say to mine. “I’m Soren.”

      “Good luck.”

      I glance at Ingrid, whose mouth hangs in shock as she stares at the giant of a hirdmann I’m fighting. Oskar steps to the side of the royal family and waits for everyone’s attention.

      “As this is the last challenge, those of you remaining will attend the ball for Princess Ingrid’s birthday tomorrow night, where she will choose her husband.”

      I gulp at the thought, and my breathing stops. Tomorrow night. Ingrid will choose one of us tomorrow night. Glancing at Jensen and Anders, a bit of jealous heat rises in my chest at the thought of one of them becoming her husband. I came here as a duty to my family, but I quickly realized how much I truly want to marry Ingrid.

      “Gentlemen, we will now begin our challenge. En garde!”

      Wooden swords knock and clack at once, and I’m quickly placed on the defensive against this giant man. He comes at me fast and hard. I block his blows, but barely. The muscles in my arms feel like shattered glass with every deflection. I need to get on the offensive; I need to strike him. He might be much larger than me, but I have the advantage of quick movements.

      I block a blow and jump to the corner of our square where I can catch my breath. As Gus prepares to lunge, I make a plan. When he comes at me with his sword raised, I swoop around and strike his side. Gus groans and steps to the corner. Instead of hitting vital organs, I only managed to leave a blue stain on his hip, but my confidence swells at being the first in the room to strike.

      I work on another plan as Gus turns, clutching his hip, when something trips me. I land on my back as Anders drags his foot back into his square. Rage flares through my body and I want to yell, but Gus uses the opening to barrel toward me. I roll to evade his blow, causing Gus to shatter his sword against the marble.

      I jump up and shout at Anders, “What the hell was that?” I look toward Oskar. “He stepped out of his square! He tripped me!”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Oskar says.

      Anders laughs and continues fighting his hirdmann. Gus composes himself and regains a stance with his broken sword, which will probably do more damage now with its sharp splinters. Queen Tia gets up to leave, and Gus lunges at me while I’m distracted. I fend off his blows, but barely.

      His broken sword gives me the advantage of a longer reach. Now’s my chance.

      I dash forward, swiping my sword through the air, and quickly spin away from the hirdmann. When I regain my stance to wait, Ingrid, Nilson, and the king are applauding. Gus turns to me, revealing a blue line across his neck.

      “Our first challenge winner is Prince Soren,” Oskar announces, sending a rush of relief through my body. “It seems you’ve beheaded Sir Gus.”

      Gus extends his hand, which I take. “Congratulations, Prince Soren. I honestly thought you would be an easy opponent, but what you lack in size you make up for in brains and heart.”

      “Thank you.”

      Oskar leads me to sit next to Nilson, where I can catch my breath. A servant offers me a towel and a glass of water. As I wipe away the sweat on my brow, Ingrid leans forward to get my attention. She mouths the words, “Great job!”

      “Thank you,” I mouth back, my leg bouncing from her compliment.

      The clacking of wooden swords continues as Anders and Jensen fight their hirdmenn. Anders almost appears to be toying with his, for he moves with grace and ease around the square. He must have tripped me on purpose. Jensen, on the other hand, has multiple black marks on his clothing, revealing how many times the hirdmann has struck him. He’s going to be quite bruised from this challenge.

      Anders swipes his sword, leaving a red line right through the hirdmann’s gut. Everyone applauds, and now it’s just Jensen left. Although I want Ingrid to choose me, I like Jensen as a friend and hope he has a chance. The hirdmann strikes Jensen’s chest, leaving a black mark over his heart. Jensen hunches over in defeat.

      Now it will just be Anders and me in competition for Ingrid’s hand. Of course, it is.

      Oskar speaks to Jensen and his advisor, who walk toward the exit. Jensen pauses and turns toward Ingrid. “Goodbye, Princess Ingrid. It was a pleasure to meet you. I wish you happiness in your future marriage and hope you choose a husband who will treat you with respect, honor, and love.”

      Ingrid’s eyes flicker to mine before she addresses him. “Thank you, Jensen. It was nice to meet you as well.”

      Oskar leads Anders to a seat next to his advisor, and a servant offers him a towel and glass of water as well.

      “Congratulations, Prince Anders and Prince Soren. You’ve completed all of the challenges and will attend the ball tomorrow night,” Oskar says. “After some time for rest today, you will each have one final date with the princess. One of you may dine with the princess, and one of you may have drinks and dessert with her after. Prince Soren, since you completed the challenge first, you get to choose.”

      I sit quietly and think about it. Dine with or drink with her. Although I suffered a wicked hangover this morning, it was amazing to spend time with her last night. Also, it will be to my advantage to have the final impression by choosing the last date.

      “I choose the second option,” I say, glancing at the princess. “Would you like to have drinks and dessert with me, Princess Ingrid?”

      She smiles and nods.

      “Then it’s set. Prince Anders, you may meet with members of the staff to choose a meal for your dinner date. Prince Soren, you may meet with the chef as well to choose a dessert,” Oskar says. “Great job today. You may rest now.”

      We stand to leave along with the king, princess, and hirdmenn. Ingrid lingers near the doorway. Anders runs a hand through his sweaty blond hair and pauses next to her.

      “Good job today, Prince Anders,” Ingrid says.

      “Thank you. I look forward to our evening together.” He kisses her hand and gives her a charming smile.

      I grit my teeth in jealousy. Anders is so confident. When he leaves, and there are only servants and hirdmenn around, Ingrid wraps me in a hug. I stiffen in surprise but return her embrace.

      “You did wonderful today,” she whispers. “Thanks again for spending time with me last night.”

      “Anytime,” I say with a grin. “Well, actually, again tonight, it seems. I’m just not sure I can keep up with you drinking; I woke up with a headache this morning.”

      She giggles. “I’m looking forward to our date.”

      “Me too. How are you holding up today?”

      “I have my moments.” She hangs her head. “I wish the hirdmenn could find the murderer.”

      I reach out and touch her arm. “They will.” I try to sound confident.

      She nods and takes a deep breath. “Thanks. I’ll see you later. You should get some rest. That fight must have been difficult.”

      I make my way back to my room, where Nilson has already drawn me a bath and laid out fresh clothes.

      “What would I do without you, Nilson? Thank you.”

      “Soak those muscles; I infused your bath with a relaxation concoction from Lilura. Then, sleep for at least an hour—longer if you can.” Nilson draws the curtains, shrouding the chamber in darkness. “I’ll make sure you’re up and ready before your date this evening. For now, I’m going to work with Lilura. Also, you have a delivery.”

      I follow his pointed index finger to a tiny box on the table. The ring. My cheeks burn. Thankfully, Nilson doesn’t pry and exits the room.

      My fingers tremble as I open the velvet box. It’s perfect. The two scallop shells are gilded and shiny with an impressive-sized pearl at the center. She’ll love it…that is, if I’m ever able to give it to her. Anxiety tingles through me at the mere thought of a proposal. I need to relax.

      I sink into the tub and let my muscles melt into the hot water. Between the fitness and sword-fighting challenges, I’m aching all over. The water soothes my limbs as I wash myself with a sea sponge. I sing the alphabet backward at least four times, which helps take my mind away from the ring. Although the water feels divine, the dark room beckons me. After drying off, I slip on some shorts and crash onto the plush bed.

      I wake from my nap a new man. Stretching out on the mattress, I yawn and think about the evening ahead. Ingrid loves the outdoors, but we’re not allowed to leave the palace grounds. If we can’t go to the beach, maybe we’ll have drinks in the gardens. I open the curtain to peek out the small window. Yes, outside will be perfect with the clear sky. We’ll have a view of the stars and Northern Lights.

      Ingrid knows Anders and I are here to marry her, but should I be more forward? Should I tell her how I feel? Should I bring the ring? I don’t know if it would help or hurt my chances. I’ve never been good at talking to women until Ingrid. She is so easy to be around. I want to know more about her.

      I want to kiss her.

      My heart hammers in my chest, and my mouth goes dry at the idea. How would I do it? When? At the beginning of the date or right before saying goodnight? Maybe it’s best not to contemplate too much. Wait until it feels right is something my brother-in-law, Martin, would say. But how will I know it feels right?

      Nothing ever feels right to me.

      I sit up, but my head spins, and my lungs refuse to cooperate. I compose myself in the easiest way I know how. Z, Y, X, W… When I can finally breathe again, I throw my clothes on and leave the room. I’ll ask Nilson if he has any advice for handling my date with Ingrid. He’ll help me.

      Wandering the halls of Sunniva Palace, I search for the spiral staircase leading to Lilura’s tower. Luckily, I run into another one of Ingrid’s handmaids. The petite brunette woman with a gleam in her eyes tilts her head at me.

      “E-excuse m-me, miss…” I trail off, not knowing her name.

      “It’s Britta,” she says with a little curtsy.

      “Britta, do you know where Lilura’s room is? I’m trying to find my advisor.”

      “Of course, Prince Soren,” she says and turns. “This way.”

      I follow her until we reach a stairwell, not far from Ingrid’s chambers.

      I thank Britta and make my way up the spiral stone staircase alone. It’s not as fancy or decorated as the rest of the palace, but it’s still clean, shiny, and white. At the top is a white door with a crystal doorknob. I suck in a deep breath and knock.

      Lilura opens the door and furrows her brows at the sight of me. “Yes?”

      “H-Hello, L-Lilura. Is Nilson here?”

      She leaves the door open for me to enter and scrambles to organize her worktable. Behind her is a tank with two snakes slowly slithering. Nilson mixes powders in a bowl while Lilura continues to tidy up around him.

      “No need to clean for my sake, Lilura.” I grin. “You should’ve seen my sister’s room growing up—cleaning was the only thing she wasn’t perfect at.”

      Lilura says nothing but merely quirks her eyebrow and gets back to work.

      Nilson steps over and pats my shoulder. “You look handsome and well-rested. Are you ready for your date?”

      Lilura slams a stack of books down, making us flinch.

      “I believe so,” I say, turning my attention back to Nilson. “I’m going to ask if Ingrid wants to spend time in the gardens this evening. I wondered, though, if you had any further advice.”

      “A date in the gardens sounds lovely,” he says. “But, you know, Lilura would be the one to ask for advice.”

      Her eyes fling wide in shock, but she remains silent.

      “I’m rather tired and sore myself,” Nilson says with a yawn, tapping at his leg. “I’m going to get some food and lie down. I’ll let you two young people discuss things like dates.”

      Lilura’s eyes burn holes in Nilson’s back as he leaves. I count my steps as I walk toward the worktable. There are crystals, magnifying glasses, parchment, quills, books, and vials of all sorts of chemicals and concoctions. She unlocks a cabinet and retrieves a glass jar with some sort of root in it, along with a journal.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m propagating a plant,” she says, dropping her angry façade, and scribbles in the journal. “It’s already grown one leaf and has a few promising buds.”

      “Nilson said you were talented.” I lean to get a closer look at the jar. “But don’t you need sunlight for plants? Why do you keep it in the cabinet?”

      “This plant is accustomed to darkness, actually.”

      “Really?” I glance around at all the curiosities in her room: incense, dried flowers, stones, and star charts. Inside the journal are sketches of the plant she’s propagating in its various stages. Above it are lines of text in some language I don’t recognize.

      “You’re very good at drawing.”

      “Thank you,” she says and snaps the journal closed.

      “I wish I knew how to draw or do something artistic. My parents were more concerned I master arithmetic and languages.”

      “Good skills for a prince, I suppose.” With her and on her hip, Lilura steps to the same side of the table as me. “What exactly are you doing here?”

      I dart my eyes around to avoid her intense, amber-colored gaze. “I-I, uh, I-I w-wanted to ask for Nilson’s advice for my date tonight. B-But h-he’s left that up to you, apparently.”

      Lilura scans me for a moment and purses her lips together. I’m not sure if she’s judging me or angry with me. With a loud screeching noise, she drags over two stools and sits at the worktable. I join her. She closes her eyes to swallow, as if she’s nauseous, and runs her hands through her pretty curls. Not many people could pull off pink hair, but it suits Lilura’s gorgeous face. When she continues to take controlled breaths, I reach for her hand.

      “Are you alright, Lilura? Are you going to be sick?”

      “I’m fine,” she says, jerking her hand away. “What are your intentions with Ingrid? What do you want out of a marriage with her?”

      I gulp. Now she’s interrogating me. The best friend who doesn’t like me is interrogating me. Now it’s my turn to close my eyes for a moment.

      Z, Y, X, W…No! This isn’t a time to act strange.

      I sit up and do my best to compose myself, tugging at my clothes and pushing my hair from my face. “W-Well, a-at first, I only came here because my parents wanted me to secure an alliance with Norella Isle.”

      “Is that all you want? An alliance, with Ingrid just being the key to it? You know she’s a person, not a prize.”

      “Oh, I know!” I place my hand on my chest. “I’ll admit, I tried to turn my ship around on the way here. I was afraid. I never thought the princess would like me. I didn’t think I had a chance. But then I met her and…” I trail off, thinking about her laugh, her teases, her quirks.

      “And what?”

      “Ingrid is much, much more than a prize.”

      Tilting her head, Lilura asks, “Do you care for her and respect her?”

      “Very much. Actually…” I pause to dig the ring from my pocket. “Do you think she’ll like this?”

      With narrowed eyes, Lilura studies the ring while a flush of crimson rises in her cheeks. Is she angry?

      “I wasn’t happy with the ring I gave her in my trunk of gifts, so I had this one made from the seashells you and I found on the beach.” I point to the shells. “Look, the seashells could be you and me, and the pearl could be Ingrid.”

      Lilura strains and contorts her face while tears well in her eyes. I reach out to pat her shoulder, but she pulls me into a hug. She smells lovely. Her perfume reminds me a bit of Ingrid’s. They both smell like lavender and jasmine.

      “Why are you so sad, Lilura?” I ask as we release each other. “Is it me? Do you wish for Ingrid to choose Anders?”

      Lilura snorts and goes into a laughing fit. I giggle nervously, unsure what she finds funny. After composing herself, she shakes her head. “No, not at all! Look,” she begins, gesturing to a small vial on her worktable. “I’m going to put this in Anders’ drink tonight.”

      A smile stretches my lips. “The prank we talked about?”

      “Yep. I couldn’t do it after the fitness challenge for many reasons.” She pauses to wipe the tears from her eyes. “It should give him some unwanted acne.” She joins me in giggling, then gets all quiet. “I knew you’d be the one for Ingrid from the very beginning.”

      My heartbeat pounds like a drum in my ears. “Y-Y-You did?”

      “Yes. I can read Ingrid’s thoughts and emotions,” she says, hanging her head as if she just admitted a crime.

      “Oh,” is all I can mutter out as I tuck the ring back into my pocket.

      Lilura squirms on her stool for a moment before standing and twisting her back. She rubs at it but grimaces in pain.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask, approaching.

      “It’s my back; it always hurts. Nothing I’m not used to.”

      “May I?” I ask, hovering my hands above her shoulders.

      “Um, alright,” she says.

      I knead my fingers and knuckles into her back. When I get to her shoulder blades, Lilura purrs like a cat.

      “Why does your back always hurt so badly? Are you injured?”

      “Something like that,” she says and moans as I knead her muscles. “Your hands are much stronger than Ingrid’s.”

      “Have you tried any ointments or medications made with the sacred waters?”

      She nods but closes her eyes as I continue to work my hands.

      “I suppose that was a silly question. You live here.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything,” she says and turns to smirk at me.

      I continue massaging, and Lilura melts against me. Her purple velvet cloak is soft against my fingers but keeps bunching and getting in the way.

      I pinch the fabric and lift it. “May I?”

      “No!” She clutches her cloak and spins around. “I mean, no, thank you.”

      “I’m sorry, Lilura. I didn’t mean to startle you.” I gesture to her stool as I sit on mine. “Since you can read Ingrid’s mind, do you have any advice to offer for my date tonight?”

      Lilura sits and sighs. “Just be yourself.”

      “Really?” I tilt my head and grin at her. “That’s your advice.”

      “She likes you.” Lilura jabs at my chest. “Even when you’re awkward and nervous, she likes you.”

      I nod and take a turn to sigh myself. “It’s never been easy, being myself. She puts me at ease. Huh,” I look into Lilura’s beautiful amber eyes, “I suppose you do too. I like talking to you. I truly hope we can be friends, Lilura.”

      “I have another question for you because I need to know she’ll be taken care of.” Lilura sucks in a deep breath. “How skilled are you at satisfying a woman?”

      My jaw drops, and my skin turns to ice. “W-What? W-What do you mean?”

      “Ingrid is a very sexual being. I need to know if you can satisfy her.”

      I can’t breathe. The room closes in on me. I was naively only concerned about the kissing part. I didn’t think much beyond that. What do I tell her? Anders will certainly take the cake on this one. He’s probably bedded more women than I’ve had conversations with.

      I drop my head down to my chest. Z, Y, X, W, V, U, T…

      “Are you alright, Soren?” she says and gasps. “I’m sorry if I’m making you nervous. Have you ever been with a woman?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s not important.” Her voice rises, laced with a lie. “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

      “I know you’re looking out for her, but if Ingrid chooses me as her husband, I promise to always cherish her.”

      Lilura blinks a few tears away and looks toward the window. I can’t get a read on her. One moment we are friendly; the next, she is either angry or saddened by me.

      I touch her hand. “I know this has been a terrible time for you both. No one should have to suffer from so much heartache. It’s a blessing you and Ingrid have one another. I may not be the perfect man, but I promise to be here for her—and you. So, if you ever need someone to talk to, I’m here for you too.”

      Lilura stands and, without a word, gestures for me to leave. Again, I don’t understand her. So much for getting advice for my date with Ingrid. Lilura opens the door.

      “It was a delight to see you again, Lilura,” I say, defeated.

      “Merl…and…mac…” Lilura mumbles in a hushed tone.

      I spin around. “What was that?”

      “Merlot and macarons,” she states. “That’s what you should bring for your date.”

      “Thank you!” I shout and wrap my arms around Lilura. “Thank you!”

      “It’s nothing,” she says, squeezing me tight as she returns the hug. “But you’re welcome. You’re a good man, Soren.”

      “I try to be.” I grin as we release one another and turn.

      “Wait,” she calls, stopping me with just her voice. “Were you and Nilson both on Aegris Isle last week, before coming to Norella?”

      I nod as if it’s obvious but then remember. “Well, not all week. Nilson was in D’Estrana but cut his diplomatic trip short to bring me here.”

      “Oh, a diplomatic trip…” She trails off.

      “Why?”

      “I was just wondering what all Nilson does for your family and how he may be of better use here.” She smirks. “We might have to fight you for him.”

      “I’m sure you’d win in any fight against me, Lilura.”

      We both laugh as Lilura leans against the door frame with her arms crossed.

      “We’ll see,” she says and begins to close the door.

      “Goodbye, Lilura.”

      She nods through the crack. “Prince Soren.”

      I descend the spiral steps. Lilura’s soothing scent lingers on my clothes long after our embrace.
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        * * *

      

      A crisp breeze rustles the pines in the palace garden, but the view of the Northern Lights is spectacular. The bands of green and yellow light glow and move like calm waves. I remember the old myth about the lights, that the sky god Osmond created them to search for Norella and Kallan during their affair.

      I fold the picnic blanket for the fifth time and then count all the garden pavers with taps of my toes while waiting for Ingrid. I can’t stop thinking about how much I want to kiss her.

      Tomorrow is her birthday and also the day of the ball. With everything that’s happened this week, how could she possibly be ready to choose a husband? I hope Lilura is right about Ingrid liking me. I hope I can at least comfort her tonight.

      Ingrid’s footsteps fall on my ears before she emerges from behind a row of tall hedges. Her pearl-encrusted gown shimmers in the moonlight, she wears a loose braid, and her eyes are red and puffy as if she’s been crying.

      I rush to take her hands in mine. “Oh, Ingrid, I know we’re supposed to have our date, but you’re still mourning. You can go back inside; I don’t want to keep you.”

      “No, I’d like to stay,” she whispers. “Anders was a complete asshole, like always. I don’t want to be alone right now.”

      “We can relax and watch the Lights then.” Placing my arm around her shoulders, I lead Ingrid over to the grassy patch and spread the blanket. “Talking or no talking, it’s up to you. I promise not to be an asshole.”

      That earns a slight giggle. “Thank you, Soren. I know you won’t be an asshole; you’re sweet,” she says, running her hand down my arm as we sit and causing goosebumps to crawl over my skin.

      We sit back and watch the Northern Lights dance in the night sky. Hues of yellows and greens perform a magical show. I watch their reflection in Ingrid’s beautiful eyes, and suddenly, my mouth is dry, and my hands begin to tremble. Tomorrow’s the ball. She’ll make her decision. And she hates the other suitor. Will this kind, smart, and funny woman really become my wife?

      I turn away and fumble to open the wine. Merlot, just like Lilura suggested. I struggle with the cork because my hands are weak and shaky. Ingrid reaches over me to grab the bottle with an adorable grin on her face. Either time stops, or my heart does as her warm body presses against mine. She slips away all too soon to open the bottle and pour us both generous amounts of wine.

      I want to hold her next to me. I want to kiss her. I try to look anywhere but her lips as she hands me my glass.

      “To you, Princess Ingrid,” I say as we clink our glasses together. “What you’re going through must be almost unbearable. You’re such a strong person. I admire you for that.”

      “Thank you, Soren,” she says.

      I watch her take a sip, how her lips kiss the glass. I blink my gaze away and grab two teal macarons from the basket, handing her one.

      “And,” I add, “to Viviana and Kariana. Innocent priestesses who were taken much too soon from this world. May their twin souls find one another in the afterlife.”

      We eat the delicious desserts in only a few mouth-melting bites.

      “You’re too kind,” Ingrid says with tears glistening in her eyes. “Anders said absolutely nothing about Kariana and Viviana, and…”

      “And what?”

      “And, well, Lilura has been so distant lately. I have no one to talk to,” she says with a sigh. “My mother was always there for me. She would be the person to hold me and help me mourn. Father’s not that person; he’s always so busy and doesn’t understand me. Tia isn’t that person either; she won’t confide in me and doesn’t care about me. And now, even Lilura has increasingly needed more space from me during this time. I don’t understand…” Ingrid begins weeping.

      I open my arms as an invitation. She actually leans in, letting me hold her. She’s warm and comforting. I’m certain she can hear my heart booming in my chest. I take a deep breath and gather my courage.

      “If you want,” I tuck a strand of opal hair behind her ear, “I’ll be that person. I’ll be here for you.”

      She turns her head to gaze at me with a delicate smile. “I think I’d like that.”

      I am painfully aware of how close our faces are. How perfect her lips are. How wonderful it is to hold her in my arms. She’s all-intoxicating. Should I try? I swallow my anxiety.

      My breath trembles as I lean in, pausing mere centimeters from her lips to wait. Ingrid tilts her head to brush her lips against mine. Warm and tender. Sweet and silky with a hint of red wine on our tongues. She melts my anxiety completely. Heat from the kiss courses through me as we press into each other. I’m the happiest man in the world.
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Lilura

        

      

    

    
      I shouldn’t have spied on Ingrid’s date with Anders, but it was too tempting not to. He’s such an ass, and I needed a laugh after this horrible day. I also wanted to infuse his water with the acne concoction, which was no hardship at all since Chef Conrad loves me. Watching Anders gulp down his glass was ever-so-satisfying.

      Ingrid was polite and fairly quiet during their dinner in the dining hall while Anders went on about why she should choose him. Dark tendrils of Ingrid’s disgust swam through my belly, and I felt bad she had to spend time alone with him. I had to step away from the doorframe to giggle, though, when Anders asked if she was a virgin…

      She’ll soon be on her date with Soren, the man I actually worry about her falling for. Although, if she must choose one of them, he’s certainly the better option. I remind myself how sweet, kind, and respectful he is. He’s certainly darling to look at with his lopsided grin and puppy-dog eyes. Plus, he gives great massages. I still can’t decide whether I want to like him or destroy him.

      I watch Soren wait for Ingrid from my tower. He switches back and forth between pacing the garden to tap his foot on every single paver and re-folding the picnic blanket. He’s a bit strange, but so are Ingrid and I.

      Ingrid steps out of the palace. Even from way up here, I can tell she’s been crying. I curse myself for not going to her after the date with Anders, but I can’t handle the emotional load right now. My mind is fragile. Brittle. Broken.

      They pour wine and talk. Rage boils inside as Soren holds Ingrid in his arms. I recall how I felt in his embrace. Jealousy seeps through every little crack in my emotional armor. I am not sure if it’s for Ingrid or Soren.

      I hope Ingrid makes an excuse to go inside soon; I don’t need her getting too close to Soren yet. But she doesn’t. A blue cloud of comfort blooms in Ingrid’s mind. She lets him hold her, and my breath catches in my throat when Ingrid’s skin tingles with desire. No. My heart crashes against my chest in agony.

      My eyes flash wide when Soren kisses her. Kisses her! Ingrid is all-consumed with Soren’s blue aura as a wave of sexual heat courses through her body. I look away and attempt to close myself off from Ingrid’s emotions as I crash onto my bed.

      I grip my aching chest. This is it. My time with Ingrid is over. But do I even deserve her? I lie to her. I keep her at a distance. I don’t give her the affection she clearly craves. Uncontrollable tears cloud my eyes and stream down my cheeks.

      Stumbling to my worktable, I grab the scroll containing the ancient curse. I must leave before my heart breaks completely.
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Ingrid

        

      

    

    
      I place my hand on Soren’s warm chest to gently push us apart. Kissing him felt unbelievable but terribly wrong at the same time. The sting of guilt settles into my stomach as dark clouds filter in, blocking the stars and Northern Lights.

      After catching my breath, I stare into his gorgeous blue eyes and say, “I’m so sorry, Soren. You are a wonderful man, but I can’t—”

      “N-No, I-I’m sorry.” His cheeks redden, despite the chill sweeping through the air. “Um, I-I shouldn’t have done that. I’m an idiot for thinking you liked me over Anders. It’s my fault.”

      “No, it’s not your fault. Of course, I like you more than Anders.” I caress his arm and shake my head. “The fault is mine alone. I need to tell you something important. That is, if you’re still interested in marrying me.”

      He perks up. “Very much.”

      I suck in a deep breath. “Whoever marries me needs to know and accept something.”

      Rubbing his neck, Soren tilts his head. “More than what’s already in your marriage contract?”

      “Yes,” I say. “It’s about Lilura.”

      “What about her? Does she hate me?”

      “I honestly can’t tell, but it’s not about that. Lilura’s not my handmaid.” I sit up and hold my shoulders in a confidant posture. “She’s my girlfriend. My lover. That’s why she might dislike you.”

      Soren’s mouth falls wide, and he doesn’t even take notice of the thunder booming in the distance.

      I clear my throat and continue, “She and I have been together for almost three years. I love her. If you’re interested in marrying me, you must accept Lilura’s presence and find a way to get along. I can’t live without her.”

      He nods and gazes out at the garden. “So, this is what the contract was all about? You didn’t want to marry any of us.”

      “Correct.”

      Soren hangs his head. “I care about you, Ingrid, but I don’t want to marry someone who doesn’t want to marry me, and I don’t want to get in the way of you and Lilura.”

      I slide my hand into his, causing Soren to stitch his eyebrows together.

      “The thing is…I’m starting to think I could be happy with both of you. But I need to get Lilura on board first. I can’t lose her.”

      Lightning flashes all around as raindrops pelt our faces. We rush under the gazebo for shelter, giggling. Soren holds me close as my eyes linger on his lips, which I wish to kiss again.

      “I understand,” he whispers. “I think I’d be happy with you as well, even with Lilura around. Our date on the beach with her was some of the most fun I’ve had in a long time.”

      I grow warm and fuzzy all over. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      I kiss his cheek. “Well, I’m going to find her and make her talk to me somehow.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “No, I should do this alone.”

      Soren takes my hand and kisses it. “Goodnight, Princess Ingrid.”

      “Goodnight. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I wink and dash through the rainy gardens toward the palace.

      I hope Lilura will talk to me.
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Lilura

        

      

    

    
      Hot tears glide down my cheeks as I throw random items into a bag. My heart aches with such pain, I can hardly focus. If I perform the curse, neither of us can ever love again, but at least I won’t die. I retrieve the scroll Viviana gave me and study what I need to do to break the bond. It’s simple enough, but is it right? Do I deprive Ingrid of true love with Soren?

      Agony burns through my chest, and I stumble to clutch the table. A bright white light glows in my mind, and a comforting coolness bubbles through my body and eases my pain. Ingrid is near.

      How do I do this? How do I leave her? I love her so much.

      I focus on the image of them kissing. I need to remain upset.

      Ingrid opens my door and gasps. “LiLi, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      “An interesting question,” I say in a monotone voice and allow confusion to ripple through her mind for a moment. I narrow my eyes. “I saw you and Soren together.”

      “Oh.” She steps close as I draw away. “LiLi, I’m sorry. I ended the kiss because I wanted to talk to you!”

      I turn and keep packing as thunder booms outside. “It doesn’t matter. I’m leaving.”

      “What?” her voice trembles. I sense a painful crack in her heart. “No, no! Please don’t go. I told Soren all about you and me. He’s fine with it.”

      “But I’m not.”

      “What do you want me to do? You know I must marry one of them.” Ingrid takes my hands and kneels to the ground. “I’ll run away with you!”

      “You can’t do that. The people of Norella Isle need you.”

      “But I need you,” she says through her tears. “What if I add you to my marriage contract? My husband would legally have to accept our relationship?”

      “I’m not an object, Ingrid!”

      “No, no! I didn’t mean that! I’m sorry.” Ingrid shakes her head and looks into my eyes. “Um, what if you took on another lover? I’d be fine with it. Then you can have someone to be with when I’m with my husband?”

      “That won’t work. You don’t understand.”

      “Then help me understand!” she pleads as desperation shoots through her body like lightning. “Please?”

      Even though I’m trying to break up with her, Ingrid is still in love with me. I gaze into her sea-blue eyes, rimmed in red and brimming with tears. I must tell her the truth. Maybe then she’ll let me go. Only then would I be able to break the bond.

      “Fine. Stand back,” I bark out and give her a slight nudge.

      Ingrid backs away. “What are you doing?”

      I take a deep breath. No more secrets. I turn to remove my cloak, letting it fall to the floor, and unfurl my wings. Ingrid gasps.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and cannot turn around. My body has grown to stone in fear of seeing her face. I couldn’t bear to feel ugly or hated in her eyes.

      Ingrid’s hand brushes my feathers, causing a pleasurable tingle to course through my body. She’s touching them?

      “LiLi,” she whispers. “How is this possible? Are they real?”

      “Yes,” I say, keeping my eyes shut. “I’m a half-harpy.”

      I avoid looking at Ingrid as she continues to stroke and ruffle my feathers. Chills of bliss spread to my limbs.

      “How did I miss them? I’ve kissed every inch of your body and never suspected a thing.” Ingrid walks around me, trailing her fingertips across my wings with each pass. “They’re impossibly white and soft.”

      She snuggles into them, and I furrow my brows in surprise. “You like them?”

      She steps before me, grinning. “Like them? I love them! They’re a part of you, LiLi.” Ingrid caresses my face. “Everyone has been so wrong about halflings. You’re not ‘half’ anything, you’re more!”

      Her touch warms me, and a strange sobbing laugh bursts from my lips. “I never thought you would accept me like this. You’re not going to turn me in?”

      “LiLi, never! I love you. Your wings don’t change that.” Ingrid pecks my lips, then gasps. “A half-harpy? So, one of your parents was a harpy, and one was a human? How do you know?”

      “Yes. Viviana told me everything the morning she went missing. My father, the harpy, was executed, and my mother, the human, died after giving birth to me. She gave me her name and her locket,” I say, clutching my necklace.

      “I’m so sorry they’re gone…along with Viviana and Kariana. You’ve lost so much, LiLi. I promise I will always be your family,” Ingrid says and wraps her arms around me. She lets me cry on her shoulder as she kisses the side of my head. “But wait, you’ve hidden your wings inside this whole time? Is that why your back always hurts?”

      “Yes. Kariana and Viviana taught me how to keep them hidden with magic—but with a price. They were the only ones who ever knew. Until Nilson, that is.”

      “You told Nilson?”

      “No, he saw them by accident. He said it would be our secret, though.” I sniffle and wipe my cheeks. “I didn’t think you would accept me since your family hates halflings.”

      “Well, they never knew a sexy half-harpy like you, did they?” Ingrid runs her fingers through my feathers once again. Pink ribbons of desire course from her mind and wind themselves around me, making me moan with delight. “Can you leave them out?” she asks with a wicked grin.

      I kiss her hard, and she clutches me as close to her body as possible. Intense, crashing waves of passion fill us both. I’ve never felt so accepted in my entire life, and I melt into her. We strip off each other’s clothes faster than ever before, and I shove Ingrid onto the bed. The flickering candlelight highlights her porcelain skin and pink nipples.

      What were we discussing? What was it I wanted to do? All I can think about is my desire to pleasure her.

      I crawl onto the silk sheets and trail kisses along the inside of Ingrid’s thigh until I’m all the way between her legs. She tastes so good.

      She squirms and moans as I pleasure her. “Oh, LiLi.”

      I move to kiss her breasts. Ingrid caresses my wings and pulls me toward her for a kiss full of need. The need fills me, and I can’t take it any longer. I straddle her, hold her right leg up, and grind against her. We sing gasping moans of pleasure as we writhe together. Ingrid grips the bedsheets and cries out. No whips, no ropes, no toys. Just us.

      She flips me over and pleases me with her mouth; it’s overwhelming. I squirm and scream as her intense love crashes against me like waves lapping the shore. She pauses to give me a naughty grin. Oh, how I love this woman so.

      We sit up together, legs entwined, coaxing pleasure with our fingers. I can barely breathe as I stare into Ingrid’s eyes and bring her to the edge. She moans as she thrusts her fingers inside, and I orgasm with her. I collapse onto her heaving chest, wrapping my wings around us both like a blanket as we fall to the silky sheets. Ingrid’s mind swirls with pink ecstasy inside a deep pool of love. Pure love.

      As the foggy cloud of bliss lifts from my mind, I remember what I was trying to do before we ended up here. My heart begins to ache again.
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Ingrid

        

      

    

    
      Lilura’s wings are like velvety clouds embracing my body. I wish she would have told me her secret sooner. Her feathers are the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. Our chests rise and fall in unison as we cuddle together in the warm cocoon of her feathers.

      I nuzzle her neck and whisper, “I love you.”

      Lilura pushes herself from the bed, leaving my skin to rise with goosebumps from the sudden shock of cool air. She retracts her wings and throws on her clothes in a flash.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, lazily rolling to my side, still loose and relaxed from my orgasm.

      She grabs her bag and avoids my gaze. “I told you earlier, I’m leaving.”

      “What?” Confused, I push myself up and point to the crumpled bedsheets. “Then what was all this about? I thought we made up?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “LiLi, don’t do this!” I go to grab her hand. “Tomorrow’s my birthday! I don’t understand!”

      “You don’t understand harpies,” Lilura says with a sigh. “We fall in love differently than humans, and I can’t do this any longer. I’m going to perform a curse to break our bond. You’ll be free of me and can marry Soren without any guilt, although you’ll never truly love him. I am sorry about that.”

      “What?” I ask as she slips out the door, leaving me without answers. “No!”

      In a panic, I grab her pink silk robe off the chaise and throw it on, tying the sash as I rush down the spiral stairs.

      “LiLi!” I shout, unsure where she went. “Wait!”

      I listen for her footsteps, but there is only the sound of the storm raging outside. Desperation sets in as I hyperventilate. Why is she leaving me? She wants to break our bond?

      Once I reach the grand staircase, the door at the entrance to the palace slams shut. I sprint down the steps and through the foyer before barreling outside into the storm.

      “Lilura! Come back!” I shout, searching for her through the gray fog. “Please!”

      Her wings. Did she fly away? I scan the sky, but rain pelts my face like icy shards of glass. Only the face of my doppelgänger appears in the gray, churning clouds.

      I crumble to the ground. “Go away, go away, go away. Z, Y, X, W…”

      After finishing the alphabet, I search the sky again. Nothing in sight but storm clouds, lightning, and rain. How could Lilura leave me?

      When I finally pick myself up, I decide to go after her, but I’m soaked to the bone in her thin silk robe. I need proper clothing first. My limbs tremble, and my stomach is sick. I whisper her name into the darkness while more tears than Norella herself could cry fall from my eyes.

      I somehow make my way to the dim upstairs hallway. When I turn the corner, someone bumps into me. We both crash to the ground. I sit up and realize it’s Soren.

      “Ingrid?” Soren asks, reaching for my arms to help me up. “What are you doing up so late? Why are you all wet?”

      I open my mouth to speak, but only sobs escape. Soren embraces me and escorts me to my chambers.

      “I’m here,” he says, helping me inside. “You’re safe. What’s wrong? Is there anything I can do?”

      I plop onto the chaise lounge. “It’s Lilura. She saw us kiss and left me…for good,” I say in between gasping breaths.

      “Oh, no.” Soren sits and wraps his arm around me.

      “I don’t know what to do. She just left into the storm.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ingrid, I feel terrible. I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      I shake my head and lean against his chest. “No, it’s not your fault. I kissed you back.”

      “You’re freezing,” he says as I shiver with goosebumps stinging my skin. “You should get some dry clothes on.”

      “Not just dry clothes, sailing clothes. Will you take me to the convent to find her?” I ask as I step to my dresser.

      “Of course!”

      Scouring the drawers for clothes in the darkness, I throw off Lilura’s damp robe. Soren stiffens in place and snaps his head away. Like he could really see much with most of the moonlight obscured by storm clouds anyway.

      Once I’m dressed, Soren and I rush from the palace. Holding hands, we run through the palace and toward the harbor. Before we reach the main road, four hirdmenn surround us.

      “Where are you two going?” one says, raising a lantern which reveals that it’s Sir Tomer.

      “Lilura left the palace!” I shout over the rain and thunder. “I must check the convent!”

      “No, my princess,” he says and gestures to the sea, filled with large white-capped waves. “Our job is to keep you safe. The storm’s too dangerous.”

      I try to argue as the hirdmenn usher us back to the palace.

      “I have men along the main roads and at the convent, my princess,” Sir Tomer says. “If Lilura left, they will help her.”

      Drenched and defeated, I hang onto Soren’s arm like a lifeline while the hirdmenn escort us inside.

      “Please don’t try to leave again, Princess Ingrid,” Sir Tomer says. “I’ll be here if you need anything.”

      Dripping water on the marble floors and ornate carpets, Soren and I trudge our way upstairs.

      “Can I ask you for a favor, Soren?”

      He clears his throat and takes my hands. “Anything.”

      “Will you stay with me? I don’t want to be alone right now.”

      He gulps and nods. “Of course.”

      We stop by his room for dry clothes and return to my chambers. After I change into my nightgown, I lead Soren to my bed. He lies down rigid as a boardwalk plank, keeping his eyes locked on the canopy.

      “Loosen up. We’re not going to have sex,” I say, sliding in next to him while draping my arm around his torso. He’s comforting without even trying. I nuzzle into the crook of his neck and think about the strange night. “Why were you wandering the halls so late?”

      “Oh, um…” He hesitates with both his words and where to place his arm. I grab his hand and guide him to wrap it around my waist. “Um, a-after o-our kiss, I couldn’t sleep. I was, um, counting all of the mirrors.”

      “Counting the mirrors? Why?”

      “I-It just…helps. Like the alphabet thing.” He scratches his head and returns his arm to my lower back. “I got to ninety-five until you ran into me.”

      I nod. “There’s a total of ninety-nine in the hallways, but more if you count the bedrooms and bathrooms.”

      “I assumed so, but I didn’t want to wake your father just to get a look at his bathroom.”

      A deep laugh bursts from my lungs, and Soren laughs too. When my giggles subside, I listen to the steady rhythm of his breathing, only blotted every so often with the booming thunder outside.

      Although I’m so confused at this point and want Lilura back more than anything, I imagine Soren as my husband. I have to choose by tomorrow night. I’m certainly comfortable with him. I try to see it from Lilura’s perspective but still don’t understand how being apart is the answer.

      “I’m sorry for ruining things with Lilura,” Soren says, breaking the silence. “I can help you search for her tomorrow. Maybe they’ll let us leave if the storm dies down. I hope Lilura’s safe.”

      “She’ll be fine, I’m sure. She’s a sorceress, and she has…” I trail off and look into Soren’s eyes, highlighted by a crack of lightning. “Can I tell you something? It’s part of why Lilura left. Nilson already knows.”

      “Yes. You can trust me, Ingrid.”

      “Lilura has wings. She’s a half-harpy. I bet she flew to the convent, where she’ll be safe.” I shake my head. “Your family knew a lot about halflings. Can you tell me anything else about them or about harpies?”

      “During the War of the Halflings, Aegris Isle was a safe haven for those on their way to Halfling Country. I’ve always been fascinated by them,” he says. “It makes sense that she’s a sorceress. Harpies are very sensitive to nature and have special capabilities.”

      “LiLi said she had to leave because harpies love differently than humans,” I say as tears slide down my cheeks, and my heart aches. “Does it mean she never really loved me?”

      “No, quite the opposite,” he says with a gasp. “If her heart soared for you, then she’s probably in a lot of pain right now.”

      “Soared? What does that mean?”

      “If I remember correctly, it’s like having a soul-mate. A harpy’s heart soars when they fall in love. Hmm.”

      “What?”

      “Lilura did tell me she could read your mind and emotions.”

      “Yes, she could all the time.”

      “Then she definitely soared for you. It’s like a magic connection between soul-mates.” He nods. “She loves you more than anything.”

      I close my eyes to imagine her face and recall everything we’ve been through. “Then why’d she leave me?”

      “You are the only one she can ever love.” He takes a deep breath. “A harpy will only leave its mate for self-preservation. Because if a harpy’s heart is fully broken, they die.”

      “What?” I sit up in a panic. “What do you mean?”

      “She may have left you to save herself from dying.”

      “But I told her I would always be with her no matter what! I need her to understand she won’t lose me.”

      “Maybe this whole competition, although beyond your control, has hurt her heart, and she decided to do something about it.”

      I gasp, wringing my hands together. “She did mention a curse.”

      “A curse?”

      “Yes, Viviana gave her an ancient curse that could break our bond. I suppose it would make her fall out of love with…” I can’t finish the thought, and Soren pulls me back into a cuddle, giving my arm a gentle caress.

      “I’ll help you find her tomorrow,” he says. “I don’t believe she’ll perform the curse.”

      “You don’t?”

      “Nope. The whole thing sounds like an impossible dilemma. I mean, no one would perform such a curse if they truly loved someone. It would be better to suffer the consequences.”

      I can’t find the words, only tears.

      “Come on. Get some rest now.”

      I snuggle against Soren’s chest once more. “Thank you for staying with me.”

      “I like it. I’ve always struggled with my anxiety. Although they’re loving, my parents are perfectionists. I never felt like I was good enough. But for some reason, you make me calm.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. For many reasons.” He sighs. “I enjoy being near you and talking to you, which is rare for me. I’m usually uncomfortable around others, especially women. And…I’ve come to care about you. And I really don’t want to see you marry someone like Anders.”

      “And you don’t mind my relationship with Lilura?”

      “Not at all, actually. I enjoy being around her as well. There have been times when she forgets to hate me, and we get along great. Like helping me plan our date earlier.”

      “What?” I ask. “Lilura helped you?”

      “Yes. Now I don’t understand why, though.”

      “Hmm,” I hum as I ponder. “She did say that you are perfect for me.”

      “Nothing is perfect without her,” he says, warming my heart.

      “That’s exactly what I told her.” I nuzzle into his chest as exhaustion takes over. “Goodnight, Soren.”
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        * * *

      

      An approaching noise in the hall startles me awake. The storm must have passed because the sun beaming through the windows nearly blinds me. My handmaids burst through the door and skid on their heels when they spot Soren and me in bed together. Britta’s mouth hangs open as Cece and Augustina gasp. Shit. Soren jerks up with scarlet cheeks.

      In a panic, I scramble over him to the side of the bed. “I can get dressed on my own today,” I say to the ladies and close the bed curtains.

      My handmaids giggle as the door closes, and their footsteps shuffle away down the hall. I collapse onto Soren, pushing him back down to the silk pillows, and bury my red face into his chest. He smells really good.

      “I’m so sorry,” I mumble into his chest, then give him a sarcastic, humorless smile. “Don’t worry, though. They’ll probably only tell all of the other servants and staff; the entire island will know by breakfast.”

      “It’s fine, Ingrid. We did nothing wrong.”

      “I know, but what if the rumor makes it to the convent? To Lilura?”

      “It won’t. Let’s get dressed, and I’ll take you to the convent straightaway.”

      “Thank you.” I rise on my arms and kiss his forehead.

      Soren’s eyes flash wide as sand dollars, and his cheeks grow even rosier at something. I look down and notice my loose nightgown is gaped open, revealing my breasts.

      “Sorry.” I grab the fabric and cover myself, heat scorching my own cheeks. I tilt my head and ask, “Do you like them?”

      He nods and gulps.

      “Well, maybe I’ll let you see them again sometime.” I wink and drag my fingers through his gorgeous curls, admiring him. “You certainly are a beautiful sight to wake up to in the morning.”

      “Me?” He breaks eye contact and gives a nervous laugh, rubbing his neck. “Have you looked in the mirror lately?”

      “No, actually.” I hang my head as I think about the doppelgänger.

      “I’m sorry, I just meant you’re the beautiful one, Ingrid.” Soren touches my cheek, pulling my gaze to his. “I’d really like to kiss you right now, but I won’t until it’s what you want to do.”

      “Thank you.” I take his hand in mine. “That means so much more to me than a kiss. You are a true gentleman, Prince Soren.”

      “I know.”

      “I have a feeling we’ll get to share many more kisses.” I peck his warm cheek and drag him out of bed. “But for now, we need to find Lilura before the ball. Go get dressed, and I’ll meet you at the front of the palace.”

      Before I can make it to my wardrobe, Soren grabs my hand. “Wait.” I turn as he kisses my cheek, so softly, it tickles. “Happy Birthday, Ingrid.”

      “Thank you,” I breathe out in a barely audible voice as my heart flutters. “With everything that’s happened, I almost forgot.”

      He leaves the room, and I rush to change clothes and grab the pebble pendant LiLi made for me. I must find her before she performs the curse.
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Soren

        

      

    

    
      “One, two, three, four, five, six…” I count the wall sconces on the way back to my room to keep my mind from going wild. But it won’t stop.

      Lilura is missing. Lilura is a half-harpy. Ingrid and Lilura are lovers. Ingrid still likes me. How would Lilura feel about that?

      Twenty-one sconces from Ingrid’s room to mine and Ingrid is twenty-one today. That must be good luck.

      I sneak into my room on tiptoe to avoid disturbing Nilson, but it’s no use. His bed is empty and neatly made. The only mess is all the concoctions and experiments he has on our little table. I change into fresh clothes and attempt to do something with my hair, but it won’t be tamed. I leave a little note for Nilson on the table:

      Went to help Ingrid. Be back before ball.

      Rushing out the door and around a corner in the hallway, I bump into Anders and nearly fall over. I suppress a grin as I study his cheeks and forehead, breaking out with pimples and pustules. Lilura’s concoction worked brilliantly.

      “Good morning, Anders,” I say, trying to skirt past him, but he blocks me.

      “It sure sounds like it’s a good morning for you, you naughty, naughty boy.” Anders’ lips curl into a smirk, but his eyes remain unblinking.

      The blood rushes from my head. What does he think he knows?

      “I’ve underestimated you, Soren. I truly thought I would win Ingrid’s hand with ease.” He steps close and whispers, “You may have bedded her first, but the king and queen will still urge her to choose me.”

      Waiting for him to walk away, I try to count or do the alphabet thing, but I am frozen with fear.

      “I hope you enjoyed your fling with her, but I’ll be the one consummating my marriage with her tonight.”

      Shivers course down my spine as he disappears into his room. I suppose rumors do travel quickly in this palace. We need to hurry before the gossip reaches the convent. I really like and respect Lilura and would never want to hurt her.

      I wait in the palace lobby, tapping my toes against every mosaic seashell on the floor. When Ingrid descends the crashing waves staircase, she truly looks like a goddess herself. She’s brushed her long hair, put on a silky—and revealing—gown, and is carrying a fuzzy white cloak.

      “Is something wrong?” she asks as she approaches me.

      I shake my head. “S-Sorry, if I was staring. Y-You look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you,” she says with a smile. “I wanted to look nice for Lilura.”

      “She definitely won’t be able to perform the curse with you dressed like that.”

      Ingrid blushes. “You think?”

      I take her hand, and we move toward the door. “Oh, yes. She’ll—”

      “Now, where do you think you’re going?” Oskar bellows from the hall. “Princess Ingrid? We heard about your escape attempt last night. You must stay inside the palace.”

      “Why? The storm has passed!” she says.

      Sir Tomer and King Rolf walk out of the study, both with stubble on their chins and bloodshot eyes. How early did they wake up? Have they even slept at all?

      Oskar gestures to them as they approach. “The three of us have been discussing safety protocol. We’ve decided to place the entire palace on lockdown until the murderer is caught.”

      “But Father,” Ingrid turns her attention to him, “Lilura’s missing! I need to get to the convent now to find her!”

      “Oskar was just there before our meeting,” Father says and turns to Oskar. “Did you see Lilura?”

      “No, Your Highness,” he says. “I met with Ceto to discuss the arrangements for this evening. The priestesses will remain on lockdown until the hirdmenn escort them to the palace for the ball.”

      Out the window, hirdmenn are taking up their stations. Some even march inside, placing themselves at every exit. Ingrid’s eyes well up with tears.

      I rub her arm as I turn to Sir Tomer. “Could you please send someone else to the convent to find Lilura?”

      “I’ll look for her myself. I need to make my rounds of the island anyway.”

      “Thank you,” Ingrid says.

      Once the commotion ends, everyone moves like clockwork to their own destinations. Queen Tia arrives and goes with the king into the dining hall. Oskar strides back into the study. Sir Tomer exits the palace to search for Lilura. I’m glad he’s going to look for her, but it’s not enough.

      Ingrid squeezes my hand. “What are we going to do? I want to search for her myself.”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “If I find Nilson, he may be able to help. They were close; maybe he knows where she went.”

      “You find Nilson while I try to talk some sense into my father.”

      Ingrid kisses my cheek, pressing her thumbs into my palms before we go our separate ways. I want to make everything better for her.
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      “May I please visit the convent?” I plop into my chair at the table as Father and Tia nibble on toast. “I’m worried about Lilura.”

      “You’re the heir to this kingdom. We cannot risk anything happening to you.” Father says, touching my hand. “I should never have let you run away to the convent in the first place. But your mother…” He trails off, shaking his head.

      I open my mouth, but no words come out. He rarely speaks about Mother. Even Tia sits up a little straighter and leans in to listen to what he has to say.

      “When you ran away, I was prepared to have the hirdmenn force you to return, but your mother wanted to give you space. Room to grow up, or something like that. So much good that did.” He looks directly into my watering eyes. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      I bite back the tears and slam my palm against the table. “My girlfriend is missing!”

      Father’s face blooms with red splotches. My chair squeaks against the marble as I stand to leave, but Father grabs my hand.

      “I’m sorry,” he says and takes a deep breath. “Please sit and tell me what happened. Why’d she leave?”

      I calm myself down as I figure out what to say. “Well, she, um, said she wouldn’t be able to handle watching me marry someone. So, she, um…” I can’t finish; saying it out loud will make it real.

      Father leans forward. “Did she end things with you?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Oh, Ingrid,” Tia says. “I’m sorry, but it sounds like you have your answer. Not only is your father right about keeping you away from danger, but if Lilura ended things, then that’s her choice. You shouldn’t chase after her; it’s not very ladylike.”

      I choke back the emotions clawing at my throat and turn my gaze back to Father. “May I leave or not?”

      “No. I will not risk it.”

      “Why? Because I’m your daughter and you love me or because I’m the heir to this kingdom?” I nearly spit as I mock his words.

      “Of course I love you! Please, relax and eat something.” He shakes his head. “Honestly, I don’t know why you’re so worried about Lilura when we heard…” He glances at Tia.

      “Heard what?” I ask, looking back-and-forth between them.

      “Prince Soren spent the night in your chambers,” Tia finishes for him.

      My jaw drops as the blood drains from my head. “No! Well, yes, he did, but nothing happened.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Father states. “You’re not leaving this palace until the murderer is caught. This is the safest place right now. And about Prince Soren…”

      Can the man not finish a thought?

      Tia leans forward. “You seem to like him, and the people of Norella Isle clearly like him too. Soren the Savior,” she says with a giggle. “But you should really consider Prince Anders for your husband.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Jorsti would be a powerful ally,” Father says. “It would be a wise choice for you to marry Anders.”

      “Powerful? Jorsti is too powerful.” I cross my arms over my chest. “We should be dismantling their dangerous empire. Instead, you want to add our kingdom to it!”

      “After I’ve tried for years, now you want to take an interest in politics?” Father chuckles. “I don’t understand you.”

      “No, you don’t. You’ve never understood me.” I sigh. “And I don’t understand you, making me get married amid all of this chaos with the murders and my girlfriend missing.”

      “Ex-girlfriend,” Tia says, holding her index finger in the air.

      I glare at her and try to will my shocked limbs to move, but I’m frozen in my chair while they continue to eat. Why can’t I think of a retort? I compose myself and am about to leave when Chef Conrad enters, pink cheeks and all, with another tray of lemon-drops for Tia.

      “Thank you, Chef,” she says before popping one into her mouth.

      “You’re most welcome, my queen.”

      He turns to go, but I get his attention. “Excuse me, Chef Conrad?”

      “Yes, my princess?” he asks.

      “Lilura’s missing. Have you seen her? Or did she say anything about where she was going last time she was in the kitchen?”

      “No, my princess,” the plump man says with a sigh. “Come to think of it, Lilura hasn’t baked anything in quite some time.”

      “Oh,” I say, deflating with defeat. “Thank you.”

      He places two fingers against his cheek and exits the dining room.

      I remain slumped in my chair and avoid eye contact with my father and the step-queen as I think about what to do next.

      “Oh, happy birthday, by the way,” Father says.

      I side-eye my father. It certainly doesn’t feel like a happy birthday. A hirdmann escorts a messenger boy into the dining hall.

      “Your Highness, there’s a message from Sir Tomer,” he says, nodding to the boy.

      The little boy with bronze skin and a hat two sizes too big unrolls a bit of parchment. “There’s no sign of Lilura at the convent,” he reads. “High Priestess Ceto hasn’t seen her since the Resting and Launching. If we find Lilura, we’ll tell her you’re looking for her. Sir Tomer.”

      Ragged sobs tumble out of my throat. Father, in a rare move, stands to give me a hug.

      “Shh,” Father rubs my back. “It will be fine.”

      I release him and dab a cloth napkin against my cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry about what I said,” Tia whispers. “Hopefully, the hirdmenn will find her.”

      I nod and rise from my chair. “I’ll see you both at the ball.”

      Dragging my feet up the grand staircase, my insides are empty and numb. I need to at least see Lilura again…even if it is over. Even if she has performed the curse. Even if she doesn’t love me anymore.

      My fingers naturally rub my smooth stone pendant as I think about her. How we fell hard and fast for one another at the convent. How she always comforted me. How she made me feel like more than just some naïve princess. It may be wishful, but I still think our hearts are connected. I don’t want to believe she’s performed the curse.

      I pause at the top of the stairs, and my eyes fall on the Verskelli nautilus at the center of the entryway. A symbol of renewal, expansion, and growth. I hope my relationship with Lilura can continue to grow, even if I am married.

      What am I going to do tonight? If I refuse to choose a husband, I’m sure my father will force me to marry Anders. I really like Soren. He’s kind, sweet, and brave. I can almost glimpse a future with him…but not without speaking to Lilura. She liked him too, I’m sure of it. Yes, they had their moments on our lunch date to the lighthouse, but she said he was perfect for me and helped him plan the date last night. It doesn’t make sense.

      If I’m going to choose Soren, I need to speak to him about it. Make sure it’s definitely what he wants before any ceremony.

      Walking toward his room, I allow my mind to toy with the idea of a marriage between Soren, Lilura, and myself. Is it so crazy? I have plenty of love to share. I’ve been part of threesomes before; they were fun even with people I didn’t care about. A threesome with Soren and Lilura would be intense.

      I fan myself to cool down from my naughty thoughts as I approach Soren’s room. A few servants pass me as I raise my fist to knock. They whisper and shuffle down the hallway. Ignoring them, I knock.

      “Any news?” Soren asks as he opens the door for me.

      “No. Lilura wasn’t at the convent.”

      I plop into a chair at the small table, which is much like Lilura’s workspace: cluttered with books, parchment, and vials. Experiments of some sort.

      “Sir Tomer said he’ll tell Lilura I’m looking for her if he sees her.” I shrug. “Even Chef Conrad hasn’t seen her lately.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ingrid,” Soren says, sitting across from me.

      “Thank you.” I reach out to take his hand. “I need to ask you something, Soren.”

      “What is it?” he asks, caressing my hand.

      I close my eyes and think about the alphabet backward. Z, Y, X, W, V, U, T…

      “S, R, Q, P, O, N, M, L,” Soren sings along.

      I look up in shock, with heat scorching my cheeks.

      “Sorry, you were mouthing it. I thought I’d join in. Are you nervous to tell me something?”

      “Yes,” I admit.

      “Well, you know how I feel about you,” he says with an adorable grin. “I mean, I did kiss you last night. Also, I’m still here even though you’ve told me about your half-harpy girlfriend. So, I think you can tell me just about anything.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “I like you, Soren. I enjoy spending time with you.”

      “I feel the same.”

      “I just want to make sure you still want to marry me when I choose you tonight.”

      Soren blinks rapidly. “Y-You’re g-going to choose me?”

      “Yes, but only if it’s what you want.”

      “Of course, it is!”

      He leans forward to kiss me, but I turn away.

      “Sorry,” he whispers and pecks my cheek instead.

      “No, no, no. I’m sorry. I still want to speak with Lilura. Also…” I trail off, recalling my steamy idea from earlier.

      “Also, what?”

      “This is all hypothetical, but…do you find Lilura attractive?”

      He narrows his eyes. “Is this a trick?”

      “Not at all. Just answer honestly.”

      “Then, yes. She’s wise, strong-willed, and strikingly beautiful.”

      A smile crosses my face because I feel the same way. “Again, it all depends on how she feels, but there’s no reason the three of us couldn’t be…together.”

      Soren gulps as his face pales.

      “K, J, I, H, G, F,” I begin.

      “E, D, C, B, A,” he sings along with me.

      “There,” I say, squeezing his hand. “It’s just an idea.”

      “It’s not a bad idea,” he admits. “It just makes me very nervous.”

      “I know. What’s all this?” I ask, pointing at the jars to change the subject.

      “Nilson’s many experiments. Over there’s some sort of tea.” Soren shrugs. “I never really know what he’s up to. I wake up every morning to something different.”

      I take a deep breath as my mind returns to Lilura. After making love, she got up and left in the middle of the night. I get that she doesn’t mind leaving me behind, but what about her snakes? What about her experiments? What about her journals?

      An idea blossoms in my mind, and I spring from my chair. I need to search Lilura’s tower. Maybe she left an indication of where she went.

      “Will you come with me?” I ask, holding my hand out for Soren. “To search Lilura’s tower? I don’t want to be alone.”

      “Of course.” He takes my hand. “I’m with you.”

      As we walk, the doppelgänger haunts every single mirror. I fight against the terror but then remember Soren has already been to Lilura’s tower when he asked for her advice yesterday.

      “Can you lead the way?” I ask, tucking my head into his chest. “It’s the mirrors.”

      “Mirrors?” he asks, cradling my head as we walk.

      “For about a month’s time, I’ve had visions. It visits me in the mirrors. I saw it in the storm clouds last night, too. I even saw it near the water at the tide pool beach.”

      “What sort of visions?”

      “A doppelgänger. She’s someone who looks like me but different at the same time. She’s a bad omen. It’s why I asked for pearls, it’s why Lilura dyed my hair and brushes pearl dust on my skin, it’s why I wear white. To protect me from…I don’t know what. Dehel, maybe.”

      “I haven’t heard much about doppelgängers,” Soren says, turning the crystal knob on Lilura’s door. He guides me inside where I can open my eyes. “I believe they’re harbingers of bad news, but not dangerous themselves.”

      “That’s comforting.” I take a deep breath. “I suppose my doppelgänger has been correct—so many terrible things have happened since I started seeing her. How do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Be brave. In your challenges, above all else, you showed how courageous you are.”

      “I don’t know.” He wraps his arms around me, and I melt into his chest. “I’m scared most of the time. But bravery isn’t about being fearless; it’s about working hard despite fear. I think you’re the brave one; you’ve faced so much lately.”

      “It’s almost unbearable,” I say with a sniffle. “I’m lucky you’re here to help me.”

      “I’m the lucky one.” He strokes his hand through my hair. “Let’s look for some clues.”

      I walk around Lilura’s room to find something. Soren helps, but he’s mostly interested in all of the experiments Lilura has set up. I step toward the bed, still crumpled with twisted sheets from our passion. Behind her worktable, I look through the glass tank and pity Obsidian and Opal.

      “Did she leave you behind, too?” I ask, stroking their smooth scales.

      Although I’ve never done it, I’ve watched Lilura feed them many times. From the cage of mice, without looking, I quickly grab two and drop them into the snake tank. Soren opens a cabinet and studies a glass jar with some roots in it.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “Lilura was propagating this plant; it had a leaf and a bud yesterday.” He shakes his head. “But now it’s just roots.”

      “So, she abandoned me, her snakes, and her other experiments but took some leaves? Were they important?”

      “She didn’t say. You know, she’s not the most open and talkative person in the world.”

      I release a puff of laughter and continue searching. Opening a drawer, I gasp at the leather-bound items inside.

      “Her journals!” I take them out. “Maybe she wrote where she went.”

      We both take one and flip through the pages. Tears sting my eyes when I flip through an entire journal with sketches of me. Some sleeping. Some laughing. And some…of my doppelgänger? Cramped in the corners of the pages are notes from her research. She was trying really hard to help me. I miss her so much, my heart aches.

      I glance at Soren, who’s reading about Lilura’s crystal experiments. I shudder, thinking about all the times I extracted crystal splinters from her skin. The next journal I flip through has empty pages at the back, which must mean it’s newer. My breath quickens in excitement. I reach drawings of spiral ferns, leaves, even one of the jar of roots, but the notes are indecipherable to me.

      “Look,” I say, tilting the journal toward Soren. “She made notes about propagating this plant. I wonder if these other sketches are what it looks like when grown. Do you know this language?”

      “I saw that yesterday and didn’t think much of it.” Soren takes the journal and squints his eyes at the small handwriting. “Hmm, no, this is not a language.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It looks like a cipher.” He gestures to the other journals. “None of the others were written in code. This must be important.”

      “How do we read it?”

      “We need a special word to break it.” He grabs a piece of loose parchment and scribbles with a quill, drawing a chart with letters. “It could be Ingrid, and then…”

      My heart races in excitement as Soren writes. If we figure out what she was working on, we might be able to guess where she went or what she was up to. After a few minutes, Soren shakes his head.

      “The special word wasn’t my name?” I ask as my shoulders deflate.

      “No. It needs to be longer. What other words might she choose as a code?”

      “Hmm.” I think about important things to Lilura and glance at the tank. “Try Obsidian.”

      Soren scribbles once more, with the quill scratching against the parchment in haste. I sit on the bed, rubbing the silky sheets between my fingers. Lilura’s absence here is overwhelming, but I can still feel her heart.

      “No, it’s neither of those.” Soren sits next to me and shrugs.

      “Try half-harpy.”

      He scribbles and sighs. “No. But I do think it could be another nine-letter word like half-harpy since the letters all fall nicely into the pattern.”

      “Nine letters.” I lie back onto the soft bed, thinking about Lilura’s wings wrapped around me. I count the letters of words on my fingers. “Hmm, priestess?”

      Soren shakes his head and flops back next to me, rubbing my hand. “Just think a little more.”

      “Sorcerers?”

      Soren darts back to the table and scribbles. “No.”

      I sit up to look around the room. There must be something. An ornate clock chimes in the corner, reminding me it’s nearly time for the ball.

      “Why don’t you take this with you to think about it?” Soren holds out the journal and his parchment of notes. “Let me show you how to break the code in case you think of the word.”

      Soren explains the cipher and how to solve it with the tabula recta chart he drew. It’s complicated, but I think I’ll be able to do it if only I can figure out the secret word. We stand to search the room one last time. Lilura’s tower is anything but ordinary, but there’s nothing out of the ordinary for her.

      Soren lingers at the jar on the worktable. “It doesn’t make sense that she would only take a few leaves. We need to figure out what she was doing.”

      I wrap my arms around Soren. “Let’s keep the information about the journal and the leaves to ourselves until we figure it out. Lilura’s wise; she must’ve had a reason to hide the plant and create the cipher.”

      Soren agrees and takes my hand. We rush down the stairwell and through the halls, only to bump into my handmaids. They giggle at the sight of us holding hands, and Soren’s cheeks flush at once.

      “Princess Ingrid,” Augustina says. “We’ve been looking for you. It’s time to prepare for the ball.”

      “But we’re going—”

      “Yes,” Tia cuts me off as she rounds the corner and lowers her eyes to our joined hands. “Ingrid, it’s time to get dressed. Prince Soren, she will see you tonight.”

      Soren shoves the journal into my hands and places two fingers against his cheek as he acknowledges Tia. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He leans toward me and whispers, “Are you good?”

      “Yes, thank you.” I kiss his cheek, not caring if Tia or my handmaids see.

      Soren walks away, and Tia takes my arm to guide me toward my chambers. After all this time, it’s annoying that she’s trying to act motherly now. She’s still rather sickly-looking. Maybe if she annoys me too much while helping me get ready, I’ll remind her precisely of that.

      Once inside my room, I tuck Lilura’s journal into my desk drawer. Tia guides my handmaids in preparing me—more like she barks orders at them. Britta and Cece giggle and mock her while drawing my bath.

      “You know, we can help you get ready ourselves,” Cece says. “We do it all the time.”

      “Yes, it’s an odd time for her to act motherly,” I say, slipping into the water which foams and crackles with the last of Lilura’s bath concoction.

      While soaking in the hot, fizzy water, I think about possible nine-letter words for her secret code. Handmaids? Verskelli?

      After my bath, Augustina offers Tia and me a plate of fruit and some tea while the others style our hair. Tia pops a few grapes into her mouth as her gaze falls to the covered mirror.

      “What’s this?” she asks, pointing at it. “We need the mirror to get ready.”

      Britta hesitates and looks at me, but I gesture for her to remove the sheet. Maybe the doppelgänger won’t visit with so many people around. Britta tugs the sheet from the mirror, revealing my stepmother and myself with our hair setting in rags for some sort of wavy style, I’m sure. I don’t really care.

      My heart aches because my mother isn’t here next to me and won’t witness my marriage ceremony. At least Tia’s trying, I suppose.

      “Much better,” Tia says, admiring her red hair before turning to me. “Now, which wedding gown will you change into this evening?”

      Near my closet, my handmaids have displayed the dresses from the two remaining suitors on an ornate room divider. The gaudy dress from Anders and the plain, tasteful one from Soren. I know which one I’m choosing, but why do I have to tell Tia now?

      “Is this your round-about way to ask who I’m choosing?”

      “Well, we need to know which to have steamed and ready.”

      “Have them both steamed,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I don’t want my seagulls for handmaids to squawk out my choice around the entire palace.”

      Britta, Cece, and Augustina’s jaws drop, but they don’t say a word. They know it’s true.

      My handmaids move as a flock to gather supplies, then disperse to apply our makeup, nail polish, and finish our hair.

      “I know you don’t want to reveal your choice, but I would like to once again ask you to consider Prince Anders.”

      “Why are you so concerned about who I marry?”

      “You may not realize, but I do want the best for you,” she says, studying her nails. “I just don’t want what happened to my home of Viduk to happen to Norella Isle. Making an alliance with them could help. Plus, Prince Anders is quite nice to look at.” She grins.

      “I disagree…on both counts. I think making an alliance with them could harm us in the long run. Plus, they enslave halflings, don’t they?”

      “So?”

      “So? That’s horrible.”

      “Close your eyes,” Britta says, holding up a makeup brush.

      I do so and let her apply eyeshadow, thankful for the distraction from Tia’s conversation. While Britta does my makeup, Augustina and Cece fuss over my hair. They tease a little volume into the waves and plait my white hair into a very loose, chunky braid down my back. They pull out wispy tendrils to frame my face and add pearl-encrusted accessories down the braid. It does look rather lovely, as if I’ve just stepped out of the sea.

      I stand to get a closer look at my makeup. Natural colors with a hint of pink on my cheeks and lips. I walk my fingers to the vial of pearl dust sitting on the vanity. I apply a dusting of the iridescent powder onto my cheeks, cleavage, and wrists, just like Lilura would. I even sprinkle a little into my hair before my chest aches with such horrible pain, I crumple to the floor. I miss Lilura so much.

      “No, no! Don’t cry!” Tia says, fanning my face. “You’ll ruin your makeup!”

      She leads me to the chair, where I catch my breath and think through the alphabet backward. My breathing and heartrate return to normal. Thank you, Soren.

      “It’s, just, I don’t want to do any of this without Lilura.”

      Tia’s face droops, and she holds my hand. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I can’t imagine how you must feel right now. The hirdmenn will find her.”

      “Thank you,” I say with a slight smile, glad to receive some empathy for once.

      Tia hardens her face once more and closes her eyes for Britta to finish her makeup. “Honestly, though, Lilura had to have known you would get married someday. What did she expect?”

      Anger boils inside me, causing my cheeks and chest to flush under the layer of pearl dust. I remain silent as my handmaids finish their magic. The sound of carriages rolling toward the palace fills the air and an overall stir echoes from the halls.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and hope Lilura is on her way to the ball with the priestesses. I imagine sneaking off into a corner with her to dance, kiss…and talk about our future. I think about her wings embracing both me and Soren. Oh, how happy we all could be. Together.

      I furrow my brows at a horrible thought about Lilura’s wings. What if the murders aren’t happening because of the sacred waters like we thought? Kariana and Viviana were the only ones to know about Lilura being a half-harpy. What if her secret is why they died? Is Lilura in danger? Is Nilson? She said he knew. Is Soren? I shouldn’t have told him.

      Am I?

      Who’s to say the palace is the safest place to be?

      Terror climbs down my spine in harsh chills, but I try to act like nothing is wrong in front of everyone.

      When the handmaids finish, Tia thanks them and stands to leave. “Think about what we discussed,” she says, closing the door.

      My handmaids help me into my party dress for the ball. I’ll change into my wedding gown later, just before the ceremony.

      “Do you need further assistance, my princess?” Augustina asks.

      “No, thank you,” I answer, wanting to be alone. “Why don’t you three go get ready yourselves? Take whatever dresses you want from my wardrobe.”

      “Really?” Cece asks, bouncing on her tiptoes while the others glance at their drab blue dresses and aprons.

      “Really,” I say. “You should all to look your finest for the ball. Mend them to your frames; I want you to keep them as a gift.”

      “Thank you!” They all squeal and rush into my closet.

      They bumble about inside as they make their choices. Augustina takes an elegant purple ballgown, Britta takes a slinky gown of red silk, and Cece takes a bright pink, ruffled monstrosity which I don’t recall ever wearing. They thank me again before leaving.

      I retrieve Lilura’s secret journal and sit on the edge of my bed. Flipping through the pages, I gasp at a sketch of me from our first date on the pebbled beach.

      How did I not think of the code word sooner?
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      I ponder over nine-letter words all the way to my room. Seashells. Tidepools. Barnacles. Murderers. I fiddle with the ring in my pocket. Should I have given it to Ingrid already? I suppose now I’ll have to wait for the ball.

      I’m relieved to see Nilson when I walk through the door. He’s already dressed in a fine, deep plum suit with his white hair slicked back with oil.

      “I was looking everywhere for you earlier!” I shout with excitement. “I was worried you’d gone missing too.”

      “No, no, no. I’ve been obeying the rules of the palace lockdown. I was only wandering around in the greenhouse, finding plants for my experiments. Afterward, I had a meeting with Oskar.”

      “Oskar?”

      “Yes, he trusts me more than the king does. He had some questions about the law and history of Norella Isle. He wanted to make sure everything was set for the ceremony tonight.” He grins at me. “From the rumors around the palace, it sounds like your chances are quite good.”

      Ingrid and I will be married tonight.

      My breathing falters, and I start to hyperventilate. Nilson guides me into a chair at the table, cleared of the experiments. I’ve never been with anyone or even felt truly attracted to anyone until Ingrid. Growing up, my friends would try to introduce me to young women. They were all elegant and beautiful, but I was too shy, and trying to get to know them was difficult. Anytime I let one of my quirks slip, that was the end of it. They laughed at me and thought I was strange.

      But Ingrid not only didn’t laugh, she enjoys being around me. She has quirks of her own. She laughs with me. Her lips tasted of macarons and red wine.

      We could be married tonight. I have no idea how to be intimate with a woman. Will she laugh at me then?

      “My prince,” Nilson says, patting my back and drawing me from my spiral of anxious thoughts. “What’s wrong? Are you worried about the ball?”

      I shake my head and gulp. “I’m worried about what comes after.”

      “Oh, I see.” Nilson sits in the chair across from me and offers another mint candy. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. If she chooses you as her husband, it means she likes and trusts you. It will be wonderful.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to calm down, letting the mint melt on my tongue. What happens on a wedding night is the least of my concerns right now. Lilura’s still missing, and I’m sure Ingrid won’t want to do anything until we find her.

      Lilura’s beautiful face surrounded by her soft pink curls fills my mind. I hope we do find her. Not only is she important to Ingrid, but she’s a wonderful person. I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d be fine with sharing my future spouse with her lover, but I truly enjoy being with both of them.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve seen or heard anything about Lilura?” I ask.

      “No,” he says, hanging his head. “I was looking for her earlier for our lessons and was told she left the palace in the storm last night.”

      “Yes, she did. Ingrid is, of course, upset. We have no idea where she went. Sir Tomer even checked the convent but found nothing.”

      “Hopefully, Sir Tomer was mistaken, and Lilura will arrive with the priestesses tonight. It’s hard to believe she would just vanish like that.”

      “If you think of anything—something she said or hinted at—let me know.”

      “Of course, my prince.” He gestures to the bathroom. “Why don’t you bathe and get dressed? You have plenty of time before the ball, and a bath will calm your nerves. I’ll leave you alone and go ask about Lilura.”

      I do as he says. After a quick bath, which was too hot for comfort, I dress into a navy-blue suit, cut nicely to my frame, and tousle my dark curls. I close my eyes for a moment to recall Ingrid brushing her fingers through my hair this morning. I blow a thin stream of air through my lips. This is it. If it goes well, I could be married to Ingrid in just a few hours.

      I spin the ring around the tip of my finger, admiring how perfectly it fits us. A seashell for me, a seashell for Lilura, and the pearl in the middle for Ingrid.

      When Nilson returns, we set off together for the ballroom. As we reach the heart of the palace, the bustle and chatter of the crowd fills the air. People float into the ballroom dressed in suits and gowns in all shades of blue, green, teal, and aqua. A sea of people. I scan the crowd for Lilura’s pink hair with no luck.

      Once inside, my attention is pulled in every way at once. The entire ballroom is decorated as an undersea world. Teal and green globes covering the oil lamps create a watery glow around the room. Centerpieces include seashells, sea glass, coral, and pearls. Crepe paper resembling seaweed hangs from the blue stained-glass domes on the ceiling. It is magical.

      Servants dressed as various sea creatures carry trays of cocktails and hors d’oeuvres. The guests partake while gaping at the décor. Some even begin dancing to the music of the quartet.

      “I’m going to take a seat for a while,” Nilson says. “My leg is sore.”

      “Do you want me to join you?”

      “No, Prince Soren,” Nilson argues. “You are young and one of the two remaining suitors. This is your night. Drink the champagne, dance with pretty girls, and enjoy yourself.”

      I nod and continue skirting along the edge of the ballroom, afraid to move into the crowd so soon. Dance with pretty girls. Well, there’s only one, maybe two, pretty girls I can imagine myself dancing with.

      A servant offers me a glass of champagne, which I happily take. I sip on the delicious bubbly courage as I watch the ballroom scene.

      Anders dances with a brunette as a line of women, young and old, forms waiting for a turn. Good. Let them all want him. His skin looks as clear as ever now. Did someone help him?

      With Ceto at the lead, the priestesses enter the ballroom. Sixteen when there should be eighteen. That is, not counting Lilura, who isn’t with them. Her pink hair would stand out. The women gracefully glide across the room in their teal silk dresses with Ceto in navy robes. After the priestesses disperse to mingle with their friends and family, I approach the high priestess.

      “Ceto,” I say and clear my throat, standing behind her.

      She turns with a slight smile on her face, but it doesn’t hide her sunken, sorrowful eyes. “Hello, Prince Soren.”

      “Have you seen Lilura?” I ask.

      “No.” She furrows her brows and toys with the end of her long braid. “Sir Tomer asked me about her this morning, and Oskar asked me just a moment ago. Is she not here at the palace?”

      “She left last night during the storm. Ingrid and I were hoping she went to the convent. So, she never arrived?”

      “No, I’m sorry.” She fidgets with the sleeves of her robes as her eyes glisten. “Why would she go out in the storm? Sir Tomer and his men are looking for her. I’ll ask the other priestesses, though.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ceto wanders off and immediately begins talking to individual priestesses. Every time she moves on from one priestess to another, fear and uncertainty rise in my chest. The quartet stops playing, and everyone turns their attention to the front of the room.

      Oskar taps a knife against a champagne flute and waits for the crowd to grow silent. Hushes and whispers echo against the domed glass, making even the room sound as if it’s under the sea. Servants close the double doors leading into the palace lobby. My heart thumps into my throat, and I attempt to gulp it down with the rest of my champagne. Ingrid must be waiting out there.

      “Good evening, people of Norella Isle,” Oskar says. “We are here tonight to celebrate the birthday of our lovely Princess Ingrid and behold the ceremony of her marriage to one of her two remaining suitors.”

      The crowd cheers.

      “Now, I would like to welcome King Rolf and Queen Tia.”

      Servants open the doors, and the king and queen walk through. The king pauses to shake hands a few times before leading the queen onto a platform built for the head table.

      “And, of course, the woman of the evening…Princess Ingrid!”

      Everyone begins chanting the birthday song, which warps in my ears but goes completely silent at Ingrid’s appearance. It’s as if I’m underwater, and my only survival is her. She looks absolutely divine in her frame-hugging, sheer dress encrusted with pearls. Shiny accessories are woven into her chunky braid. Our eyes meet across the ballroom. She smiles, then begins scanning the crowd. Ingrid’s face falls into despair, and I know she was searching for Lilura.

      I make my way toward her, but she’s swept into the crowd as servants lead her to her seat by the king and queen. I work my way back to Nilson’s table, where he’s luckily saved a seat for me. He introduces me to some of the men and women he used to work with prior to leaving Norella Isle, but I keep glancing at Ingrid and can barely remember these peoples’ names. They are all kind and, from what I gather, happily retired. I hope they don’t encourage Nilson to retire anytime soon. I need him.

      Dinner is served. Lobster tails and mixed greens. Ingrid barely touches hers, and I have no appetite either. When dessert arrives, at least Ingrid takes a bite of the crème brulee.

      As the clinks of silverware and glasses die down, Oskar returns to the center of the dance floor. “Now, we invite you to dance and be merry. At midnight, our lovely Princess Ingrid will choose her husband!”

      Whispers of “Anders the Auden” or “Soren the Savior” crescendo into loud chanting.

      Staff members snuff nearly half of the candlelight in the room as the music of the quartet rises. The atmosphere dims to a watery wonderland. Ingrid’s hair, cheeks, and gown glow in the flickering aqua light, and she looks more divine than ever.

      Nilson nudges me with his cane and gestures toward Ingrid. “Ask her to dance.”

      I blow a puff of air through my lips and walk across the ballroom. My hands tremble the entire way. Z, Y, X, W…

      Anders swoops in ahead of me and extends his hand to Ingrid. She politely accepts but glances over her shoulder at me as she walks away.

      “You’re next,” she mouths, making me grin.

      I wait patiently off to the side, trying not to watch Anders’ fingertips glide down Ingrid’s bare skin, exposed from the extremely lowcut back of her dress. A servant steps before me with a tray of champagne flutes, and I eagerly take one. Anders pulls Ingrid close and whispers in her ear. She rolls her eyes and turns her head away to stare at the dance floor. Good. He’s not winning any last-minute points with her. The ring in my pocket feels as heavy as an anchor at the moment.

      Other guests take to the dance floor as well. Near the back of the room, Oskar and Ceto are talking. Hopefully about Lilura. Or are they dancing? Yes, they’re pressed together, swaying and whispering. I don’t know if that’s odd or not. The king’s advisor and the high priestess?

      The song ends, turning my attention back to Ingrid. I fumble with the ring in my pocket and quickly hum through the alphabet backward. I approach her as she and Anders bow to one another.

      “May I have the next dance, Princess Ingrid?” I ask, extending my hand.

      She locks eyes with me and takes my hand. “You may.”

      As she steps close, I’m suddenly very aware of my left hand. Anders easily touched her, but I hesitate, hovering it away from her body. Ingrid smirks and grabs my hand, placing it on the small of her back. We both suck in a sharp breath as I let my hand relax against her soft, warm skin. She presses her body close to mine.

      I’ve forgotten the music was even playing, so Ingrid leads us in the dance. Once we get moving, and my mind functions once again, she lets me lead.

      Oskar and Ceto are still dancing in the shadows. “Are they together?” I ask.

      I spin us a bit, so Ingrid can see.

      “I don’t think so, or else she couldn’t remain anointed or be the high priestess,” she says as we sway our bodies together. “I’ve never seen Ceto dance at an event before, though. It makes me wonder…”

      “Wonder what?”

      “Well, Oskar has been passionate about dismantling the convent. I thought it was for the wealth of the sacred waters, but what if it was just for Ceto? This is all so confusing.”

      “I know. Just as confusing as Anders’ skin.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Lilura made the acne concoction we joked about and put it in his drink last night. His face was badly broken out earlier, but he looks fine now.”

      “That is odd. Speaking of Lilura,” she says. “I think I know the password to her cipher. After the ball, will you help me decode her notes?”

      “Of course, I’d love to.”

      “Tonight then. That is, if she’s still missing.” Ingrid deflates a little in my arms. “I had hoped she would show up tonight with the priestesses. What if she’s really gone? What if she performed the curse?”

      I touch her cheek and bring her gaze to mine. “I told you: there’s no way she could go through with it.”

      “Then why isn’t she here?” Ingrid searches the room again in vain.

      “We’ll find her,” I assure her. “If we’re still not allowed to leave the palace tomorrow, we’ll sneak out and steal a sailboat. I’ll help you search the island.”

      “Thank you,” she says and rests her head against my shoulder.

      I guide us to the side of the ballroom where we can have a bit of privacy in the shadows. I peel my hand from her back to fumble through my pocket. She looks down with her eyebrows stitched together as I retrieve the ring.

      “Happy Birthday,” I say with a gulp. “I know there was a wedding ring in your trunk, but after getting to know you, I think this is more your style.”

      She gasps and looks at me with wide eyes. “It’s spectacular!”

      “The seashells were from the day at Norella’s Crown with Lilura. I had them gilded and made into a ring.” I slide it onto her finger. “The seashells represent Lilura and me, and the pearl is you.”

      Tears well in her eyes, highlighted by the teal lights all around the ballroom. “I love it.”

      Still holding Ingrid’s hand, I gaze into her gorgeous sea-blue eyes. “W-Will y-you marry me, Ingrid of House Verskelli?”

      “Yes!” Ingrid surprises me by pressing her lips against mine, sweet and tender, then rests her head on my shoulder.

      I look up to find a majority of the crowd watching us, despite my attempt at privacy. Although I’m a nervous wreck, I decide to let Ingrid enjoy the rest of the dance unaware. I stroke her hair and hum. We sway to the lovely music, and excitement pulses through my veins. Our feet seemingly float above water, the marble splashed with blue and teal light like an enchanted sea.

      I hug Ingrid tight to my body and kiss her temple, pausing to enjoy the scent of her hair. Much too soon, the song is over. The onlookers applaud, and Ingrid finally realizes everyone was watching. Her cheeks flush pink under the layer of pearl dust, but I squeeze her hand in reassurance.

      She looks at me with a gleam in her eyes. When the crowd quiets down, Ingrid leads me to the center of the ballroom. I furrow my brows in confusion. What is she doing?

      “Thank you all for celebrating my birthday with me!” She smiles at the people. “I know it’s not yet midnight, but I’ve made my decision.”

      King Rolf, Queen Tia, and Oskar all rise and step closer to hear her announcement. People in the crowd gasp and whisper.

      “I will marry Prince Soren of Aegris Isle.”

      The ballroom erupts into cheers of, “Soren the Savior!”

      Deafening pops sound as servants uncork more champagne to refill everyone’s glasses. Ingrid squeezes my hand tight. The crowd parts allowing King Rolf and Queen Tia to make their way to us. The king shakes my hand and hugs his daughter. The queen and I bow to one another as she attempts to congratulate us through the cacophony of applause.

      I enter a dreamlike trance as I watch the revelry before me. I’m glad the people of Norella Isle are pleased with Ingrid’s choice. Anders doesn’t look too upset; he’s in the back corner kissing a slender redhead. Good. No hard feelings from him.

      The king takes his daughter’s hands. “I’m so happy for you, my dove. I know I’ve been hard on you, and things are sad and uncertain at the moment, but a wedding is a wonderful, happy moment for us all.”

      Queen Tia steps close to allow King Rolf to place his arm around her waist. “And we have another happy detail to share.”

      “Yes. We won’t announce it publicly yet and steal your moment,” the king pauses to grin at Tia, “but I just found out today and must share our excitement with you, my dove.” He leans close, so only Ingrid and I can hear. “Tia and I are having a baby.”

      “Really?” Ingrid gasps and throws her arms around Tia. “I’m so happy for you!”

      “Yes, and I apologize for how I’ve been acting recently. The baby makes me quite nauseous, fatigued…and cranky. For so long, I couldn’t even bring myself to tell Rolfy after our loss. I’ve been living with this secret; I’m just glad to finally share it.”

      “Congratulations,” I say to the king and queen.

      “Thank you,” Rolf says and kisses Tia’s cheek. “Now, shall we find Oskar and Ceto to perform the ceremony?”

      Ingrid giggles at this, and I say, “Yes,” for the both of us.

      King Rolf wades through the crowd to find Oskar and Ceto, who are now on opposite sides of the ballroom, while Tia admires Ingrid’s seashell ring. Ingrid thankfully doesn’t explain the sentiment behind it. Some things can be our own.

      Everything moves quickly once Oskar announces it’s time for the handfasting ceremony. Servants grab and whoosh us to our places as everyone in the ballroom takes their seats.

      Some servants set up a wedding arbor decorated to match the undersea décor while others hand out small vials of sacred water to the guests. Ingrid’s handmaids escort her to change while I take my place near the arbor. My heart races and my mind stirs with anxiety until I picture her face. I don’t need to recite the alphabet backward or count anything right now. This is the right thing. I’ll marry Ingrid, and together we’ll find Lilura. I take a deep breath and release it through my nose.

      As I wait, Nilson approaches me with a grin. “Congratulations, Prince Soren. Your parents will be so proud.”

      “Thank you, Nilson,” I say, embracing him in a hug. “I would never have had the courage to even speak to Ingrid if it wasn’t for you pushing me.”

      “I just hope you’re happy.”

      “Very.” I tilt my head. “I only wish my family were here.”

      I imagine my parents, sister, brother-in-law, and friends all watching and maybe my nieces dressed up as flower girls. On my journey here, I didn’t expect Ingrid to choose me at all. I didn’t think about the possibility of my family missing the biggest event of my life.

      “I know, but they’ll hold a special ceremony when you and Ingrid visit. For now, enjoy your moment,” he says and pats my cheek. “I should take my seat.”

      He does so along with the rest of the guests. The quartet plays softly as we all wait for the princess. Ceto and Oskar stand nearby, both stiff with shifting eyes. Two priestesses set up a gilded table, placing upon it a long white ribbon and an inkwell and feather pen.

      The double doors of the ballroom open, and, escorted by her father, Ingrid enters wearing the simple lace wedding dress and strand of pearls I brought for her. She must have undone her braid because now her hair falls in long waves to her waist. She looks absolutely divine with a simple pearl and seashell encrusted comb pulling up one side of her hair.

      All eyes are on Ingrid, but hers are on me. I’m the luckiest man in the world. My lips can’t help but rise into a grin as Ingrid and her father saunter down the aisle. When they arrive at the wedding arbor, King Rolf takes Ingrid’s hands.

      “Ingrid…my daughter, my dove, my light. I love you, and I wish you every happiness in your marriage. Your mother would be so happy.”

      With that, Ingrid bursts into tears and hugs her father. He dabs his handkerchief under her eyes and takes her hands once more, turning to me.

      “Prince Soren, I hope you honor and cherish Ingrid for the rest of your days.”

      “I certainly will, King Rolf.”

      He guides Ingrid to face me, placing her hands in mine. As the king sits next to the queen, I caress Ingrid’s hands and maintain eye contact. Ingrid smiles, and her beautiful eyes sparkle.

      “Tonight,” Ceto begins, “we will unite two souls as one. Do you, Soren and Ingrid, join us here of your own free will to acknowledge the eternal bond shared between you?”

      “We do,” we answer.

      Oskar steps forward with a roll of parchment. “Soren and Ingrid, will you read and sign your marriage contract?”

      We both read over the words, which have the additional clauses Ingrid and Lilura drafted. I almost laugh, still not believing I made it through all the challenges on this contract. We take turns signing it then return to our places once more.

      “You are hereby legally married. High Priestess Ceto will complete the spiritual ceremony.”

      He steps back, rolling the parchment, and allows Ceto to speak. She arranges our arms to cross over one another in preparation for the handfasting.

      “Soren and Ingrid, repeat after me: With these hands, we will love each other from this day forward.”

      “With these hands, we will love each other from this day forward,” we say, grinning.

      “With these hands, we will work alongside each other to build our life together.”

      We recite it.

      “With these hands, we will hold each other through grief, fear, and hardship.”

      We repeat it as my hands begin to sweat.

      “With these hands, we will hold our family together.”

      As we repeat it, Ceto grabs the long white ribbon from the table. Ingrid squeezes my hands.

      “Here before witnesses, Soren and Ingrid have sworn their vows to one another.” She begins wrapping the ribbon around our wrists and hands as she speaks, “With this cord, I bind them to these vows. However, these binds are not tied so that neither partner is restricted by the other. The only true enforcement of love is the will to love.”

      Ceto finishes the binding with a knot on top of our hands. “With the power vested in me by the noble goddess Norella, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss.”

      Ingrid tugs me close by our bound hands. I lean down and kiss her softly on the lips as the crowd cheers. I grow fuzzy all over; this feeling will never, ever get old. Ingrid surprises me with a bit of tongue, which helps me melt into her kiss even deeper.

      When we pull away, the crowd applauds even louder. Keeping the knot in place, we untangle our hands from the silky binding. Ceto gestures for us to walk down the aisle together. I grab Ingrid’s hand, and we do so as the crowd sprinkles us with sacred water to bless our marriage.

      When we step into the lobby, lightning flashes outside. The music and chatter in the ballroom must have covered the sounds of the raging storm.

      Around the lobby and near the palace entrance, hirdmenn stand guard. We walk across the marble floors, and Ingrid pauses at the bottom of the stairs. I look down at her in confusion until she cups my cheek and kisses my lips once more.

      I have a beautiful wife. And my beautiful wife is kissing me.
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      Tugging Soren’s hand, we race up the grand staircase, leaving the celebration behind. Everyone will simply think we’re eager to consummate our marriage. But I know the keyword to Lilura’s cipher, and I need Soren’s help to solve it.

      It’s storming, and the hirdmenn are on high alert, so we can’t sneak away from the palace right now, but we can figure out what Lilura has been up to these past few days.

      We swing by Soren’s room to grab his things, then dart through the shadowy, mirrored halls into my chambers. With a click, I turn the brass lock on the door, though I doubt anyone would try to disturb us tonight…

      Soren goes into the bathroom to change into pajamas. I attempt to get out of my wedding gown but can only reach the top button; I’ll need Soren’s help to unhook the rest. While waiting, I retrieve Lilura’s journal along with some quills and parchment for us to scratch out notes. I set up my writing desk and light a few candles, all of which were made by Lilura. They release relaxing lavender and sultry jasmine into the air, just like her perfume. My heart longs for her.

      When Soren exits the bathroom, I offer him a sympathetic smile.

      “What is it? Do you not know the keyword?”

      “No, I think I do. It’s just…” I trail off and turn my back to him, sweeping my hair to the front of my shoulder.

      “Oh,” he says. “D-Do y-you n-need help?”

      “Do you mind?”

      “N-Not a-at all.” Soren steps close to me.

      As he works the silk-wrapped buttons, Soren’s fingers are warm and tickle my back. When he reaches the last one, right above my derriere, he quickly removes his hands and steps back. Holding the top of my dress, I turn to look at him. His gaze is fixed on the floor.

      I reach to caress his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Soren. This probably isn’t the wedding night you’ve always dreamed of.”

      “No, no, no,” he says, looking into my eyes. “Don’t be sorry. I get to spend the evening with you, and, honestly, it’s probably better this way. I’ve…never been with anyone before. And there’s too much pressure surrounding wedding nights.”

      “Thank you for understanding,” I say.

      Soren nods as he stares at the floor and fidgets with his hands.

      I slide my hand down his arm and grin. “So, how many buttons were on my dress? I know you counted them.”

      Soren’s mouth gapes open for a moment but slowly turns into a grin. “Twenty.”

      I rise on my toes to kiss his cheek. “I’ll be right back. Will you draw another tabula recta so we can work on Lilura’s cipher?”

      “Of course,” Soren says as he sits at the desk.

      I grab my most conservative nightgown from my dresser so as not to make Soren uncomfortable, though even this one is quite sheer and shows a good amount of skin. I change and return to find him finishing the tabula recta.

      “There.” He opens Lilura’s journal and turns to me. “What did you think the keyword was?”

      “Temptress. It’s what Lilura calls me because she chose to love me rather than pursue becoming an anointed priestess or eventually the high priestess.”

      Soren reaches for my hand. “That’s very sweet.”

      I sit next to him on the stool, so close our bodies warm one another. He scratches out notes with the quill and uses the letters of “temptress” to work on the first set of words.

      “This is promising; I think you were right,” he says after writing the first nine letters of the journal next to a sketch of a plant and Lilura’s snakes.

      

      S-N-A-K-E-L-E-A-V

      

      That must be it. Excitement tingles through me as I help Soren use the tabula recta to write out more letters. We work in blocks of nine letters to find what the first chunk of text says.

      

      S-N-A-K-E-L-E-A-V-E-S-G-R-O-W-I-N-A-C-A-V-E-N-E-A-R-T-H-E-C-O-N-V-E-N-T

      

      “Well, maybe she went for more of these snake-leaves?”

      I nod. “We can search for this cave tomorrow.”

      We flip the pages with images of Lilura’s experiments with mice and the leaves. There are words, but now that we have a place to check, we aren’t as concerned with deciphering everything. There’s far too much.

      Another page has drawings of a jar with a plant—the one now stripped of its leaves.

      “Let’s do this one,” I say, pointing at the text. “It must have been important since the leaves were the only thing she took.”

      

      I-P-R-O-P-A-G-A-T-E-D-T-W-O-M-A-G-I-C-A-L-L-E-A-V-E-S

      

      “Magical? The snake-leaves have magic? Is that why they’re so important?” I wonder aloud. It’s followed by a yawn, my adrenaline finally crashing. “What do they do?”

      “Maybe it’s in here. We just have to decipher more text.”

      I tilt my head at the gilded clock on my desk. It’s the middle of the night. I try to flip through more pages, but the images and letters swirl in my exhausted vision. Soren yawns, too.

      “Let’s get a few hours of sleep, then we’ll go search for her in the caves near the convent.”

      Soren blows out the candles. “And even if it’s storming, I don’t care how dangerous it is; I’ll search with you. I’m not afraid of a little water.”

      “Thank you.” Taking his hand, I lead Soren to bed.

      This time, he slides into bed and opens his arms for me. I snuggle into him as the heavy weight of exhaustion drags me into the depths of sleep.

      The doppelgänger visits me through the murky waters of the sea, and I try to wake myself. She swims toward me, extending her nearly-translucent hand. In it is Lilura’s necklace. The gold chain twirls and twinkles in the water as the wing-engraved locket gleams.

      “Get the locket,” she screeches and disappears.

      When the dull morning light peeks through the gaps of the curtains, I push myself from Soren’s arms to stretch. It’s early, but I want to get on the move to find Lilura as soon as possible. I look out the window at the gray, overcast sky. Thank Norella. At least it isn’t storming.

      Touching Soren’s cheek, I whisper, “Wake up, my husband.”

      Soren stirs with a smile and stretches too. I can’t help but peek at the exposed skin between his shirt and waistband. He rubs his thick eyebrows and combs a hand through his messy curls.

      “Time to go?” he asks.

      “Yes. It’s not storming anymore.”

      “Good.” He kisses my cheek and rolls out of bed.

      We each get changed and ready to go. As we head out, a commotion from the lobby of the palace echoes through the hallways. Why’s everyone up so early?

      Among the chatter, the words, “Another priestess,” echo in my ears.

      “No, no, no.” Nilson’s voice is loud and clear as he says, “Where’s Princess Ingrid?”

      My insides grow hollow, and I dash down the hall with Soren at my side. When we arrive at the top of the grand staircase, Sir Tomer and a few other hirdmenn are speaking to Father, Tia, Oskar, and Nilson. The hirdmenn’s uniforms are all sooty.

      “What’s going on?” I bound down the steps, dragging Soren behind me. Everyone turns to me with haunted faces. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s…Lilura,” Father mumbles and takes a deep breath, wrapping his arms around me. “Her body was found near the convent.”

      “What?” I push against his chest to look him with disbelief. “No, it’s not true!”

      He nods. “She was found very early this morning near a forest fire, which is what gained the hirdmenn’s attention.”

      “No, no, no, no, no.” I cry against my father’s chest for a moment before rage takes over.

      If he had only done more to find her, she’d be here safe with me.

      I scramble away from my father’s embrace and throw myself at Soren, who wraps me in his arms. A deep sea of grief swells within me and spills out as sobbing breaths, which rattle against my throat as my entire body shakes.

      “Oh, my princess.” Nilson rubs my back. “I’m so sorry.”

      “The priestesses are already preparing her Resting,” Sir Tomer says in a hushed voice. “We will escort the royal family and the palace guests to the convent.”

      “Why would someone harm Lilura?” I ask as my mind swirls, unable to focus on any one person. “This shouldn’t have happened! Why hasn’t anyone been arrested for the murders yet?”

      “We’re searching the island and questioning the citizens day and night,” Sir Tomer replies. “But the murderer has done a very good job at staying hidden. We believe they might be using the system of caves and tunnels to their advantage.”

      Soren squeezes me tight and holds me steady as Sir Tomer goes over the plan for the day. Spelunkers exploring the caves. Hirdmenn stationed at the palace and convent. When Sir Tomer is done, Father and Tia turn and embrace me.

      “We’re sorry, sweetie,” Tia says. “We’re here for you.”

      I release them and stare at the nautilus shell in a state of shock. My skin prickles with ice, and my stomach churns with nausea. My LiLi is gone? It can’t be. I feel so empty.

      “Let me help,” Nilson says, addressing Father. “My king, I can be of service. I know the island well.”

      Father is silent for a moment before he nods and says, “Fine. Oskar, I’ll meet you two in my study.”

      Oskar and Nilson walk away, and Father kisses my cheek. “My dove, I’m so sorry. Are you able to get dressed?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper, still staring at the seashell mosaic, the swirls of which spin in my dizzy mind.

      “I’ll help her, Rolfy,” Tia says with a sniffle.

      Tia and Soren each take one of my arms and guide me up the stairs to my chambers. I stumble into the bathroom and vomit, but it doesn’t reduce the heavy grief constricting my stomach. My LiLi is gone.

      In a haze, they help me get ready for her Resting.

      Soren moves to my dresser. “Do you want to take one of your special seashells to leave for Lilura?” he asks.

      I approach the massive collection. Unable to choose just one, I grab a basket and sweep all the shells inside with a jingling rattle.

      Hirdmenn escort the palace caravan toward the convent. It’s all a blur. Memories of Lilura fly in and out of my mind like seagulls, making it impossible to catch just one to hold onto. Petrichor and thick humidity fill this post-storm morning.

      I gaze out the window at the deep green pines. How was there a forest fire right after a rainstorm? Was it lightning? Lilura’s face fills my mind again, and I tremble in Soren’s arms.

      The sun peeks through the clouds, taunting me with its warmth. I rest against Soren’s shoulder and rub my smooth pebble pendant.

      Soren kisses the top of my head. “Was that from Lilura?”

      “Yes,” I say, nodding myself further into his embrace. “She and I met at the convent. I was enamored with her striking beauty the moment I saw her. When things settled down after my initiation, I asked the other priestesses about her. No one else had pink hair.” I giggle and sob at the same time. “It was actually Ceto who told me I could find her in the library. When I found her there, I asked Lilura to help me search for history books about the Verskelli family. She did, and I caught her stealing nearly as many glances at me as I was at her. I asked if she wanted to kiss me, and she said yes. So, I pushed her against a bookshelf and kissed her.”

      “You two moved fast,” he says, rubbing my shoulder.

      “You have no idea,” I say with a grin and wipe my tears. “That night, I invited her to the pebble beach with me after dinner. I brought wine, set up a pallet of blankets, and lit candles all around. It was amazing. Drinking wine, talking, listening to the waves against the pebbles, and, of course, making love under the stars.”

      Soren gulps. “It sounds magical.”

      “It was. For my birthday that year, LiLi made this necklace with a pebble from the beach. I rub it when I’m anxious.” A stabbing guilt pains my stomach. “And now, this year, she was being murdered on my birthday.”

      Soren wraps both arms around me as the tears and emotions bubble out of me.

      “I’m sorry for crying so much.”

      “No, don’t be sorry,” he says, holding me closer. “Let it all out.”

      When the carriage slows to a stop, he wipes my tears and kisses my forehead.

      “Why are you so great and understanding?” I ask.

      “I’m your husband, remember?”

      As we exit the carriage, I’m hit with the thick smoke still hanging in the air from the forest fire. Plumes of black and gray rise above the trees in the distance. I crinkle my brows in confusion. Aside from the palace caravan, there’s no one here for the Resting.

      We follow Father and Tia toward the convent and down the stairs. Ceto meets us at the entrance, placing two fingers against her cheek to greet my Father. When she turns to me, her eyes are red and puffy. She’s gone through too much for any high priestess, nevertheless a brand new one.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask, giving her a hug.

      She pats my back and sniffles. “We invited the royal family and those from the palace to the Resting first, to give you a little more privacy,” she says. “I know how important Lilura was to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You should go in first,” Father says. “Take however long you need.”

      I take Soren’s hand, which he looks surprised by.

      “I can’t do this alone. Please?”

      “Of course.”

      We walk through the Grotto and into the Resting Temple, where there are two altars set up: one for Viviana and one for Lilura. Heavy smoke stings my eyes and chokes my lungs. The priestesses have lit double the amount of incense to cover the scent of two bodies.

      With Soren behind me, I approach Lilura’s altar. The cavernous air embraces me in its icy grip, and I nearly crumble to the stone floor. Soren catches me in his arms, helping me to Lilura’s side.

      In addition to the teal silks covering her body, Ceto has also placed Lilura’s purple cloak over her. She wore it every day I knew her. I always thought she was cold, but she was hiding her wings. Oh, to touch those soft, feathery clouds once more.

      I arrange all my seashells around her body in a gorgeous display, fit for my love. I touch her hand and run my fingers through the pink curls peeking from under the death mask.

      “Oh, LiLi,” I say and nearly vomit. “This is unbearable. Why did you leave me? Who did this to you? How am I to live without you?”

      I press my forehead to her chest to cry, and Soren rubs my back.

      “She was an amazing woman. Intelligent, fierce, and lovely,” he says. “Lilura, we will find out what happened to you.”

      I study her again, not wanting to leave. Her golden locket, engraved with wings, catches my eye, and I’m reminded of my doppelgänger nightmare. Maybe it was telling me something and not trying to startle me.

      I gently open Lilura’s locket and gasp. Inside are two of the snake-leaves.

      “Are those the ones she propagated? The magic leaves?” Soren asks.

      “I think so.” In a quick decision, I swap necklaces with Lilura, giving her my pebble pendant. It’s difficult to clasp the chain with her skin so terribly cold against my fingertips. “Take this happy memory with you into eternity, LiLi. I will visit you every day until your Launching, I promise. I love you.”

      I kiss her cold hand and run out of the convent for fresh air. We return to our carriage, and Soren holds me in his arms while we wait for the caravan. I stare blankly at the sea since I’ve run out of tears and my insides are hollow.

      “I’m so sorry, Ingrid,” he says. “Like I said to Lilura, I promise to help you figure out what happened.”

      “Thank you. I don’t know what I’ll do when I find out who killed her,” I say through gritted teeth, “but it won’t be good. We first need to work through more of her journal, though. Figure out what exactly these leaves actually can do. Why were they the only things she took with her?”

      “Maybe Nilson knows why since they were working together,” Soren says. “But we shouldn’t tell anyone else. If Lilura went through all that trouble to encrypt her notes, it must be important. It could have to do with why she was murdered.”

      While I stare out the window, Oskar speaks to Ceto near the entrance. She shakes her head and cries as he embraces her.

      “Something must be going on with them—the dancing last night and now this,” Soren says.

      The wind is knocked out of me, and a wave of hot rage fills my chest. “What if Oskar was just using Ceto to get in and out of the convent?”

      “Should we say something to Sir Tomer?” Soren gestures up the stairs on the cliff, where the hirdmenn are on guard.

      “No. It doesn’t make sense; Oskar could twist the law to his advantage if he really wanted to dismantle the convent.” I sigh. “As it’s just a suspicion, we should wait until we have more evidence—or risk being murdered ourselves. He’s an ass, but I can’t imagine Oskar harming anyone. He’s too clean-cut for that.”

      The smoke from the fire still rises in the distance; Soren’s eyes follow the plume of gray as it touches the sky. “How was there a fire right after the rain?”

      “That’s what I was wondering,” I say, pressing my cheek against his warm chest. “Maybe it was lightning?”

      “Maybe,” he whispers. “Or…”

      “Or what?”

      “Magic? What if Lilura set the fire?”

      A painful ball rises in my throat. “If only Lilura had confided in me. We could have stopped her. None of this would have happened.”

      “Don’t blame yourself. We’ll figure out the truth.”

      When we return to the palace, drained and exhausted, my father opens his arms for a hug. Over my initial anger, I melt into him.

      “I am so, so sorry about Lilura. I know you loved her. I’m going to meet with Oskar, Nilson, and Sir Tomer now to work on a plan for moving forward.” He cradles my face and kisses my forehead. “Get some rest, my dove. You too, Tia.”

      “Good idea,” she says, rubbing her barely protruding belly.

      Father releases me to hug Tia before she ascends the stairs. Soren and I follow.

      I take Soren’s hand when we reach the top. “Before we work on Lilura’s journal, I think I’d like to take a nap. I need a little alone time for now.”

      “Whatever you need, Ingrid,” he says. “But you shouldn’t be alone for too long. How about I bring you some dinner in a little while? You haven’t eaten all day.”

      “I’d like that, thank you.”

      He kisses my cheek, and we go our separate ways.

      Once in my chambers, I collapse onto my bed and cry, wail, scream, and cry some more. I didn’t really want to nap. I just needed to be alone to truly release the deep sorrow within. Lilura always needing distance from me makes a little sense now.

      When I’ve drained myself, I reach under my mattress for her journal. Thumbing through the pages, I imagine her writing notes and sketching pictures. It makes me feel closer to her as I stare at the scratched-out words, smudges, and fingerprints on the crinkled paper. Why did she leave me?

      Unable to sleep, I move to my desk and begin deciphering the journal on my own. On a page with images of mice, one dead and one alive, I scribble out what the text says.

      

      T-H-E-S-N-A-K-E-L-E-A-V-E-S-H-O-L-D-L-I-F-E-M-A-G-I-C

      

      “Life magic?” I whisper to myself. “What does that mean, LiLi?”

      About an hour goes by while I find out Lilura not only experimented with the leaves on mice, but she saved Nilson’s life using them. I suck a sharp breath through my teeth. Could these save her? How does it work? I flip to a page with a sketch of a skull.

      

      M-A-G-I-C-M-U-C-H-T-O-O-P-O-W-E-R-F-U-L-

      F-O-R-H-U-M-A-N-S-T-O-P-O-S-S-E-S-S-

      S-N-A-K-E-L-E-A-V-E-S-W-I-L-L-O-N-L-Y-

      B-R-I-N-G-D-E-A-T-H-A-N-D-

      D-E-S-T-R-U-C-T-I-O-N

      

      Lilura thought these were dangerous? Did she set the fire? Maybe, like Soren said, we must keep this a secret until we know more. I should find him. Tucking my deciphered notes inside the journal, I return it to the hidden spot under my mattress.

      I peel off my teal priestess dress, sick of wearing this thing to so many awful events lately, and slip into one of the gowns Lilura designed. She would’ve loved to see this one. The pearls are slightly blush-colored, and the chiffon tulle peeking from a slit in the lace rustles with every movement. I even reapply pearl dust to my cheeks, chest, and wrists before I leave to find Soren.

      I knock on his door, but Nilson answers. His wrinkles droop into a puddle of sadness, and I throw my arms around his neck.

      He squeezes me tight. “How are you holding up, Princess Ingrid? You must be devastated.”

      I nod as he leads me inside to sit. “It’s like I’m in a fog or a nightmare. It’s surreal that she’s gone. I’ll cry for a moment, then go completely numb the next.”

      “You’re still in shock,” he says, pouring me a glass of water. “You’ve been through far too much in such a short time. I know you have Soren, but I’m here for you whenever you need to talk. Well, that is, for maybe the next day or two.”

      “Oh, are you leaving?”

      “I’m returning to Aegris Isle.” He stares at his hands. “I’ve done my duty of helping Soren, and I’m not welcome here. I don’t want to start any drama, but your father and I got into a disagreement in our meeting, and he asked me to leave.”

      I reach across the table to pat his hand. “I can speak to him for you. These deaths are nothing short of a crisis, and we need all the help we can get. At the very least, you could stay on as Soren’s and my advisor.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Princess Ingrid, but I’m afraid your father will never change his mind about me.”

      “Well, I hope he does,” I say. “You were a vital part to Norella Isle for so long. You even knew my grandparents, didn’t you?”

      “Try great-great-grandparents. Yes, long before I became the high priest and your father’s advisor, I was merely one of many sorcerers for the kingdom under King Boden and Queen Greta. But did you know I personally knew your great-grandmother Sunniva?”

      “You did?”

      “Yes,” he says, shifting his gaze out the window. “In fact…I loved her.”

      My eyes widen in disbelief. “Loved?”

      “Before I had the chance to ask for her hand, the War of the Halflings broke out. They needed as many sorcerers as possible on the front lines, so your family sent me and some other sorcerers to Jorsti. The halflings were difficult to defeat; those barbarians ruined my life,” he says through gritted teeth and pats his injured leg. “Because when I returned years later, Sunniva was already married to your great-grandfather Gregor.”

      “Oh, you must have been heartbroken.”

      “I was. But she became a magnificent queen while I focused on my work and eventually became the high priest.” He smiles. “Life takes us in many directions.”

      “It sure does.” I hold up my wedding ring and crane my neck to glance into the bathroom. “Where’s Soren?”

      “He went to the kitchen for some food. I can tell him you dropped by.”

      “Well, maybe you can help me. You and Lilura were working together on an experiment? With leaves?”

      Nilson tilts his head and narrows his clear-blue eyes. “Yes, but I think I’ve given up on the snake-leaves.”

      “Why? What do they do?”

      “My precious snake, Ophidia, discovered them many years ago. I knew they were magical. I did many experiments on mice and birds. In theory, they can resurrect the dead.” He stares into my eyes as I sit silent shock. “But they don’t always work.”

      I sigh. “What do you mean?”

      “The first human I ever tried them on was your mother.” He hangs his head of white hair, balding at the crown. “When she was dying during childbirth, I brewed her a tea using the leaves, and she passed.”

      Tears well in my eyes as I shake my head. “Why didn’t it work?”

      “I don’t know, but it was the biggest mistake of my career. Lilura was helping me discover why they don’t always work.”

      Although I find it odd that he used the word mistake and not regret, hope soars through me if these leaves can do what he claims.

      “Could we try them on Lilura?” My breath rattles in my throat as I hold back a sob.

      “There are none left.” Nilson deflates a little. “All of the plants were destroyed before we could harvest more. Someone must have discovered our source and sabotaged our progress. All Lilura could find were roots.”

      I nod. “Now it makes sense why she tried to propagate them…”

      “But it didn’t work,” Nilson says before I can finish my thought.

      I sip on the water, only to see my doppelgänger holding Lilura’s locket reflected in the glass.

      I don’t correct Nilson about the successful propagation. Why didn’t Lilura tell him it worked? Is she the one who destroyed the plants? I’m so confused.

      “So, you brewed tea for my mother?”

      “Yes, because she was far too ill to eat anything.”

      My eyes flutter to all the experiments around the room. The old grief from my mother’s death stirs within me as well. I wasn’t there for her, but maybe I can still save LiLi. Soren and I should really get to the convent before it’s too late.

      “I should be going now.” I stand to leave, but Nilson grabs my wrist.

      “Before you go, my princess, how about a treat?” he asks. “Have you eaten at all today?”

      I shake my head, and he walks to the cabinet without the aid of his cane. Nilson reveals a box of mint-green macarons. They look absolutely perfect and make my mouth water.

      “Macarons are my weakness,” he says, returning to his chair. “Lilura baked these for me. I only knew her for a short time. She was the most promising young sorceress I’ve ever met—wise beyond her years. You’re the only person I would ever share these with.”

      “Macarons are my weakness, too.” I grin at the thought of Lilura and sit, reaching for one of her confections.

      He raises his and says, “To Lilura.”

      I bite into the sweet macaron, which melts in my mouth. In just three bites, I’ve finished the entire thing. “Mmm, delicious.”

      Nilson still holds his intact between his age-spotted fingers.

      “You don’t want yours?” I ask.

      My forehead glosses with cold sweat as nausea courses through my body. My tongue grows thick, with saliva pooling around it.

      When did Lilura bake these? Chef Conrad said he hadn’t seen her in a while.

      Bile burns in my throat, and everything spins.

      “I don’t feel so good.” I stand onto my wobbly legs and move toward the door.

      Nilson blocks the path and grabs my shoulders.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as dark spots obscure my vision.

      “Like Kariana, Viviana, and Lilura, you knew too much for your own good,” he says, steering me to fall onto one of the beds. “I’m sorry, Ingrid. I truly have always admired you; something about you reminded me of Sunniva. But I can’t let you live and carry on the Verskelli line. Your family ruined my life—twice.” He tilts his head. “Plus, you’re a halfling sympathizer.”

      My vision blurs, and my entire body writhes in pain. The shape of Nilson hovers over me. This man I once loved and trusted like a grandfather has poisoned me?

      “Goodbye, Princess Ingrid.”

      Everything goes dark like the depths of the sea.

    

  







            Chapter 27

          

          

      

    

    






Soren

        

      

    

    
      Chef Conrad puts the final touches on gourmet dinners for Ingrid and me. I hope she’ll agree to eat even if she’s not in the mood for company. She shouldn’t be alone for too long. I don’t know what Ingrid wants from our relationship without Lilura, but I can at least comfort her while she mourns.

      The chef sets out fish with beurre blanc sauce, mixed vegetables, and, for dessert, chocolate mousse. Ingrid will probably only eat the dessert.

      “Dinner is served,” Conrad says, placing lids over the platters.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “It’s nothing. I can’t imagine what Ingrid is going through.” He sighs. “I’m happy to make a special meal for my princess.”

      I go to grab the tray when shouts come from upstairs. We both turn our heads toward the hallway, and the screaming continues. I race down the hall and up the servant stairs. King Rolf, Oskar, and Sir Tomer scramble from the king’s study and barrel toward the greenhouse. We follow the sound of a woman’s screams. Others from the palace follow suit. Inside, the shouts echo around the glass of the warm and foggy greenhouse. We rush toward the shrieking gardener on the other side near a large gazing pond.

      No. No. No. The blood rushes from my head. It’s Ingrid. She’s floating face-down in the water.

      My insides tighten and coil, freezing me in place. Oskar turns pale as the moon and steps closer to the pond with wide eyes.

      King Rolf grips his dirty-blond hair and crashes to his knees, shrieking unintelligible words.

      My legs grow weak, and I stumble back against a tree as tears come out in harsh sobs. Not Ingrid. How could this be? How could someone get away with this? Here at the palace? The palace was supposed to be safe. The murderer was here…or is still here.

      Queen Tia rushes inside and screeches at the sight.

      Rolf pushes himself from the ground, mulch sticking to his knees, and turns his wife away. “You don’t need to see this,” he tells her. “We have to think of the baby.”

      A hirdmann escorts the distraught gardener and the queen from the greenhouse. King Rolf and I stay to watch the hirdmenn pull Ingrid’s lifeless body from the gazing pond. She looks like a peaceful, sleeping mermaid. The hirdmenn inspect her, but it’s clear even from a distance, she has no wounds. There’s not a speck of blood on her drenched, white dress.

      Sir Tomer steps close to King Rolf, placing a hand on his shoulder. “My king, at this point, we don’t see any injuries, but I’ve sent two men to summon the coroner from town.”

      I crumple to Ingrid’s side and take her cold, limp hand. Tears swirl my vision as the hirdmenn examine the surrounding area full of trees, bushes, and flowers.

      “With no wounds or signs of struggle around the pond, we’re leaning toward, well,” Sir Tomer pauses to lower his voice into a whisper, “poison.”

      “No,” King Rolf says, shaking his head. “Who would do that to her? She wouldn’t have committed suicide.”

      “We aren’t saying that’s the case,” Sir Tomer says. “When the coroner arrives, she’ll determine the cause of death. For now, we should reinforce the lockdown. We can’t let anyone leave the palace.”

      “I thought the palace was the safest place for her.” King Rolf moves to cradle his daughter’s head in his hands, wet hair and all. “My dove, I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”

      I pat the king’s back as he cries. We sit with Ingrid as the hirdmenn scour the greenhouse for clues. I wish for this all to be a dream. The priestesses, Lilura, and now Ingrid. It just can’t be real. My bride, who was the most enchanting woman I have ever met, is gone. Gone. I begin shaking, and my stomach grows more nauseous the longer her death settles into reality.  The grief consumes me, and I slide my gaze away from her lifeless body to imagine how she looked last night. How warm she felt as we danced…

      After what feels like forever, Sir Tomer clears his throat to get King Rolf’s attention. It takes the king a moment to raise his red-rimmed eyes to the captain.

      “She’s here,” Sir Tomer says. “The coroner.”

      I help the king stand as Oskar guides the coroner to our side of the greenhouse. She wears a long white coat and carries a leather bag. “My deepest sympathies, Your Highness,” she says. “May we please clear the area?”

      “Yes,” Oskar answers for him, gesturing some of the hirdmenn to move back. “I’ll make sure no one else enters.”

      I lead the king to a bench where we can wait. My heart aches as the coroner examines Ingrid’s body. We weren’t even married for an entire day. But we were married.

      My stomach sinks at the realization.

      I agreed to be buried at sea by her side. I signed the contract. Legal and binding. Z, Y, X, W, V, U, T… It doesn’t help. Nothing can help me now.

      The coroner searches the surrounding area. She uses a net to fish around inside the pond and examines the plants nearby, all the while writing notes in a small journal. She whispers to herself as she checks over Ingrid’s body again, focusing on her face. After a little while longer, she collects her tools and stands.

      “My king, I believe the princess died in the same way Kariana did. The princess’ lips have a greenish-blue tint, indicating poison. Also, she’s not water-logged; therefore, I do not believe she drowned.”

      “How did she end up in the pond?” I ask.

      “Either she poisoned herself and fell, or someone else poisoned her and placed her here for reasons I don’t know.” The coroner takes a deep breath. “With the string of deaths on the island, we can only assume the latter.”

      “The palace has been on lockdown,” Sir Tomer says. “We can question everyone here.”

      “You take care of that,” the coroner says. “I will take care of the princess.”

      “I-I’ll…” Oskar pauses to cough and wipe his cheek. “I’ll have the servants prepare the boat grave and summon Ceto to help prepare Princess Ingrid.”

      “W-Wait? W-Won’t sh-she have a proper Resting like the other priestesses?”

      The king stares at his daughter, too shocked to speak.

      “No,” Oskar says, jaw trembling. “She is first and foremost the princess of Norella Isle. She will have a Royal Launching tonight at sunset.”

      “Sir Tomer,” Sir Gus shouts from the back of the greenhouse near some large leafy bushes. “Look at this.”

      We all creep behind the captain as Sir Gus uses his boot to move a boulder, revealing a hole in the earth. Cool air rises from what must be the beginning of a tunnel inside.

      “We had suspected the murderer used caves as hiding places, but this…” Sir Tomer shakes his head. “This is unexpected. They had access to the palace all along. Sir Gus, summon any spelunkers who are willing explore this tunnel. We need to know where it goes.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “My king, this is new evidence,” Sir Tomer says. “We should clear the greenhouse.”

      King Rolf nods, but his tears forbid him from speaking.

      Sir Tomer helps clear the room while Oskar escorts King Rolf to his study, where Queen Tia waits.

      “Rolfy!” She dashes to her husband. “What happened? What did the coroner say?”

      As they speak, a few servants enter, and I spot Nilson pacing in the hall. I rush to tell him the news, but it appears he already heard. Gossip like this has probably reached Aegris Isle by now.

      Nilson’s eyes are sunken, and his wrinkles are even more pronounced. Drained like me. I stumble toward him with a hug.

      “I’m so sorry, my prince,” he says, rubbing my back.

      “I can’t believe this has happened. How could anyone hurt her?”

      “I don’t know.” He shakes his head. “We should—”

      “Would you two join us?” Oskar asks.

      We agree and follow him inside the study, which is warm from the large fireplace and is filled with bookshelves, portraits, and the smell of alcohol. The king sits at his ornate desk with his hair disheveled and pours a glass of straight vodka. When we sit, the king glares at us.

      “You did this.”

      My heart stops. “N-No, I—”

      “Not you,” he hisses. “Nilson, you did this! I don’t know how or why, bu—”

      “Let’s not make emotional accusations.” Oskar steps before the desk, pulsing his hands through the air in an attempt to calm the king. “He’s an old man, my king. He can barely walk; there’s no way he could have carried her body through the greenhouse. Let the hirdmenn do their job.”

      “Their job? They’re no closer to finding the murderer than they were last week,” the king says. He downs his vodka in one pull. “He did it! He killed the priestesses and my daughter!”

      “No, my king—” Nilson begins, but I stand up next to him.

      “King Rolf, I-I kn-know you’re heartbroken, but it wasn’t Nilson,” I say. “He wasn’t even here for Kariana’s death; he was in D’Estrana for a diplomatic meeting.”

      “That’s just the thing,” King Rolf says, slamming his palm on the desk. “I spoke to Prince Jensen, who said he had never seen you before. If you were in D’Estrana, even their own prince didn’t know!”

      I shake my head in confusion as Nilson sits back and lets the king shout at him.

      “Furthermore, you’re older than dirt! You know this island better than anyone. I bet you snuck through the tunnels and caves to perform your heinous murders. I bet it was you who camped out in the cave near the convent when you were supposed to be in D’Estrana!”

      “My king,” Oskar whispers. “I must confess something before things escalate further.” He takes a deep breath and fiddles with the brass buttons on his jacket. “It was Ceto and I who camped out in that cave. She and I are…together. I didn’t want to get her in trouble with the convent because she was with me when she was supposed to be on lookout duty the evening of Kariana’s death. Please don’t strip her of her title as high priestess.”

      “Her status is the least of our concerns right now,” the king says, brushing him off. “So, if it wasn’t Nilson, who was it?”

      Oskar shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

      The king places his hand over his eyes, fighting back the grief. I cannot fathom his pain. I’ve known Ingrid for such a short time, but I had truly grown to care for her. She was bright and warm. Sweet and funny. I looked forward to getting to know her, falling in love with her, spending a life with her. Now that future has been taken from me.

      When King Rolf recovers enough, he and Oskar exchange a knowing glance.

      “I’ll speak on behalf of the king for the time being.” Oskar stands before us and adjusts his glasses. “We are all shocked and disturbed by the death of our princess. As you know, the palace is on lockdown, and the hirdmenn have new evidence. The tunnel might literally lead us to an answer.”

      We all stare off in silence. The king’s study becomes a blur of wood, navy, and teal through my tears.

      “It is a grim topic to discuss as you were just married last night,” Oskar begins.

      I shake myself from my fog when I realize he’s talking to me.

      “Your marriage contract—”

      “No,” Nilson argues, leaning on his cane to stand. “You cannot make Prince Soren get on a boat grave. They were married less than a day!”

      “It is legally binding,” Oskar says. “Plus, if Prince Soren won’t agree to get on the boat grave, the people of Norella Isle might assume you murdered your wife.”

      “Why would they think that?” Nilson asks, his voice trembling. “Prince Soren isn’t capable of deceit. He was looking forward to his marriage with Princess Ingrid.”

      “That may be, but it doesn’t change the fact that the people will think it was a rouse by Aegris Isle to take over our kingdom.”

      Nilson and Oskar continue arguing about my fate while I grow completely numb inside. Is it fear? Is it anger? I look over at the king, cradling the queen’s head against his chest. That’s all I ever wanted. Someone to care for. Not power, not wealth, and certainly not to conquer a kingdom with deceit and murder. It might be too early to say I loved Ingrid, but it certainly was growing into love. She was easy to be around. She shared my anxieties and passions.

      She was my wife, no matter how briefly. I can’t let her go alone into the sea.

      “I’ll do it,” I say, breaking up Nilson and Oskar’s heated discussion. “I agreed to Ingrid’s conditions during the opening feast. I made my vows and signed her contract last night. I am a man of honor. I cared for her and don’t want the people of Norella Isle thinking I had anything to do with her death.”

      Everyone in the room is speechless for a few moments. Nilson’s shoulders droop, and his eyes well with tears. I rub his shoulder and hang my head.

      “Are you sure, Prince Soren?” he whispers.

      “Yes.”

      “I can get you home.”

      “And start a war? No.” I shake my head. “I made a promise to Ingrid.”

      He claps his hand over his mouth to contain a sob.

      A knock on the study doors turns everyone’s attention. Oskar opens it to find High Priestess Ceto. He whispers to her, causing her cheeks to grow red.

      “My king, I have no words,” Ceto says, placing two fingers against her cheek. “Sorrow doesn’t begin to cover this tragedy.”

      The king rises to take Ceto’s hands. “Thank you for being here.”

      “Of course,” she says. “The servants are preparing the boat grave near the harbor. It will be ready by sunset as will…”

      “My daughter?” the king asks, finishing for her.

      A deep pain grows around my heart, but I fight my emotions.

      Ceto nods. “I will treat her with utmost respect, Your Highness, and summon you and the queen when it is time for your visitation.”

      “Thank you,” King Rolf says.

      “Messengers have been dispatched around the island,” Oskar says. “My king, I took to liberty to tell them it would be a private Launching.”

      “Thank you, Oskar,” King Rolf says, wiping his eyes. “Yes, just the priestesses and the palace staff. I can’t face the entire island right now.”

      Oskar turns to me. “Do we need to have a hirdmann follow you, Prince Soren?”

      “No, that won’t be necessary. I’ll be in Ingrid’s chambers,” I say and turn to leave with Nilson trailing behind.

      In the hallway, I give Nilson a bear hug.

      “Do you want me to join you?” he asks.

      “Not right now, thank you. I need some time alone to think and write a letter to my family. Would you give it to them?”

      “Anything you wish.” Nilson shakes his head. “I was supposed to take care of you. I was supposed to help you. This all feels wrong.”

      “You did everything right,” I tell him. “Will you come get me when it is time?”

      “Of course.”

      I head upstairs, down the mirrored hallways, and enter Ingrid’s chambers. Shutting the door, the lavish, glamorous room presses in on me. This is a nightmare from which I cannot wake. I sit at Ingrid’s desk to write a letter to my family, but the tabula recta catches my attention. Why is it out? Did Ingrid solve more of the cipher on her own?

      Finding Lilura’s journal under Ingrid’s mattress, I flip through the pages. Ingrid did solve more. I read through her notes to find the snake leaves hold “life magic,” and Lilura believed they were too powerful for humans to possess. Life magic?

      Why did Ingrid stop there? Did she try looking for me and found the murderer instead?  I need to find out more.

      I flip to the next page with more drawings of the plant and mice. One mouse appears dead, another alive. I use the tabula recta to solve more of the cipher.

      

      A-T-W-E-N-T-Y-F-O-U-R-H-O-U-R-

      W-I-N-D-O-W-F-O-R-R-E-S-U-R-R-E-C-T-I-O-N

      

      I gasp. Resurrection? Could it be? The little leaves inside Lilura’s locket can bring someone back to life? Is that why she encrypted the notes? The next page has an image of the plant in water with little waves of heat rising from it.

      

      M-I-R-R-O-R-E-D-D-U-A-L-I-T-Y-F-O-R-S-N-A-K-E-L-E-A-F-M-A-G-I-C

      R-A-W-P-L-A-N-T-B-R-I-N-G-S-L-I-F-E-C-O-O-K-E-D-P-L-A-N-T-B-R-I-N-G-S-D-E-A-T-H

      

      This is unbelievable…but why the secrecy? Why did Lilura hide the propagated leaves in her locket? I glance at the clock; there’s only half an hour left until the Launching. Maybe I can save her. But, why didn’t Nilson say anything? He’s the one who showed Lilura the leaves. Why wouldn’t he have used them for her, Ingrid, or Viviana?

      It doesn’t make sense.

      All my emotions are setting in, and my hands tremble. There are a few lines about how someone had stolen all the leaves, and I finally understand why they couldn’t save Viviana. But if Lilura successfully propagated the plant, why didn’t she tell Nilson? Wouldn’t he have been able to save Lilura and Ingrid? I flip to another page and discover what truly caused the forest fire where they found Lilura’s body.

      

      W-I-L-L-D-E-S-T-R-O-Y-T-H-E-R-O-O-T-S-W-I-T-H-F-I-R-E

      

      Is this why Lilura was murdered? I drop the quill at a horrible thought.

      Could Nilson be the murderer? Why else wouldn’t he have used the leaves to save anyone? Why else would Lilura hide the propagated plant from him?

      I shouldn’t do anything based on mere suspicion, but with what’s in the locket, I could save Ingrid. Then we could sneak to the convent and save Lilura. But I’ll have to act like everything’s fine with Nilson. If I reveal I suspect him with no true evidence, I might ruin my chance to save Ingrid and Lilura. Only they know the truth.

      With the few minutes left, I write a letter to my family just in case none of this insane idea works.

      A knock on the door makes me flinch. I scramble to shove Lilura’s journal under Ingrid’s mattress and answer the door to find Nilson and Sir Tomer. My heart races, and my cheeks flush in rage at the sight of Nilson, but I steady my breathing and act like I’m just afraid to die.

      “It’s time for the Launching,” Sir Tomer says, tilting his head in a look of pity. “Are you ready, Prince Soren?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Any news?”

      Sir Tomer keeps his shoulders rigid, but his face twitches. “No. My men have questioned everyone but have found no new information. The exploration of the tunnel has just begun. A security team will escort everyone to the beach and back.”

      We walk down the hallway, and I think through the alphabet backward to focus on something other than Nilson standing next to me. Did Nilson use me to come here? Did he ever care about me? I trusted him. My parents and sister trusted him. It’s hard to believe this man who has been so important to my family could be capable of murder. Not only that, the murder of four innocent women. All for what? Leaves?

      I clench my teeth and swallow the painful lump growing in my throat. The fact that he never brought up the magic leaves makes me even more suspicious.

      Did the king correctly suspect foul play in Queen Freya’s death? If I can get away from Nilson for a brief moment to speak with either Oskar or King Rolf about my suspicions, maybe we can stop him.

      Will they believe me? They might think I’m making wild accusations because I’m about to be buried at sea. What if Nilson stops me before I can save Ingrid and Lilura? I can’t let that happen. What if I’m mistaken, and Nilson is innocent? I need to know for sure.

      Everyone from the palace takes carriages down to the harbor. It’s only the priestesses and palace staff members here to mourn for Princess Ingrid. Her handmaids huddle together and weep. Other servants set up a table of refreshments for the reception, for which I won’t be here.

      The remainder of the royal family stands on the small beach with Ceto next to the boat grave. Ingrid rests under a shroud of silken sheets as the mourners place flowers, seashells, pearls, and other trinkets around her. It’s beautiful yet haunting.

      “Goodbye, my prince,” Nilson says and wraps his arm around me.

      I stiffen at his touch but manage to hand him my letter and mumble out, “Goodbye, Nilson.”

      Sir Tomer escorts me to stand next to the royal family, of which I am a member for the next few minutes. King Rolf wears a fine black suit with a heavy fur jacket. Queen Tia matches in a velvet gown, fur cloak, and fascinator with a lace veil. They hold each other close as the sea breeze whips through their garments.

      Ceto leads the priestesses in lighting torches along the beach. I stare at the boat grave, and my limbs shake as fear tightens its grip on me with every passing moment. The adrenaline of my earlier shock wears away, and I’m left horrified and unable to breathe.

      What if I can’t wake Ingrid? What if the waters are too rough to control the tiny boat? Am I going to die in a horrific drowning?

      Z, Y, X, W, V… I look at Ingrid, and my breathing returns to normal. She needs me. Lilura needs me.

      The sun hangs just above the horizon as dark clouds roll in. I hope it’s not another storm.

      Ceto steps before the boat grave and bows her head for a moment of silence. “Good people of Norella Isle,” she says, looking out at the crowd. “Today, we have lost our beloved Princess Ingrid. She was a sweet and kind young woman who was taken from us much too soon. Noble goddess Norella, call upon your daughters to gently drag our princess to the afterlife.”

      “Norella’s daughters, greet our princess,” the crowd chants.

      King Rolf steps toward the center near Ceto. “P-People,” he pauses to sniffle, “of Norella Isle, I am beyond horrified at the death of my daughter…my dove.”

      He curls his arm over his face as he cries. A few tears escape me at his heartache. I hope I can fix at least some of the wrongs which have taken place with the magic Lilura has discovered.

      “I promise, whoever took my precious daughter’s life will be put to death.” Not hiding his disdain, the king glares at Nilson. “When we discover the truth, there will be no mercy for the murderer. We’ve summoned help from other kingdoms to protect our people. For now, we’re here to Launch my daughter, Princess Ingrid, into the sea.” He turns to the boat grave and places his hand on her shoulder. “May the noble goddess Norella watch over Ingrid’s Launching as she goes into the water.”

      Everyone places two fingers on their cheeks and chants, “Norella, bless our princess.”

      The king leans down to Ingrid’s level and whispers, “I know we didn’t often see eye-to-eye, but I loved you more than anything. My funny, eccentric, and sweet dove. You were like a seashell—not just a pretty trinket, but tough and more intricate than anyone could know. I will miss you.”

      With Oskar’s help, Ceto lights a large bonfire on the beach, which flares and crackles at once. “As a member of the royal family, we will not light Princess Ingrid’s boat grave. She will remain untouched and arrive perfect at Dehel’s lair. Goodbye, my princess.”

      The sun descends over the water, filling the sky with orange, pink, and red blemished by the intruding clouds. Oskar gestures for me to climb aboard the boat grave. I sit at Ingrid’s feet on the small wooden thing, and my entire body shakes. This is it. Either I’ll wake her and sail to the convent, or I’ll be dragged into the sea.

      “Per Princess Ingrid’s marriage contract,” Ceto says, pouting in my direction, “her husband, Prince Soren, will join her on her journey to the afterlife.”

      King Rolf, Oskar, and Ceto place their hands on the wooden stern, avoiding eye contact with me, and launch the boat grave into the water. The boat rocks side-to-side in the waves. The sun sets, and any warmth it blessed me with is extinguished. Shivering, I stare at the shore and wait; I don’t want anyone to see me moving the shroud. With the gloaming, the beach falls into shadows, and only the flickers of torches and bonfires are visible.

      This beautiful island, with its beaches, pine forests, and healing waters, was once so promising. Now, it is shrouded in a curse. One Ingrid, Lilura, and I must break.

      The tiny sail catches in the breeze, and we glide further into the sea. The waves grow choppier, and the wind nearly capsizes the boat. I shift my weight around to counter nature’s forces. As we approach Norella’s Crown, I worry we’ll crash right here amongst the dangerous rocks. Lightning flashes nearby, followed by a deafening crack of thunder. Maybe if we do crash at Norella’s Crown, we can hide from the storm inside the lighthouse.

      No, we can’t. We must get to Lilura. According to her notes, the snake-leaves only work within a day’s time. The waves swell even larger with the incoming winds.

      When the boat is far enough out to sea, I decide to try the snake-leaves on Ingrid. I clamber around her body in the tiny boat while crunching seashells under my boots and peel the shroud away from her neck to reveal Lilura’s locket.

      The gold flashes bright, reflecting another bolt of lightning as it strikes Norella’s Crown. I open the locket to find two tiny, green leaves. My heart and mind race with fear because now I have to remove Ingrid’s death mask. This feels wrong. Oh, so wrong. Z, Y, X, W, V…

      I swallow and close my eyes. You can do this. For Ingrid. For Lilura. To stop Nilson from killing more people. A large wave nearly rolls the boat again, causing adrenaline to course through me. I must do this.

      My fingertips grasp the cold, mother-of-pearl mask and slip it up to reveal Ingrid’s milky-white skin and greenish-blue lips. If Lilura’s notes were correct, all I need to do is place the leaf inside Ingrid’s mouth.

      I tip the bottom of Ingrid’s jaw down to open her mouth and place the leaf on her tongue. After gently closing her mouth, I wait and hope Norella or some other deity will take pity on Ingrid. I hope these leaves, which have so far caused more pain and destruction than good, will work on my wife.

      Her chest rises, and I gasp. Watching her closely to be sure I’m not going mad, I move the shroud a little more and grab her cold wrist to search for a pulse. There. It’s weak but getting stronger. Now that we’re out past Norella’s Crown, the waves of Styrmir Sea grow wild and dangerous. I reach to adjust the tiny sail, which is nearly useless, as it’s meant to simply push graves into open water. The wind makes it difficult and blows the sail around like a kite, but I can make it work.

      I use ribbons from the floral bouquets to secure the sail into place. Although I’m skilled at making knots, these dainty ribbons might not hold long. I’ll steer the sail once I check on Ingrid.

      Stumbling back to her side, I check Ingrid’s pulse. It’s getting stronger. I slip the death mask all the way from her face and cradle her in my arms. Her boat grave will be a terrifying sight to wake up to, and I want Ingrid to feel safe.

      She gasps for more air, and her muscles begin to twitch. I cradle her even closer to me as the storm rocks the boat and pelts us with sea spray. My fingers and cheeks go numb from the cold.

      “Ingrid?” I say. “It’s me, Soren. Can you wake up?”

      She stirs a little more and sucks in a deep, rattling breath. When her eyes open, she gasps and scrambles from my arms. I grab her torso so she doesn’t fall into the water. With raised brows and a gaping mouth, Ingrid’s eyes dart around the grave and to the sea.

      She turns to me. “Soren?” she asks, releasing a gasp. “What’s happening? Where are we?”

      I adjust the sail to send us in the direction of the convent and pull Ingrid back into my arms. “I don’t know how to say this, but this is your boat grave. I deciphered more of Lilura’s journal and found out what the snake-leaves can do, so I used one to resurrect you.”

      “I was dead?” She touches her temples and shakes her head. “It was like an underwater dream. Nothing but the whooshing sound of water and the sensation of floating for what felt like forever,” she says, teeth chattering. “Then, in the distance, I could hear a group of girls singing and swimming toward me. I think they were Norella’s daughters. They said they couldn’t reach me because the prince wouldn’t let me go.”

      We’ve luckily moved ahead of the storm, but the cold air chases us as we race against time.

      After adjusting the tiny sail again, I squeeze Ingrid tight to keep her warm. “Do you remember anything from before? Who killed you?”

      I’m afraid I already know the answer, but I need to hear her unbiased truth.

      “Hmm, before the floating?” She tilts her head and blinks. “I can’t recall anything. I don’t even know how I met you. But you’re my husband, right?”

      “Yes. Look at your ring,” I say, grabbing her hand. “One seashell for me, one for Lilura, and the pearl for you.”

      “Lilura,” she says with a grin that falls immediately. Her eyes widen with the haunting truth. “Wait…she died. We went to her Resting. We read her journal and…”

      “And what? Can you remember who killed you?”

      She shudders in my arms. “Nilson.”

      A weight of despair presses on my shoulders. It is true. Nilson is the murderer. And I’m the one who brought him here. A deep sorrow aches in the pit of my stomach for being responsible for all this death and destruction.

      “Why did he do it?” I ask. “How did he do it?”

      “I was looking for you, but Nilson answered the door. I asked him about the leaves. He found them long ago and even tried to rescue my mother with them. There was something about my great-grandmother.”

      “What?”

      “Sunniva.”

      “No, I know who she is. What happened with your mother?”

      “She was ill and couldn’t eat, so he gave her tea.”

      “Then it’s true. I continued deciphering Lilura’s journal. If she’s correct, the snake-leaves have a mirrored duality. Raw leaves bring life while cooked leaves bring death. Nilson killed your mother. Your father was correct to suspect him all along.”

      She looks down, deep in thought, then gasps. “The macarons! Lilura didn’t make them, he did. That’s how he killed me.”

      “What are you talking about? Macarons?”

      The waves jostle the grave and hit us with another spray of saltwater. I wrap the burial shroud around Ingrid and wait for her answer.

      “I was about to leave when Nilson offered me mint macarons he claimed Lilura baked for him before she died. She loves baking, so I believed him. I grew nauseous. He said I knew too much, like Kariana, Viviana, and Lilura.”

      “But I don’t understand why. Why does he want to kill over these leaves?”

      “It’s bigger than the leaves. His hatred for my family goes back generations since before the War of the Halflings. He was in love with my great-grandmother Sunniva, but when the war broke out, sorcerers were called to the front lines. When he returned from war, Sunniva was already married.”

      “So, he hates your family because she moved on?”

      “Maybe she didn’t, not on purpose. My great-great-grandparents had been kidnapped by halflings, and Sunniva needed to be married in order to rule. That’s why she was allowed to draft her own marriage contract. To protect her from a husband who would try to take over the kingdom.” She sighs. “He was not only heartbroken by her marriage, but he blamed halflings for the entire ordeal—and his injured leg. Then my father banished him, making Nilson’s hatred even stronger.”

      “So, Nilson hates your family and halflings.” I hang my head. “Lilura never had a chance.”

      “Lilura,” Ingrid whispers and springs up, touching the locket. “Lilura! Is that where we’re going? To save her?”

      “Yes. But we don’t have much time.”

      As I’m tying more knots to fix the ribbons which have already frayed, Ingrid leans forward and plants a kiss on my lips. It’s a welcome and warm surprise in the midst of all the death and darkness. With her hand grabbing the back of my head, the kiss is more than just romantic; it’s full of gratitude and trust. I grin when she releases me and adjust the sail.

      “We’re getting close to the convent,” she says. “What if we scare someone? What if someone stops us?”

      “The hirdmenn and priestesses were at our Launching and the following reception. We’ll arrive at the convent before they do.”

      Ingrid and I hold onto the little sail and steer our way toward the pebble beach near the convent. When Ingrid jumps from the boat, she stumbles and falls to the ground. I hop over the boat to help her up.

      “My limbs are still a bit tingly.”

      “Here.” I scoop her into my arms. “I’ve got you. Now let’s save Lilura.”

      I carry Ingrid up the beach and toward the Grotto. When we step into the threshold of the Resting Cave, Ingrid taps my shoulder to let her down. She wraps one arm around me and clutches the locket with the other. “How do we use the leaf? How does the magic work?”

      “Well, I think it has to do with how you died. You were poisoned, so I placed the leaf inside your mouth.”

      “Lilura was stabbed.”

      “Maybe place it on her wound?”

      Ingrid approaches Lilura’s Resting altar, now piled high with seashells. She gently peels back the oil-soaked teal shroud and scrunches up Lilura’s dress. The stab wound on her abdomen is blue and purple with yellow pus.

      I swallow as Ingrid opens the locket and plucks out the tiny green leaf.
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      The waves patiently wait to drag me into the depths of the sea. I remain paralyzed on my cold stone slab as Norella’s daughters crash onto the beach, stretching their frigid watery fingers to me in the darkness.

      “She’s not ready,” a little voice calls out. “Is she even dead?”

      “Yes,” another who sounds older and more mature answers. “She’s another one of Mother’s priestesses. We’ll get to meet her and take her to Uncle Dehel soon enough.”

      “Brina, do you think he’ll be upset we didn’t bring him the princess?”

      Princess? Are they talking about Ingrid?

      “Don’t worry a speck of salt over it,” the older one says. “He won’t be happy to learn what the humans can do now, but it’s not our fault. Remember that, Salina.”

      They continue crashing against the pebbles, composing their delicate tingles of music every time they recede into the water.

      “Uncle was sad about the first priestess, and now he’s…” Salina’s voice fades away.

      “What is it?” another voice asks.

      “Do you feel that, sisters?”

      “What?” a few more voices ask in unison.

      “I don’t think Uncle will get Lilura either,” the one called Brina says. “She’s growing…warmer. Like the princess.”

      A tingle spreads from my abdomen and shoots with pain through my body. Blood cuts through my veins like broken glass. I want to scream, but I’m frozen in place. I focus on the soothing auras hovering over me. A bubbly and gleaming-white one drapes me with pure love. Ingrid? I hurt her and left her; why would she be near me? Why would she still love me? Another aura is still a little faint, but it’s sweet, blue, and comforting. Soren?

      “Please work, please work, please work,” their two familiar voices whisper from somewhere beyond.

      Is it them? How?

      Where there was pain in my abdomen has been replaced with warmth as the agony moves further out, stretching through my limbs and wings. When it gets to my head, I erupt into a screeching scream. I bring my hands to my head, which requires suffering painful tugs of my muscles, tendons, and bones.

      “LiLi,” The sweetest voice in the world says. Her warm embrace helps diminish the torture. “LiLi, I’m here.”

      Somehow, someway, Ingrid has found me and is rocking me back and forth. My eyes, fingers, and toes are the last to suffer the torment of resurrection. They burn with white-hot pain, forcing me to scream again.

      “Did I scream like this?” she asks, her voice laced with desperation.

      “No,” Soren’s worried voice whispers.

      “LiLi, I’m here. I’ve got you.”

      The pain begins to subside, and I lower my hands to touch Ingrid’s. I’m afraid to open my eyes, fearing this is all a death dream. Something created by my subconscious while I wait for the afterlife. Ingrid presses her lips against my forehead and strokes my hair, making me melt into her. If this is a dream, I’d certainly love to live in it a little longer.

      “LiLi?” Ingrid’s sweet voice tickles my ear.

      With small blinks, I slowly open my eyes. Even the dim candlelight in the Resting Cave burns them. I place my hand over my face to block it out as my eyes adjust, giving me a moment to think.

      I was dead. Now they’re here? They resurrected me?

      “You…you,” I mumble in a hoarse, crackly voice and break into a coughing fit.

      “I’ll get her some water,” Soren says.

      “Thanks. Down the tunnel and to the left,” Ingrid says as she wraps my cloak around me.

      I finally look at Ingrid’s beautiful face. “You figured it out?” I whisper.

      “Yes!” Ingrid kisses me all over my face and squeezes me tight. “I swapped necklaces with you at the Resting, and we began to decipher your journal.”

      “But…how?” I begin but cough a little.

      Soren returns, handing me a glass of water, which I happily drink.

      “Thank you,” I tell him and turn back to Ingrid. “How are you here?”

      “Well, I got to the part about the leaves being able to raise the dead and was in a hurry to get to you. I went to find Soren but found Nilson instead.”

      My eyes widen in fear even though she’s sitting here before me, perfectly alive. “No.”

      “I asked him about the leaves, thinking he could help.” She hangs her head. “But he poisoned me instead because I knew too much.”

      “What happened?” I ask and drink more water.

      Ingrid touches Soren’s arm for him to answer.

      “A gardener found Ingrid floating in the greenhouse gazing pond.” He closes his eyes and shudders. “The coroner said she was poisoned, not drowned. When Ceto took Ingrid to prepare her body, I returned to Ingrid’s room to write a letter to my family but deciphered more…” He trails off, but I know what he found. “I began to suspect Nilson but worried if he was truly dangerous, I needed to save you two first. So, I fulfilled my contract as Ingrid’s husband to be buried at sea beside her. I placed one leaf in her mouth, and we sailed here.”

      My newfound breath is completely lost as my mind focuses on one word: husband. I blink away the shock and suck in a deep breath, fumbling for Ingrid’s hand. Tears painfully burst from my eyes at the sight of the ring. I ended things with her in a horrible way—and have no right—but I’m enraged. My heart bounces wildly in my chest.

      Ingrid’s with Soren now.

      I release her hand and swing my tingling legs off the edge of the slab and cradle my head in my hands.

      “Hey, hey,” Ingrid says, tilting my face to look at her sea-blue eyes. “Yes, we’re married, but we’ve yet to…consummate it. I couldn’t. Not when I didn’t know where you were. And…I didn’t want to believe it was truly over between you and me. You didn’t perform the curse, did you?”

      “No, I couldn’t go through with it. I love you too much.”

      “I love you too, LiLi.” She wraps her arms around me, and a rush of care and affection crashes into me. “The three of us could be happy together.”

      I am suddenly very aware of Soren’s presence next to me as if I’m sitting too close to a fire.

      “Look.” Ingrid holds out her ring. “The seashells are for you and him, and the pearl is me.”

      After what I did, Ingrid still wants me in her life? I sob into her arms. When I calm down, Soren bends down to look into my eyes and massage my shoulder.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” he asks. “Why did Nilson kill you?”

      “He murders anyone getting in the way of his plan.”

      “Plan?” he asks. “For knowing about the leaves?”

      “That didn’t help, but I think they were closer to figuring out his true plan.”

      “Which is?” Ingrid asks, massaging my back.

      “I’m not sure, but I began suspecting something when…” I shake my head.

      “When what?”

      “It didn’t make sense at first, but his abilities and strength grew after Viviana died.” I sigh. “Back when Viviana gave me the ancient curse, she said one of the forbidden scrolls was missing. I didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

      “Another curse?” Soren asks.

      “Yes. I’d gone to the cave to destroy any remaining roots with fire when Nilson found me. He was enraged because he wanted more.” I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head. “Nilson admitted that he’d stolen a scroll and stabbed me. I could’ve used a leaf on myself, but I didn’t want Nilson to have them…and I didn’t feel as if I deserved to live after everything I had done to you.”

      “Oh, LiLi, of course you deserve to live,” she says, pressing a kiss to my temple. “Which scroll did he take? What does it do?”

      “I don’t know.” My mind, still a bit slow from the resurrection, tries to find a way. “The library. We can use the other scrolls to guess which one is gone.”

      I wiggle my limbs and attempt to stand, but my weak legs buckle. Soren scoops his hands under my armpits to catch me. My body shivers with cold and shock, so Soren takes my cloak from the slab and drapes it over my shoulders.

      “Thank you.” I melt against his warmth as he helps me walk.

      We rush down the tunnel toward the library. Soren keeps me upright as the tingles fade from my wobbly legs. When we make it to the dark and empty library, Ingrid lights candles while I point to the bookshelf. Soren guides me to it, and I grab the large leather book with the ancient scrolls hidden inside.

      “I’m fine.” I peel Soren’s hands from me, feeling…something at his touch.

      Steadying my back against the bookshelf, I remind myself that he’s just trying to help. Ingrid is the one who wants there to be more. Or do I want more, too? It would make things easier for her, but I’ve never been with a man, nevertheless desired one. Then again, I didn’t know I desired women until Ingrid. To my harpy heart, maybe it doesn’t matter what someone looks like. Soren is brave, smart, kind…adorable. The more Ingrid falls for him, the more I fall for him too.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asks, staying close to my side.

      “Yes.” I place the book on the wooden table where I last saw Viviana alive. “Thank you.”

      Ingrid sets the matches down and takes my hand. “Remember our first kiss right here in this room?”

      “How could I forget? My heart was soaring for you. Your kiss was the only thing that could stop the agony.”

      Ingrid strokes my cheek, causing my heart to somersault as only she can compel it to. “Will you stop my agony?” she asks.

      I brush my lips against hers. She kisses back, sweet and sincere, and everything is better in this moment. When we break our kiss, Ingrid’s sultry grin makes me blush. Soren avoids looking at us until Ingrid tugs him close by his sleeve.

      “We’re going to prove what Nilson did,” she says, grabbing both of our hands. “We can stop him.”

      “I’m sorry I brought him here,” Soren says, staring at the smooth stone floor.

      “Don’t be. I’m thankful he brought you here.” I take Soren’s other hand, creating a circle between the three of us. I can now sense both of their emotions. “He used you. This is not your fault.”

      I release them to rifle through the scrolls and read through the beginning lines of text for each one. Some are about various halflings, and the rest are about the gods. Something certainly is missing. I spread four similar ones out on the table.

      “One’s missing.”

      “How do you know? Which one?” Ingrid asks as candlelight flickers across her face.

      There should be five ancient summoning spells: one for Norella, one for Osmond, one for Kallan, one for Freyska, and one for Dehel. But there’s no scroll for Dehel.” I shake my head and pace around the table.

      “Why would anyone want to summon Dehel?” Soren asks.

      “To harness the power of death,” I realize as fear ripples through me.

      “The power of death,” Soren repeats in a whisper, staring at the parchment with wide eyes.

      “Then everyone at the palace is in danger!” Ingrid cries.

      “Not everyone,” I whisper. “Your father and Tia. Nilson hates your family and wants the bloodline destroyed.”

      “Tia’s pregnant!” Ingrid begins sobbing, and Soren wraps her in his arms. “How do we stop him?”

      “I don’t know if we can. He’s too strong to…” I lift one of the other scrolls. “His sister.”

      “Nilson has a sister?” Soren asks.

      “No, Dehel’s sister. Norella. They’re twins. His portal is also her ‘Crown.’ If anyone can stop him, it’s her.”

      “We’re going to summon Norella? How?”

      “I’ll perform her summoning curse at the Crown.” I take a deep breath. “Well, try to at least. Only a very powerful sorcerer can perform a spell like this…”

      Ingrid cups my cheeks and looks into my eyes. “You are the strongest person I know, LiLi. You have more heart and courage than Nilson could ever dream of possessing. I believe in you.”

      Her love and encouragement swell inside me. “Thank you.”

      With Norella’s summoning spell clutched in my grip, I follow Ingrid and Soren from the convent and out to the small boat dock. The storm rages in the direction of the palace, blowing the whitecaps in the sea and pines along the cliffs into a frenzy. I run my thumb over the weathered and crinkled parchment; I hope I’m strong enough.
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      Soren helps Lilura and I aboard the priestesses’ sailboat, which thrashes against the tiny dock in the waves. At least it will be sturdier than the boat grave.

      The frigid rain pelts us like razor-sharp glass. I make Lilura sit under a cover while Soren prepares the sails. Once we are ready, we cast off from the dock.

      “I’ll let you know if I need help,” Soren shouts over the blast of rain and thunder. “You stay with Lilura.”

      I agree as Soren sails in the direction of Norella’s Crown. Lilura reads over the words, and I wrap my arm around her shoulder. I’m so thankful to have her here.

      “I’m not sure I can do this,” she says. “I’m not as powerful as Nilson.”

      “But you are,” I say. “And maybe Norella will have mercy on us as her priestesses.”

      The water grows rougher the closer we get to the Crown. The storm whips the waves high and throws down rain in violent sheets, making it difficult for Soren to navigate by himself.

      “Do you mind if I help him?” I ask.

      Lilura nods, and I adjust the sails for Soren so he can focus on steering. A large wave nearly capsizes the boat. I slip and stumble toward the storage bin to retrieve life preservers for everyone. As I unlatch the lid, Soren shouts something inaudible over the howling wind. I turn as a giant wave rises before us.

      “LILI, HOLD ON!” I shout, leaping to carry a life preserver to her.

      Soren shouts for me to be careful, and I’m almost to Lilura when the wave catapults the boat nearly upright. Screaming, I slide to the stern and flip into the icy water. The whooshing current jerks my body, tearing the strand of pearls from my neck as my head hits the hull of the boat. Everything goes dark, but I fight to stay alive.

      Forcing myself to relax and float to the surface, I blink open my eyes to gain my bearings. White tendrils of hair twist and flow around me. Pearls sink through the swirling seafoam as my nearly sheer dress fans out in the water.

      A bolt of lightning illuminates little faces in the water’s raging surface. My lungs burn, and I kick upwards only for another rush of the current to press me back. The faces get closer, reaching out with their watery fingers. Norella’s daughters? An inky blackness surrounds my vision, but I keep kicking. Every straining pull of my arms causes my vision to tunnel further.

      The doppelgänger, with the aid of Norella’s daughters, swims into view through the pearls. I paddle away, but her icy hands grab my ankle. Is she trying to drown me? I kick, but she’s much too strong. She reaches my waist, but instead of dragging me down, she touches my cheek and looks me straight in the eyes. I gasp a burst of bubbles.

      Mother? How did I not see it before?

      “Norella gave me the power to warn you from the afterlife.” She gestures to her glittering fishtail and presses her lips to my forehead. “It hasn’t been easy, and I’m sorry if I frightened you. I love you. Save them, my dove.”

      Mother releases me and sinks into the depths as her clothing and skin deteriorate until she’s no more than a skeleton. Soon, even the white of her bones is swallowed up by the deep.

      Norella’s daughters swirl around my body and launch me upwards until an arm pierces the surface of the sea. I grab it. Lilura lifts me from the water and flies us toward the boat. I hang onto her body with desperation and gape in awe at her majestic wings, carrying us to safety. A wave tosses the boat as we hit the deck and roll. The storm has grown stronger, creating nearly zero visibility all around.

      “You…and my mother saved me,” I say and catch my breath.

      “What?” she asks, squeezing my tight.

      “The doppelgänger was my mother.” I place a hand over my heart as my eyes well with tears. “She was warning me from the afterlife.”

      Lilura wipes my cheeks and smiles through her own tears.

      I glance at Lilura’s empty hands and panic. “Do you still have the scroll?”

      “Soren has it.”

      He’s hard at work, steering the ship through the rough water as we approach Norella’s Crown. My dress is drenched, and my skin is prickled and freezing. Lilura wraps her cloak and wings around me, and I snuggle into her warmth. More lightning strikes the rod atop the lighthouse, flashing the area in a white-hot glow. There’s another ship thrashing against the rocks ahead.

      “Nilson must be there!” I shout.

      When we approach the shallows, Soren is careful. The water grows choppier and the rocks more dangerous. Once we’re close enough, he tosses the anchor. With the waves and the tide, it will be difficult to get off the boat safely.

      “Hang on tight,” Lilura says as she grabs me.

      My stomach drops as Lilura launches us into the sky with her gleaming wings. She gets me to shore and returns to carry Soren. When they land next to me, Soren bends over to catch his breath.

      “Thank you, Lilura,” he says. “That was amazing—scary, but amazing.”

      My heart melts a little; I think she’s amazing, too. I rub Soren’s arm and look around.

      “Do you see anyone?” I ask.

      “No, the boat looks empty,” Soren says.

      “Where should we perform the curse?” I ask, scanning the beach through the rain.

      “We need to find the portal.” Lilura jogs toward the lighthouse, and we follow. “Legend says it’s under the—”

      She stops short when the door to the lighthouse creaks back and forth in the wind. I grab both Soren and Lilura’s hands as we freeze in place. But nothing happens. There’s no one in sight. We take slow steps toward the lighthouse. Voices echo down the spiral stairwell, and Tia screams, sending a jolt of terror through me. I can’t let Nilson harm her and my baby sibling.

      I pick up my pace, but Soren grabs my arm. “We have to be careful,” he whispers. “We can’t just run up there.”

      “I have this.” Lilura reaches into the cloak I’m wearing and plucks a small sachet from the pocket. “Sleeping powder.”

      We take our time inching up the stairs, lucky the wind and creaking door cover our sounds. I’m still shivering, and Soren wraps his arm around me.

      When we reach the next level, a muffled shout comes from inside the lighthouse keeper’s room. I crack open the door to find Kirsi squirming on her bed. The old woman is bound and gagged.

      We rush inside to help her, and Lilura quietly closes the door. Soren unties the knots holding Kirsi and ungags her.

      “What are you three doing out here?” she whispers.

      “We have to stop Nilson,” I say. “Have you seen him?”

      “He and a young man did this to me.”

      “A young man?” Soren asks. “Who?”

      “A blond and muscular jackass,” she says.

      I exchange looks with Lilura and Soren. “Anders?”

      “Sounds like him,” Soren says. “Maybe it was Nilson who helped with his acne.”

      Kirsi gestures to the stairs. “They have the king and queen. They went up to the gallery.”

      “Are you injured?” Lilura asks.

      “No, I’m fine. I was sleeping when they arrived. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been able to tie me up so easily.” Kirsi rises to her feet. “They were talking about a curse and Dehel.”

      “We’re going to summon Norella and stop him.” Lilura points to the parchment in Soren’s hand. “We must perform the curse at the portal.”

      “Then let’s go!” Kirsi springs to the table and lights a lantern. “Come on!”

      “Go where?” Soren asks. “Isn’t it here?”

      Kirsi shakes her head. “Legend says it’s under the lighthouse, but it’s not. Nilson’s wrong, and you might gain a head start before he realizes.”

      “Where is it?” I ask. “I’ve only ever heard the lighthouse.”

      “Dehel and Norella were born from the earth which burst up to create this tiny ring of islands. The portal is in the middle of the Crown. In the sea.”

      “LiLi, are you ready to perform the curse?” I ask, taking her hand.

      “I think so.”

      “Here.” Soren hands her the scroll. “I believe in you.”

      We race down the stairs and back into the rain, which has thankfully slowed to a mist. Kirsi leads the way to the shore with her lantern. We reach the point where the other rocks and islands of Norella’s Crown form a circle in the water.

      “Here. If the portal is anywhere, it’s here,” Kirsi says. “In all my years here, I’ve never dared to swim in it.”

      As Lilura unrolls the parchment, Kirsi holds out the lantern for her.

      “Stop!” someone calls from the viewing deck of the lighthouse.

      We all snap our heads to find Nilson holding a dagger to Father’s neck. I shriek as the blood drains from my face. With the distance and flashing light, I can’t make out their expressions, but they both must be shocked I’m alive.

      “LiLi, start the curse,” I whisper, then turn back to look at Nilson with my brows furrowed. “Let him go!”

      Nilson and Father disappear into the gallery as Lilura begins reading the spell aloud.

      “Hurry, we don’t have much time!” Soren says.

      “You don’t have any time,” Anders says, dragging Tia with him.

      “Let her go!” I demand.

      Anders nods in Lilura’s direction. “Give me the curse.”

      “Why are you working for Nilson?” I ask. “He’s a monster!”

      “When you chose Soren the Savior, I had to find another way to take over Norella Isle.” He smirks, gripping Tia even tighter. “Now hand over the scroll. Only one god will be summoned tonight.”

      “No!” Soren steps between Anders and Lilura.

      Anders pushes Tia aside and punches Soren’s cheek, making him collapse to the ground. I dive to help my stepmother, who grabs me as she trembles. Anders sets his sight on Lilura, but Soren barrels forward and knocks him into the sand. Anders groans as he stands and makes a fist.

      “Soren, stay down!” Lilura leaps over him and blows the sleeping powder in Anders’ face. He stumbles backward and falls over unconscious on the beach.

      Lilura offers Soren her hand to help him up.

      “Thanks,” Soren says, holding his cheek.

      Lilura play-punches his shoulder. “Teamwork.”

      “Now finish the curse,” Soren says and places himself between Anders and Lilura.

      Kirsi holds the lantern out for Lilura to read the ancient scroll.

      “Ingrid? How are you here?” Tia asks through panting breaths as she touches my face in disbelief.

      “Resurrection leaves Nilson and Lilura found,” I say, helping her sit comfortably.

      “Are you alright, Queen Tia?” Soren asks, crouching next to us.

      “I think so,” she says, feeling her belly. “Thank you.”

      The storm clouds swirl above Lilura like a nautilus shell, churning the air into a whirlwind.

      “How did Nilson get you here?” I ask, tightening my embrace on Tia. “Why didn’t the hirdmenn stop him?”

      “After the Launching, the servants brought out tea and desserts for the small reception. There was a toast, and everyone took a drink. In moments, they began falling down dead, one-by-one on the beach. It was horrible.”

      My stomach grows sick at the thought of so many deaths. Nilson killed them just like he killed my mother. Tia sobs into my arms as I stroke her tangled, red hair. The wind swirls even faster.

      Nilson emerges from the lighthouse, Father still in his grip. Father wriggles, but Nilson is much stronger than he appears. All thanks to the power he’s gained through murder. He doesn’t even use his cane.

      Father’s wide eyes pierce into me. “Ingrid? Is it really you?”

      “Stop talking!” Nilson presses the dagger to my father’s neck, making my heart leap into my throat.

      “Let him go!” I run to grab Nilson’s arm, but he flings me to the ground. As Soren helps me up, I turn back to Nilson. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I told you, Ingrid, your family has hurt me in many ways,” Nilson says. “I’ve been patient in my revenge.”

      “LiLi, keep going!” I shout while Soren and I return to guard Tia.

      “Noble goddess Norella,” Lilura reads in the flickering light of Kirsi’s lantern. “I, your humble servant, wish to release you from this prison of rocks and earth.”

      “Dehel, god of death, hear your servant,” Nilson chants confidently from memory. “Arise from the depths of the underworld. Accept our human sacrifice.”

      Human sacrifice? My blood runs cold; Nilson does plan to hurt my family.

      The water churns into a whirlpool and opens to the sea floor. Lightning strikes into the center as the rain rages stronger. The gusting wind drowns out the chants. Something’s happening, but I don’t know whose curse is working. Which god will emerge?

      I keep my grip steady on Tia. Soren plants himself at the center of the action, ready to fight should Anders awake. The sea swirls and flashes with lightning of its own. The wind and rain die as the clouds part, revealing the twinkling stars. An odd stillness surrounds Norella’s Crown.

      “Now it’s time for my sacrifice,” Nilson says as my father fights against his grasp.

      “Let him go!” Soren and I shout together.

      “Gladly. All I have to do is toss him down to the underworld,” Nilson says with a smile. “But I would certainly love to see his blood spilled first.”

      Above my father’s chest, Nilson raises his dagger and the crystal handle glints in the flash of the lighthouse. Terror sparks rage inside me.

      I spring to shove Nilson and my father away from the spiraling water. In surprise, Nilson stumbles back and drops his dagger. We both sway, hesitating to lunge for it.

      “Leave my family alone!” I shout.

      “I’m sorry, Princess, but I’ve always planned to sacrifice a Verskelli.”

      I stare into Nilson’s eyes. I can’t let him hurt the ones I love.

      The answer hits me in the pit of my stomach.

      “I’m a Verskelli,” I whisper before diving into the whirlpool.
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      Ingrid falls into the swirling depths of the sea, and I crumple to my knees at the edge of the rock. I was so focused on the curse. It all happened so quickly…I couldn’t stop her. My Ingrid. I shake my head and drop the scroll.

      “No!” Soren cries, kneeling next to me. “Ingrid!”

      The king shouts and wails as he reaches into the water.

      The whirlpool closes, and we wait. My heart crashes against my ribs like when I first soared for Ingrid. A searing pain jolts through my body, and I drop my wings. Barely able to breathe, I grow weak and fall to my side. Nilson stares into the water with wide, eager eyes.

      Soren cradles me in his arms. “Lilura?”

      Pain spreads through me, and I grit my teeth. “I can’t live without her.”

      “No,” Soren squeezes me tight, then gently rests me on the ground. “Help her!” he yells at Nilson. “Bring Ingrid back!”

      “Love is your biggest weakness, Lilura,” Nilson says with a laugh. “I could see that from the moment I met you. You will choose love over power every time.”

      “My dove, my dove.” King Rolf stares into the sea, then snaps his gaze to Nilson. “Bring her back! Now!”

      “I don’t take orders from you anymore, remember? You banished me!”

      “Please,” the king begs.

      “Ingrid made the sacrifice very easy, although I still plan to kill you and your queen.”

      “Don’t touch them!” I shout.

      With a new surge of energy radiating from my heart, I stand and spread my wings wide to block Nilson from the royal family, Soren, and Kirsi. I must protect them for Ingrid.

      “Love is power, not weakness!”

      “Love means nothing,” Nilson says before tilting his head to Kirsi. “You haven’t changed one bit, lighthouse keeper. Still a halfling sympathizer?”

      The water bubbles, stealing everyone’s attention. The seafoam glows with sparkles as something massive rises to the surface.

      “He’s here,” Nilson says. “It worked!”

      A flash brighter than lightning forces me to squint as whatever is rising pierces the surface of the sea. When the blast of light subsides, there are two larger-than-life people standing before us. I take a step back as a man and woman with golden auras float toward the small island.

      The woman with flowing white hair wears netting adorned with seashells and has tears spilling down her cheeks. The man has matching white hair and wears a navy-blue tunic speckled with thousands of pearls. Comparing their faces, they could be twins. They are twins. Norella and Dehel. Both curses worked?

      Rolf, Tia, Soren, and Kirsi huddle closer behind my wings, and a new revelation hits me: everyone knows my secret. Nilson gapes at the gods and kneels at their approach.

      “Who has summoned us?” Dehel asks in a low, haunting voice.

      “Only a powerful sorcerer could have,” Norella says, wiping her cheeks.

      “I did,” both Nilson and I shout, glaring at one another.

      Norella tilts her head. “Why?”

      I open my mouth, but Nilson cuts me off, “Dehel, god of death, I summoned you here to prove my power and ask that you bless me with a favor.”

      Dehel rises and stares down at Nilson. “What sort of favor would anyone want from me?”

      “I’ve gained more power than any sorcerer in history, despite my many hardships in life, from losing my Sunniva because of the halflings to being banished. I ask you to share with me the power of death so I can exact revenge on halflings and the Verskelli royal family.”

      “More power than any sorcerer, you say?” Dehel asks, stroking his beard. His clear-blue eyes flicker to me and back to Nilson. “How did you gain such power?”

      “By killing those in my way and discovering the resurrection leaves.”

      “Leaves?” Dehel shoots his gaze to Norella, who floats to his level and stares down at Nilson. Her hair and netting swirl in the air though unaffected by the sea breeze, and tears still stream down her cheeks.

      Anders groans and sits up, cradling his head. He shrieks and scrambles backward when he spots the deities. They don’t seem bothered by him at all.

      “I don’t have long before I must return to my rocky prison,” Norella says, taking her brother’s hand. “Where did you find these leaves?”

      “In a cave near your convent, my goddess,” Nilson says. “I’ve known the tunnels and caves on this isle for many years. My snake, Ophidia, discovered the plants. Ever since then, I’ve diverted sacred waters from the convent to feed the source of the plants.”

      So, that’s why the supply was always running low?

      “The resurrection plants were a remnant from ancient times,” Dehel says. “The duality represented my sister and myself. They were never intended for human use.”

      Dehel whispers something to Norella, who studies me.

      “Nilson, if I were to grant you my power over death, how would you use it?” Dehel asks.

      “I would end the Verskelli line then rid the earth of all halflings.”

      “Hmm,” Dehel says. “What do you think, sister?”

      “Like you said, only a very powerful sorcerer could have summoned us,” she pauses to look back at me, “and propagated the resurrection plant all on her own.”

      I gasp as Dehel floats before me, studying my face and wings.

      I bow. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know they weren’t meant for people to use. I do understand how dangerous they can be.”

      “Yes, they are,” Dehel says. “Sister, I have never seen such a powerful sorcerer.”

      “What?” Nilson asks. “She’s merely an apprentice, blinded by love.”

      “Who propagated the resurrection plant and summoned a goddess,” Dehel corrects him and turns back to me. “Tell me, Lilura, what would you do if granted the power over death?”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I know everything the deceased know. Their memories are shared with me as I create their pearls. I know you were raised by the priestesses. I know you are a half-harpy. I know you are a self-taught sorceress. I know you and Princess Ingrid were more than just lovers, but soulmates.” Dehel’s eyes flit to Soren. “And yet, your heart isn’t completely destroyed.” He furrows his white brows and turns to Nilson. “I know you murdered and cheated your way to becoming high priest. I know about every person you have killed…including Queen Freya.”

      “I knew it!” Rolf says, hanging his head as Tia comforts him.

      I want to reach for them, but Dehel glides before me, his golden aura so bright. “Lilura, what would you do with the power over death?”

      “I wouldn’t want it. I would beg you to return life to those who Nilson has murdered, but I would not want such power for myself.”

      Norella smiles as Dehel takes her hand and whispers in her ear. A large, single tear escapes her eye, which Dehel catches with his finger.

      “Lilura, when a soul reaches the afterlife, I create a pearl in their honor. Once the pearl is made, death is final.”

      My knees crash to the rocky ground. “No.”

      “But I have yet to create pearls for Ingrid, Viviana, and the many innocent souls on the beach my nieces told me about.” Dehel turns to Nilson. “I will give Lilura the power over death because your hubris makes you unfit for any sort of power. The gods created all beings—halflings and humans. And you wish to destroy our creations. You don’t deserve to live another day.”

      Nilson’s jaw drops, and his limbs begin trembling. He backs away and taps Anders’ shoulder. They race toward the sailboat.

      “Should I stop them?” I ask, raising my wings.

      “That won’t be necessary, dear. Daughters!” Norella sings a haunting tune.

      As Nilson and Anders prepare to set sail, the waves rise up in the form of a dozen girls. The men shout and adjust the sails, but Norella’s daughters grab the ship and drag it under the waves. The sea muffles Nilson and Anders’ screams.

      Soren sniffles and wipes his eyes. A hollow sensation opens inside as I understand Soren’s feelings. I place my arm around his shoulder as we weep together. We must mourn who Nilson was to us before we discovered his dark side. A mentor. A friend. A grandfather. All a lie, but all real to us at the same time.

      “Thank you, sister,” Dehel says, regaining our attention. “Now, how do we help them before you must go?”

      Norella places her hand on Dehel’s shoulder, and they begin whispering. The wind stirs as their voices grow louder. When they stop chanting, the teardrop on Dehel’s finger floats through the air and lands on the beach. A plant rises and spirals with sparks of glistening magic, lush with hundreds of leaves. Snake leaves.

      Dehel plucks the plant and hands it to me. “This is even more potent with life-magic than the leaves from the cave. Enough to save everyone on the beach and even Viviana.”

      I attempt to be grateful and smile through my tears, but Ingrid’s not on the beach. Ingrid fell all the way to the underworld. Soren wraps his arms around me.

      Norella steps close. “I must be going to my rocky prison, but my daughters can offer you one more favor.”

      “Ingrid?” King Rolf whispers.

      “Yes. Her sacrifice proved that she has a big heart and will be a great leader someday.” The goddess calls out again with her eerie singing, “Daughters!”

      On her command, the waves stir and swirl with foam. The water twinkles as Norella’s daughters carry Ingrid’s body to the shore. I stare at her pale skin, sparkling dress, and flowing white hair in shock until Soren plucks a leaf from my hand. He rushes to Ingrid’s side, placing it inside her mouth at once.

      “Thank you, Norella and Dehel,” King Rolf says, helping Tia and Kirsi from the ground. He then kneels next to Ingrid, holding her hand. “All my life, I thought the gods were myths. I’ve never believed in them. I was mistaken and am forever in your debt.”

      Norella gives him a slow nod. “Any leftover leaves, you give to Tia. Do not cook or brew them in any way but have her eat them raw, and it will strengthen the baby. It’s a boy, by the way.”

      A sob escapes the king’s mouth. I kneel next to Soren and place my hand on Ingrid’s chest. She takes shallow breaths and has a weak pulse, but she’s alive in a peaceful sleep.

      “Will she come back?” King Rolf asks with tears in his eyes.

      “She’s been through two deaths in one day,” Dehel says. “Give her plenty of rest.”

      The twin gods hug one another goodbye, glide out to sea, and wave to us on the shore.

      “My daughters promise to behave while you all return to the island,” Norella says. “Goodbye.”

      The gods glow with radiant golden auras and disappear into the sea. At once, I cradle Ingrid tight in my arms and fly her to the sailboat. I return for Soren, King Rolf, and Tia each. Kirsi waves for me from the shore, and I fly back to the beach while Soren draws in the anchor.

      “Can you fly an old woman, too?” Kirsi asks.

      “You’re coming with us?”

      “If it really was a massacre on the beach, you’ll need all the help you can get to save those people.”

      “Thank you.”

      I carry Kirsi to the boat, and Soren casts off in the direction of the harbor. I sit and pull Ingrid into my lap while the king and queen continue to check on her breathing and pulse. Did it take this long for me to wake up? My heart is better, but not by much. I rest my palm against Ingrid’s heart and will it to be strong. I need my temptress.
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      The goddess didn’t lie to us; her daughters are well-behaved as we cross the calm waters and enter the harbor. When we approach the docks, a grim sight awaits us on the shore. What first looks like boulders on the beach turns out to be bodies in dark mourning clothes. Every time the torches flicker in the breeze, the deathly sight is highlighted once more.

      King Rolf and I tie the sailboat to the dock. He helps Tia while I carry Ingrid.

      “Her breaths are growing stronger, and she’s warmer,” Lilura says. “I can sense her aura coming back.”

      I press my hand against Ingrid’s forehead. “Let’s rest her somewhere safe before we wake these people up.”

      The closest comfortable place is the Sommerhaus up the hill. We place Ingrid on a couch and meet Rolf, Tia, and Kirsi outside. Lilura distributes pieces of the resurrection plant but pauses at Tia.

      “My queen, you should rest inside with Ingrid,” she says.

      Tia opens her mouth to protest, but Rolf rubs her back. “Lilura’s right, my dear. You don’t need to do this, and it will be good to know someone is here should Ingrid wake up.”

      The queen agrees, and Rolf kisses her temple. “Take care of my daughter.”

      “I will.”

      Down by the water, King Rolf hurries to the center of the beach and places the first leaf into Oskar’s mouth. Lilura, Kirsi, and I nod to one another and fan out to wake the hirdmenn.

      I find Gus, the hirdmann I sword-fought, and place a leaf in his mouth. It doesn’t take long for him to breathe and for the color to return to his cheeks. Both Lilura and Kirsi are helping hirdmenn, too. The first sounds come from the king and Oskar.

      “What happened?” Oskar asks, holding his head and wincing.

      “Nilson poisoned everyone.” Rolf helps Oskar sit. “When you feel better, we need your help to save them.”

      Oskar stares wide-eyed at the horror surrounding us. I return my attention to Gus, who’s blinking his eyes open. When he wakes, I explain to him what happened and give him leaves so he can help.

      Lilura moves on to Ceto while I find another priestess. As the people wake, we explain everything to them and assure them the murderer is gone. Oskar, who is finally standing, scrambles to Ceto and kisses her. Lilura jerks back in surprise. I forgot she didn’t know about their affair.

      “Are you alright?” Oskar asks, stroking Ceto’s braid.

      “I believe so,” Ceto says, looking around with wide eyes. “You know our secret is completely out now.”

      “I don’t care,” Oskar says, holding her hands.

      Lilura clears her throat. “Oskar, will you escort the priestesses to the convent? Ceto, place the leaves on Viviana’s wounds.” She looks back and forth between Ceto and Oskar. “Viviana will live, and you won’t have to worry about being high priestess anymore.”

      Blushing, Ceto accepts the leaves. I help another priestess, cradling her head as she wakes from the sleep of death. She sits up, confused, but Ceto takes her hand and begins the lecture. I’m grateful and move on to help more people. We resurrect priestesses, hirdmenn, and palace staff one-by-one. Our numbers grow exponentially, and each round becomes easier and fills me with hope.

      I turn my eyes to the Sommerhaus, hoping Ingrid is awake and be well. A hand rests on my shoulders.

      “I feel her growing stronger,” Lilura says. “Only a little longer, and we can go to her.”

      The beach thins out as hirdmenn escort palace staff members to the carriages, sending them home to safety.

      When the last person is revived, Lilura slouches into my arms. “I might need another one of those famous massages from you soon.”

      Heat creeps into my cheeks because she sounded…flirtatious?

      She grins at me. “After all this, you’re still nervous?”

      “Forever nervous.” And yet I feel bold when I slide my hand into Lilura’s. “Let’s take Ingrid home.”

      Lilura agrees, and we bound up the hill toward the Sommerhaus. Both Ingrid and Tia are sleeping. Lilura gently shakes the queen’s shoulder while I cradle Ingrid in my arms. She’s still in a deep sleep but much warmer than before.

      The king meets us at the dwindling line of carriages and helps Tia inside one. Lilura and I lift Ingrid to the king, who places her next to him on the seat. We climb inside and watch the king fuss over his daughter. He checks her pulse and kisses her forehead over and over again. His face is drained of color, and his leg bounces as wildly as mine. We’re all still in shock, I think.

      At the palace, where many hirdmenn and servant staff have already returned, we exit the carriage.

      “We’ll take care of Ingrid,” I assure the king. “You and Tia should get some rest.”

      “Here, King Rolf,” Lilura says, handing him the remainder of the snake-leaves. “Have Tia eat these raw like the gods said.”

      “Thank you,” King Rolf says to both Lilura and me. “Thank you for everything.”

      Following Lilura, I carry Ingrid to her chambers and rest her on the bed. I turn away when Lilura strips Ingrid of her damp dress. She goes to the dresser and chooses a nightgown. I wait, listening to the shuffles of Lilura dressing my wife.

      Lilura takes my hand when she’s done. “You are certainly a gentleman, aren’t you?”

      I stare at Ingrid, so peacefully asleep, and kiss her forehead.

      Lilura kisses Ingrid too, but on the lips. She then steps toward me and unfurls her wings. My pulse quickens, and I gaze into her lovely amber eyes as she studies me with confidence and power.

      “I’m going to be blunt,” she says. “Do you want what Ingrid wants? The three of us together?”

      I think about her question, hardly able to breathe. I catch sight of myself in Ingrid’s large vanity mirror. My hair and clothes are in disarray, my cheeks are scorched with heat, and I look about as tired as I feel. I study Lilura: strong, talented, loyal, and beautiful. I do want what Ingrid wants, but I don’t want Lilura to feel pressured. How do I answer her?

      Z, Y, X, W, V…

      I clear my throat and begin, “Out of all the suitors, I never thought I would have a chance with Ingrid, but we connected. She helped me with my anxiety. She’s funny and kind and…well, you know all of these things.” I shake my head. “But I’ve been a little confused ever since the day at the lighthouse and especially since you helped me for my date with Ingrid.”

      “What are you saying?” she asks, lowering her wings a little.

      “When I thought you and Ingrid were just friends, I hoped you and I could be friends. You’re witty, wise, and protective. I liked being around you. When I found out you and Ingrid were lovers, it took a while for me to become aware of my feelings. It wasn’t jealousy…it was desire.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. I think I do want what Ingrid wants. That is, if you do. This only works if you want whatever this relationship could be. And, if you don’t want me that way, we’ll work out something with Ingrid. You and I can always be friends, Lilura.”

      “I’m not sure what I want,” Lilura admits, stepping so close our chests touch. “But I think embracing love, rather than hating you for the rest of my life, might be the answer.”

      I gulp as she stares into my eyes. The warmth of her skin and breath fills me with either fear or desire; I’m not sure which.

      “We can try,” she says.

      I crease my brows for a moment until Lilura leans in and kisses me. Her full lips lock onto mine, and I close my eyes. It’s beautiful. I melt inside and run my fingers through her pink hair, which I’ve wanted to touch. Her kiss is warm and slightly more aggressive than Ingrid’s but exciting all the same. Lilura breaks the kiss, takes a step back, and clutches her chest.

      My eyes flash wide in fear as I grab Lilura’s shoulders to steady her. “Are you alright?”

      She looks up and grins. “Growing up, I never thought I would find love, but my heart soared for Ingrid. It has been nothing short of blissful to be loved by her. When you arrived, I thought what I felt was jealousy. I thought you were my enemy, but that wasn’t true. It was just my heart making room for you. I’m so connected with Ingrid, whoever she cares for, I care for. Whoever she desires, well…”

      “Good,” I say with a smirk.

      “Good.” Lilura pecks my lips again, just when I thought my cheeks couldn’t scorch any more. “Together?”

      I nod and kiss her hand. Lilura and I take turns getting cleaned up in the bathroom, then we both slip into the bed on either side of Ingrid. We study her for a long time, peacefully sleeping, and caress her hands or twirl her hair. She reminds me of some princess cursed with sleep in a fairy tale.

      I wipe a tear from Lilura’s cheek. “I suppose we can’t stare at her all night.”

      “You’re right. We really should get some sleep,” Lilura agrees and blows out the candle on the nightstand. “Goodnight, Soren.”

      “Goodnight, Lilura.”

      “Goodnight, Ingrid,” we whisper in unison.
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      Morning light bleeds through my eyelids. I stretch my aching arms only to touch two warm bodies next to me. I blink open my eyes to find both Lilura and Soren sleeping in my bed. Soren on my left, and Lilura on my right. Their bodies press against me, and their arms drape over my abdomen. I remain ever so still to soak in the moment; this is the best feeling in the world.

      I roll to nuzzle Lilura’s neck, causing her to stir.

      “Ingrid?” Her eyes grow wide as she pats my face. “Is it really you?”

      Soren leans over me to do the same sort of checking. “Ingrid?”

      “Yes, I’m fine!”

      I kiss Lilura’s lips, then turn and do the same to Soren. My cheeks grow red in nervousness. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, drawing the duvet over my head.

      They peel back the cover, and Lilura grabs my hand.

      “It’s fine,” she says, playing with my wedding ring. “We talked last night. This threesome idea of yours…well, we think it will work.”

      “You do?” I nearly shout, pulling them both into my arms. “I’m so happy to hear that! Can you imagine the sex we’re going to have?”

      Now Soren’s cheeks grow bright red.

      I press my hand to his chest. “All in good time. No pressure.”

      He takes a deep breath and pecks my lips. “I’m just so happy you are alive and well. After you sacrificed yourself, I was—”

      “Wait. What? I’m having a hard time remembering anything after the lighthouse.”

      I rub my head as they guide me to lie back down. They explain everything, and the memories return to me in dark waves of horror. How Anders was there. How Nilson wanted to hurt my family. How the sea churned with magic. How I launched myself into the water.

      When they tell me Nilson poisoned everyone on the beach, my insides crumble.

      “Don’t worry,” Lilura says, squeezing my hand tight. “Norella and Dehel chose to help us. They gave us plenty of resurrection leaves to save everyone…even Viviana.”

      “Really!” My eyes well with happy tears. “That’s wonderful. How’s Tia?”

      “She’s perfectly fine.”

      I sit up and stretch. “Well, I’m well-rested. Shall we go out for a date? I’m thinking to the convent after checking on my family, of course.”

      “Perfect. I was hoping we could go see Viviana.”

      The three of us decide to get changed. Lilura and I go into the bathroom together, and she immediately presses me against the door and kisses me hard. We kiss and giggle just like when we first met, except she has her wings out this time. I stroke her white feathers, making her moan.

      “Are you ladies having fun in there?” Soren taps on the door.

      Our giggles burst out even louder.

      “Yes, darling, we’ll be right out,” I say. “We won’t have too much fun without you.”

      Lilura kisses my neck, making my back arch against the door.

      “He’s a good kisser, isn’t he?” she whispers.

      “What?” I press Lilura back to look into her eyes. “You two have kissed?”

      “Last night,” she says. “I wanted to make sure I could like him that way. I’m so sorry. Are you upset?”

      A smile creeps across my face. “Not at all. I just wished I could’ve witnessed it!”

      “Well, you can witness everything else.”

      “I can?” I take her by the hand and lead her out of the bathroom.

      Soren grins sheepishly as we approach him. “What?”

      I tuck some of his dark curls behind his ear and kiss him, soft and slow. Soren snakes his hands around my waist. I break the kiss and tug Lilura closer to kiss her.

      When I break the kiss with her, I tilt my head to Soren. “I want to witness it,” I whisper.

      Lilura looks at Soren, who takes a deep breath. They kiss, and even though they aren’t quite sure of themselves yet, it’s beautiful and passionate. Soren cradles Lilura’s head so gently in his hands. I bite my lip as heat rushes through me and decide to join in on the fun.

      After more kissing and blushing, on Soren’s end, we make our way to the royal suite. It’s early, but I want to check on Father and Tia. I knock, and Tia opens the door, glowing more than usual. She smiles, and Father rushes out the door to hug me.

      “How are you, my dove?”

      “Great,” I say, wrapping my arms around him.

      “I don’t know what I would’ve done if the gods hadn’t brought you back,” he says. “I’m so thankful for what you did, though. Your sacrifice saved everyone.”

      “It was a combined effort,” I say, glancing at Soren and Lilura.

      “You should eat something,” Father says as he touches my cheek. “Will you join us for breakfast?” He looks at Soren and Lilura. “All of you?”

      In the dining hall, we eat and talk about the baby. It all starts out with the basic questions for Tia—How is she feeling? How far along is she? Have you thought about names?—but my mind turns somewhere else. After everything we’ve been through, life cannot go back to normal.

      “What type of future do you want my little brother to grow up in?” I ask Father and Tia. “One where we allow bigotry and slavery, while the Jorsti Empire continues to thrive? No. Because of the gods, I’ve been given another chance at life, and I want to do good things with it.”

      Father exhales through his nose, and I think he’s annoyed, but then he looks me straight into the eyes. “I’ve underestimated you all this time, my dove.” He rests his hand on mine. “I want you to come up with a plan. Whether economic and militaristic pressure on Jorsti, helping halflings flee, or both, Oskar and I will listen.”

      Lilura squeezes my thigh under the table, and I grin at her and Soren. “We’ll come up with something, won’t we?”

      “Did you say my name, Your Highness?” Oskar says, entering the dining hall after eavesdropping, as always.

      “I was telling my daughter and future queen that she’s in charge of a plan to deconstruct the Jorsti Empire and free the halflings.”

      Oskar gives me a sincere look and smiles. “I apologize for not taking you seriously in the past, my princess. Whatever you need, I’ll be at your service. I suggest we meet with our allies soon to discuss your plan.”

      “I’ll write to my family on Aegris Isle,” Soren says, “and to Jensen from D’Estrana.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him.

      “We can start by immediately cutting the Jorsti Empire off from the sacred waters,” Lilura suggests. “Their territories might rise against them for that reason alone.”

      “I’ll talk to the priestesses immediately,” Oskar says.

      “You mean, Ceto?” Lilura teases, the name making Oskar blush.

      “Yes.”

      “No need,” I say and take a sip of my juice. “We’re going there this morning to check on Viviana.”

      “Good,” he says. “Well, I hope you all enjoy your breakfast. I am going to help the messengers distribute information to the villagers about how our murderer was detained. Make sure people know not to be afraid. And I’m sure the public will be quite impressed with their mighty princess. Tell Ceto I’ll speak to her later.” He smiles at me and leaves the room.

      The rest of breakfast is amazing. Now that Father and Tia aren’t hiding the pregnancy, they’re more open and comfortable than ever. This feels like family. When we finish our meals and stand to leave, Tia announces she’s going to enjoy some sunshine in the gardens, and Father approaches Lilura. Soren and I hold hands as we wait for her in the hallway.

      “Lilura…” Father clears his throat. “I want to apologize to you. I never approved of you and your magical abilities. And, although you didn’t know it, I had mixed feelings when you exposed your wings. But you used them and your abilities to protect us, and I had a change of heart. I know you love my daughter. You will always have my approval from now on. Here.”

      Father hands Lilura the extra resurrection leaves, curled and green. Lilura holds them between her index finger and thumb like they might bite her.

      “After rescuing everyone on the beach and giving Tia plenty, these were leftover. I want you to have them.”

      “I appreciate that, my king,” Lilura says. She then lifts the frond over a candelabra to burn the leaves. “But no one should possess this sort of magic.”

      The flame walks up the leaves, burning with a teal glow until it nearly licks Lilura’s fingers, and she drops them onto a plate.

      “A wise choice,” Father says.

      He turns to exit the room but stops to wrap me in another hug. “I love you, my dove.”

      It’s been so long since I’ve felt this close to him. “I love you too, Father.”

      He reaches into his pocket and presses cold metal items into my hand. I stitch my eyebrows together as he lifts his hand from mine carefully, so no one else sees. In my palm are two gold rings engraved with the nautilus. Mother and Father’s wedding bands. My eyes sting with tears, and I look up in shock at my father.

      “Shh,” he hushes me, closing my fist around the rings.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, squeezing him in one more hug.

      The rings give me an idea, but I’ll have to speak with Viviana and Ceto to make it work.

      Out on the water with Lilura and Soren, everything feels right. Soren steers the sailboat while Lilura and I lie back to enjoy the calming waves. Norella’s daughters are behaving today. It’s good to be alive.

      “Now, how do we rattle him?” I whisper to Lilura. “I don’t think his cheeks could get any redder than they were this morning.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he will be a nervous wreck tonight,” she says, giggling. “We’ll have to come up with some tricks for him, though.”

      “Maybe we’ll give him a break today,” I say, winking at Soren when he turns to check on us, though he can’t hear us in the wind. “But he won’t be safe tomorrow.”

      As we pass Norella’s Crown, we wave at Kirsi, who’s outside, enjoying the nice weather. Soren gives me a turn at the helm, hugging me from behind and kissing my cheek. I lean against him, tilt my head, and kiss his lips.

      “I want you tonight, Soren,” I whisper in his ear. “I want us to be husband and wife in every way.”

      I wait for his cheeks to change color, but he simply says, “Me too.”

      “Good. I’ve got it from here.” I kiss him again and gesture to Lilura. “Why don’t you go relax with LiLi.”

      I enjoy the sun and salty mist on my skin as we sail north toward the convent. When I turn to peek at Soren and Lilura, he’s petting her wings as they giggle at something. I grow warm all over. It fills me with bliss to have two amazing people to share my life with. Lilura catches me staring—or she senses my emotions—and mouths the words, I love you.

      We arrive at the convent’s dock and make our way along the pebble beach. Inside, the convent bustles with more noise and cheerfulness than it’s seen in a long time. The priestesses are having a celebration in the Waterfall Cave. We greet many of our friends before Ceto and Viviana spot us from across the cave, where a waterfall trickles in the back. The crowd parts as they rush to us.

      “Oh, my little bird,” Viviana says as she hugs Lilura.

      “How are you?” Lilura asks.

      “I feel incredible,” Viviana says. “Thank you so much for everything. You are so strong. Although I’m still heartbroken and miss Kariana, the weight has been lifted from my shoulders. Knowing Nilson is gone is something to celebrate.”

      And celebrate we do, drinking wine and chatting with priestesses. When Soren and Lilura are fully immersed in conversations, I pull Viviana and Ceto to the side to talk business.

      “My father and I discussed the idea of stopping all sales of sacred waters to Jorsti. It would put pressure on them and aid in our plans to dismantle the empire and free the halflings.”

      With wide eyes and grins, Ceto and Viviana hug each other.

      “We’ve been hoping to do that for a long time,” Viviana says. “Knowing how they treat halflings breaks my heart.”

      We both look across the cave at Lilura, chatting with a few of our friends, wings fully out with confidence.

      “Then it’s settled.” I clear my throat before they walk away. “But I do have one more request. This one is personal.”

      Viviana and Ceto eagerly listen to my request and agree.

      “We’ll have everything ready,” Ceto assures me.

      We return to the party, but Soren, Lilura, and I find ourselves in our own small circle. The look in their eyes, the tickling grazes of their hands on my skin, and the anxious shifting tells me they’re ready to go. I take their hands, and we leave the convent behind.

      When we return to the sailboat, I kiss Soren’s cheek near his ear. “Get us back quickly.”

      He grins, and we sail toward the palace.

      Once inside, we all agree to freshen up and meet in my chambers. An eager nervousness hangs in the air like static. Lilura and I bathe together in a fresh batch of her relaxing sea salt concoction. I scrub her back, unable to discern where she hides her wings.

      “It’s much easier to bathe with them inside.” She giggles. “There would not be much room for you if I had them out.”

      “You can leave them out tonight, though,” I tease as I massage her back and kiss her neck. “Or maybe not tonight, for sex alone will be a new enough adventure for Soren.”

      “What?” she turns back to me with wide eyes.

      “He’s never been with anyone before.” I scrub circles of foam on her skin.

      “I knew that, but I…well, I think…”

      “Think what?”

      “I think you and Soren should be alone tonight,” she says, grabbing the sponge from me.

      “Why? We want you with us.”

      “I know,” she says. “But If Soren is as nervous about tonight as I was about my first time, I think it would be best. I would’ve been scared to death if you had brought another person to our date on the pebble beach. You should guide him like you guided me. Soren deserves to experience that.”

      I think for a moment as Lilura swirls the sponge over my skin. Making love is an extremely intimate activity. I don’t want Soren to be too nervous to enjoy himself. Or feel lost in Lilura’s and my passion.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, turning to look deep into Lilura’s amber eyes. “I don’t ever want to leave you out.”

      “I know. I’m sure.” She cups my cheek. “Once I realized my heart wasn’t jealous of him but rather expanding for him, I wasn’t hurt or angry anymore. I think it’ll be easier for his first time to be one-on-one with his wife. And…I also think I’d like to take it slow. If that’s fine with you.”

      “Of course, it is! As long as we’re all together, I’m happy.”

      Lilura kisses my lips, and I wrap my arms around her. Three knocks against the bathroom door startle us.

      “A-are you…are you b-both in there?” Soren asks.

      “See,” Lilura whispers. “He’s nervous. I’m beginning to sense his feelings like I can with you.”

      “Really? Well, that will come in handy.” I help Lilura step from the tub and hand her a towel. “What’s it like?”

      “He usually has a blue aura to me, but now he has yellow and green anxiety zapping through him. It almost hurts as it tingles across my skin.” Lilura twinkles her fingers above her arm. “He’s on edge.”

      “Then maybe you’re right about tonight.”

      “I am,” Lilura says. “I know you can make his anxiety melt.”

      “Almost done,” I shout to Soren. “We’ll be right out.”

      After drying off, Lilura helps me slip into a soft-pink lingerie set she bought for me. We had chosen a sexy purple set for her, but she dresses in her regular clothes. I kiss her lips before we open the door to find Soren pacing around the room.

      When he turns to look at us, his neck and cheeks are splotched with scarlet patches. His eyes widen at my lingerie, and his chest quickly rises and falls. I take Soren’s hand and look to Lilura, gesturing for her to explain.

      “Soren, I know we are all together now, but I’m not going to stay right now,” she says. “I’ve never been with a man, and you’ve never been with a woman. I think it’ll be best for everyone if Ingrid guides you in your first experience tonight. Then it will take the pressure off when the three of us do stay the night together.”

      Soren exhales a sigh. “Thank you, LiLi. Wait, can I call you that?”

      “Yes.” She runs her hand through his curls and touches his cheek. “Only you and Ingrid are allowed to call me that. And, you’re welcome; I remember what it was like to be nervous.”

      “I hope you know I do want to be with you.” He takes her hand and kisses it. “But I was going a little crazy worrying about how to, uh…” He tucks his chin to his chest.

      “I don’t want you to worry about anything,” Lilura says. “Relax and enjoy yourself.”

      She gives Soren a sweet kiss and turns to me for a one as well before tugging him and me closer together. I flush with excitement when Soren stares at my lingerie.

      “Ingrid will take good care of you, I’m certain.”

      “Will you come back in a little while to actually sleep with us?” I ask.

      “Of course,” she says. “I’ll check on Obsidian and Opal for a while.”

      With that, Lilura leaves the room, winking before she shuts the door. Soren glides his hand through my hair, turning my attention to him, and kisses me. I melt against him. Our hands wander as I lead him toward the bed. His lips meet my neck, which sets my desire aflame. I take a little step back and toy with the straps of my bra, watching his eyes dance over my body.

      “Do you want to help me take this off?” I ask.

      He swallows and nods.

      “Are you nervous?” I ask, rubbing his arm. “Do you want to do the alphabet trick first?”

      “No,” he says and takes a deep breath. “I don’t need it when I’m with you.”

      Grinning, I turn and lift my hair. His fingers reach under the lace, tickling my skin, to unhook the bra. I turn and slowly peel the garment away. With my guidance, Soren touches me, and his hands are hot against my skin. He’s the sweetest man I’ve ever met, and I want to satisfy him.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says.

      “So are you,” I say, playing with his hair.

      Soren is gentle and strong at the same time as he explores my body and kisses me with passion, sending rushes of heat through my body. I want more than his hands.

      I peel off his shirt and taste the sweet skin of his neck. We fall onto the bed, and Soren’s hands wander down my backside.

      “Do you want to know how to make me feel really good?” I whisper.

      He nuzzles my neck. “Yes, please.”

      “Take off my panties.” I roll to my back for him.

      Biting his lip, Soren curls his fingers under the lace and inches them down. I haven’t been this nervous about sex in a long time. I grow warm and tingly with desire when Soren drops the lingerie on the floor and looks at me. Really, truly looks at me.

      I begin touching myself. “This.”

      Soren’s hand takes the place of mine as he kisses me. The pressure of his fingers is new and different, but wonderful. I writhe and release little moans and affirmations when he caresses the right spot. On his own, he trails his lips down my body and kisses me where his hand was. My back and feet arch with delight.

      “Oh, Soren!” I breathe out as I get closer. “Yes!”

      He grins and keeps kissing.

      “Now like this.” I guide his fingers inside me and rock against him in ecstasy. “Don’t stop.”

      I close my eyes. He continues touching and kissing. My moans and gasps grow silent as all the tension builds. Soren strokes the perfect spot inside, freeing all the muscles in my body with an explosion of pleasure. A scream bursts from my lips as I enjoy the orgasm, all loose, sweaty, and happy.

      Soren crawls over me, with a furrowed brow and searching eyes.

      I press my hand against his chest as I catch my breath. “That was wonderful.”

      “Oh, good.” His rigid shoulders relax. “You got all quiet; I thought you didn’t like it or that I hurt you.”

      “No, I loved it.” I tug at his curls, guiding him to lie back. “Now, let me make you happy.”

      My lips and fingers explore Soren’s body as they trail their way down his lean abdomen. I pause over the top of his thin pants to grip what I want, making his hips squirm and jaw drop.

      “You’re already hard,” I say, stroking him.

      He throws his head back and moans. “I was hard the moment you walked out of the bathroom.”

      Biting my lip, I stare at the outline through his pants. “Just tell me if you don’t like something.”

      “I’m sure…I’ll like anything you do,” he says between heaving breaths.

      I unbutton and tug down Soren’s pants before returning my hands to his arousal. Soren watches as I worship him with my mouth, which earns multiple moans of pleasure.

      Moving to straddle him, I slide myself along Soren’s length.

      “Fuck,” he shouts in D’Estranian, tugging at his hair. “That feels amazing.”

      “Are you ready?” I ask.

      “Yes, please.”

      We grin at one another, and I guide him inside. I slowly lower myself, enjoying how he fills me so. I begin grinding and circling my hips while Soren touches my body. I lean down for a kiss, and Soren entwines his fingers in my hair.

      Only sounds of pleasure and gasps of air escape his mouth now as I ride him hard. It excites me to give him such pleasure, so I go even faster. Soren’s breaths grow short and turn into desperate panting.

      “Ingrid,” he whispers, holding on tight to me.

      We writhe together in unison, and the friction brings me near the edge again. With a little guidance, Soren touches me how I like. Together, our moans fall into silent and desperate gasps for air. The release sends my body shuddering against his. He cries out as his muscles tense before relaxing completely.

      We catch our breaths while Soren caresses my skin. I nuzzle into his warm neck as we enjoy a silent moment of bliss.

      I peel my chest from his and look into his eyes. “That was so beautiful. Did you enjoy it?”

      He smiles and combs his fingers through my hair. “That was the greatest feeling ever. And I got to share it with you.”

      We kiss as I cuddle against him once more. The door swings open, and we look up to find Lilura striding toward us with a smirk on her face and a teacup in her hand.

      “Well?” she asks.

      “Well, what?” I giggle and sit up while still straddling Soren. “You’re back soon! He’s still inside!”

      Lilura cranes her neck to peek at our groins and sits next to us on the bed. “Well, how was it?” she asks, raising an eyebrow at Soren. “It must’ve been good. I could sense that Ingrid had two orgasms. Congratulations.”

      Soren chuckles. “It was divine.”

      “I knew it would be,” she says, turning her eyes to me. “Are you going to stay perched up there all night?”

      “No! We just finished.” I playfully shove her shoulder as she giggles. “What’s that?”

      “A contraceptive I made with seeds of the wild carrot. I used to make it for some of the unanointed priestesses.” She raises the cup to me. “That is if you want it. It’s not my business.”

      “But it is your business, LiLi.” I pull her close to kiss her lips. “Any child of mine is yours too.”

      Lilura’s eyes grow glossy with tears as she bites back a grin. “Well then, I’m not quite ready for that yet. But someday.”

      I nod and look down at Soren. “There’s so much I want to do before we have children.”

      “Me too.” Soren kisses my hand. “We should wait until we’re all ready.”

      I drink from the cup and peck Soren’s lips. “I’ll be right back.”

      “That was inside you?” Lilura says with wide eyes at Soren’s cock.

      “It’s even bigger when it’s hard.” With a wink, I toss Soren his pants before I slip away into the bathroom.

      I get cleaned up but not dressed since I want to snuggle naked with my lovers. I return to find Lilura and Soren sitting on the edge of the bed, talking.

      “I’m getting all the details,” Lilura says, tugging me down for a kiss.

      “Well, you’ll have to join us sometime, LiLi.”

      The three of us cuddle in my bed, a mess of limbs and blankets. We take turns kissing goodnight.

      “I can’t wait for tomorrow,” I say, resting my head on Lilura’s chest.

      “Sex?”

      “Sure,” I try to recover, having almost let my surprise slip. “It’ll be so hot with all three of us.”

      “Wait,” Lilura says, shaking my arm. “You’re lying. That wasn’t what you were thinking about. What is it?”

      “Let’s just say I have a surprise for both of you.”

      “A surprise?” Soren asks.

      “Yes, so you both better get to sleep if you want to find out.” I playfully jab Lilura’s stomach. “And you better not try to read my mind. Please let me have this secret, LiLi.”

      “Fine,” she says and kisses me. “Goodnight.”

      We snuggle in for sleep, and I’m the happiest woman in the world with both Lilura and Soren beside me.

      I wake them both in the early morning when the palace is still and quiet.

      Soren stretches as his eyes wander my naked body in the dim light of dawn. Lilura rolls over and lustfully gazes at me too. I giggle and draw the sheet up to my neck.

      “Are you two horny toads ready for your surprise?”

      As we get dressed, Soren and Lilura demand to know where we’re going so they can know what to wear. All I tell them is to look like themselves. Lilura and I help each other with our hair, and I give her a pearl necklace to layer with her locket. She doesn’t wear her cloak and leaves her wings out today.

      Soren exits the bathroom in the forest-green suit he wore upon his arrival to the island. He’s so handsome and adorable, messy curls and all. Lilura and I wrap him in our arms.

      “So, where are we going?” he asks.

      I lead them down the stairs and out the palace doors where a carriage awaits. Lilura squeezes my hand while Soren’s leg bounces the entire way. They look out the windows as we get closer.

      “The convent?” Lilura asks. “They were celebrating yesterday; won’t everyone be asleep and hungover?”

      “Not Viviana and Ceto.”

      When the carriage rolls to a stop, I hop out first to help Soren and Lilura out. I get down on one knee and take both their hands. They look lovely in the early morning light twinkling off the sea below.

      “Lilura, although Soren and I are married, it doesn’t quite feel complete. I love you with my whole heart,” I pause to clear my throat. “Lilura and Soren, will you marry me and each other today? The three of us together to change the world?”

      “Yes,” Lilura says through her tears and tugs me up into her arms.

      “Yes, I would love that.” Soren wraps his arms around us.

      We take turns kissing, but I kneel back down.

      “Wait! Wait! I almost forgot.” I reach into my pocket and hold out the two wedding bands. “These were my mother and father’s rings. I want you each to have them.”

      I glide the rings onto their fingers, and they admire them.

      “Come on, there’s more.” I guide Lilura and Soren down the steps.

      On the pebble beach, Viviana and Ceto wait next to a lovely arbor made of driftwood and flowers. Viviana holds handfasting ribbons, and Ceto has a flute.

      Lilura gasps. “Is this for us?”

      “Yes,” I tell her and turn to Soren, pointing at the arbor. “Go wait up there for your brides.”

      Soren bounces on his toes with a lopsided grin on his face. “I’m a lucky man.”

      He walks toward the priestesses as I guide Lilura behind the rocks. My skin tingles with excitement; Soren and I are going to marry Lilura.

      She plays with her wedding band. “I love it, Ingrid.”

      We kiss, sweet and slow, as Ceto begins playing the flute. I peek around the cliff to find Soren mouthing something.

      “What’s he doing?” Lilura asks, looking as well.

      “He’s nervous,” I say, tucking a stray pink ringlet back into her updo. “He sings the alphabet backward to cope.”

      Her face softens as she stares into my eyes. “Thank you, my temptress.”

      “For what?” I let my hands slide down to grab hers.

      “For sharing him with me. For not giving up on me after I left. For including me in this marriage.”

      I lean my forehead against hers. “I’ve wanted to marry you for a long time, LiLi. I’m so happy we can all be together.”

      The music from Ceto’s flute dances with the breeze, and Lilura tightens her grip on my hands. “Ready?”

      “I’ve never wanted anything more.”

      We kick off our shoes and allow the pebbles to massage our feet. Holding hands, Lilura and I walk toward Soren on the beach as his eyes dance between the two of us. I tremble with excitement, and Lilura squeezes my hand even tighter. Ceto ends the song when we step before Soren and Viviana.

      “On this beautiful morning,” Viviana begins, “we will unite three souls as one. Do you Soren, Ingrid, and Lilura join us here of your own free will, to acknowledge the eternal bond shared between you?”

      “We do,” we all say at the same time, grinning.

      Viviana arranges our arms to cross over one another, making us hold one hand of each person in preparation for the handfasting. Our warm and shaking hands form a lovely triangle.

      “Soren, Ingrid, and Lilura repeat after me: With these hands, we will love each other from this day forward.”

      “With these hands, we will love each other from this day forward,” we say.

      “With these hands, we will work alongside each other to build our life together.”

      We recite it, all giddy and high-pitched.

      “With these hands, we will hold each other through grief, fear, and hardship.”

      We repeat it as we all take turns looking into each other’s eyes.

      “With these hands, we will hold our family together.”

      As we repeat it, Viviana raises the long white ribbons. Lilura and Soren squeeze my hands.

      “Here, before our witness, Soren, Ingrid, and Lilura have sworn their vows to each other.” She begins wrapping the ribbons around our wrists and hands as she speaks, “With these cords, I bind them to these vows. However, these binds are not tied so that any partner is restricted by the others. The only true enforcement of love is the will to love.”

      Viviana finishes the binding with a knot. “With the power vested in me by the noble goddess Norella, I pronounce you husband and wife and wife. You may kiss.”
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