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      As I stumbled through the dark and jagged canyon, I knew, I was lost. The rocks were closing in on me, above me, forcing me to go deeper into that thick blackness underneath. The water here was cold, the twists and turns difficult to navigate. The fact that I could see underwater didn’t mean a thing if I was being forced to go where there was no light.

      And that’s what I felt was happening.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t help but shake the feeling that something was pulling me down, down, down into that infinite dark, and I didn’t have a choice but to go headlong into it. The currents were with me now, but if I’d turned around, I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to fight them, and that meant… the only way out, was through.

      Putting my head down, I pushed myself to go faster, to swim harder, using the power of my long, turquoise, mermaid lower half to propel me through the water as fast as it could. The fact that there was a current here at all told me that somewhere, on the other side of this darkness, was a way out.

      All I had to do was find it.

      Going deeper, I noticed little lights starting to bloom. They were on the seabed; small ocean flowers that opened as I approached, revealing glowing pods of bioluminescent light. Blues, purples, greens, the lights fought back the gloom just enough to let me see the ground, the shape of the rocks around me, the jagged edges that could cut me, all bathed in pretty lights.

      They were beautiful, mesmerizing to look at, and they seemed to open for me as I approached and close behind me as I passed them. It was silly to think plants were capable of thought, but these plants were reacting to my presence, it felt like. And would that have been too strange considering where I was?

      Arcadia.

      The land of the Fae.

      The world on the other side of the portals; a place of monsters, and pirates, and so many more things that would break a normal, human brain. Only I wasn’t human, was I? My whole life I had believed I was… but it had been a lie.

      When the Fae came for me on the night of my birthday, my entire life changed. Instead of being Kara Shaw, the girl on the cruise ship that held water aerobics classes for senior citizens, I was Kara Shaw—the mermaid, the Fae, the Lost Siren.

      All my life, some part of me had wanted adventure, had craved it, had asked for it through dreams. Instead, I had gotten as close to the edge as possible, only to peer over it from behind the safety of a railing.

      Now my life was about swashbuckling pirates searching for lost treasure, about magic, and danger, and adventure. It was about trying to figure out the truth about who I was, where I belonged, and who—really—was lying to me; and more importantly, why?

      Something about all of this didn’t add up yet, but I was going to find those missing puzzle pieces… if I could only make it out of this bloody darkness.

      A dark shape came swooshing around a corner up ahead, filling the cavernous space I was in and sending my heart into overdrive. I would’ve stopped, but I couldn’t, not with the current at my back. Instead, I found myself moving toward it at full speed, putting my hands up to try to shield my face from whatever was about to hit me.

      The dark shape swirled, and swelled, and shrunk. It looked like a person, a thing, a monster that was about to hit me dead on. But as I pushed through it, arms up, protecting my face, it parted to let me through. I felt a thousand little fins brush against my skin as I swam through the dark cloud, and I realized, I’d moved through a school of Arcadian fish.

      Some of them twinkled, almost seeming to wink at me as they shuffled aside to let me through. I couldn’t understand what any of this was, why it felt like this world was reacting to me, but I tried not to think about it too much—my focus was on getting through the other side of this jagged, craggy, underwater cave as quickly as possible.

      Just a little further ahead, the current began to lessen, making me feel less and less like I was riding an underwater rollercoaster. I saw light at the end of the cave, and I swam for it, emerging on the other side of the cavern I had accidentally entered only for something to rush toward me from out of the deep up ahead.

      I lurched, pulling back on my fin to make sure I held my ground against whatever was coming rapidly at me. My heart hammered against my chest as I prepared myself for whatever was about to come at me. I knew I wasn’t alone down here, I knew I wasn’t far away from help, but I also didn’t know how to call out to it.

      Strictly speaking, I wasn’t supposed to be able to breathe underwater. I also wasn’t supposed to be able to speak underwater, or even see properly at these depths. None of this made sense. It was like a fever dream; wild, and hot, and totally bonkers.

      When Aenon, Prince of the Summer Fae, emerged from the darkness and came swimming toward me in all his shirtless glory, that whole fever dream idea jumped all the way to eleven. He was tall, broad shouldered, muscular, and he never wore a shirt. Bits of golden jewerly clung to him and dangled from him in various places, his hair was a deep auburn down here, and his eyes were luminous and orange, like fire that lit up the features of his face even in this near total darkness.

      Propelling him through the water was a tail of his own. Long, and strong, and blue, his tail was covered in shimmering, silver patterns that, like his eyes, looked like they had their own, inner light. A moment ago, he’d had legs. A moment ago, so had I. But as soon as we touched the water, we had both transformed.

      Maybe it was the water itself that did this.

      Maybe I wasn’t human after all.

      Those thoughts were quickly brushed aside when the prince approached, with concern in his orange eyes. “Kara,” he said, though his mouth didn’t move. “Are you alright?”

      It was as if he had spoken those words directly into my brain.

      “I’m…” I trailed off, as an image of the kiss we had shared not minutes ago came rushing up and into the forefront of my thoughts. Keep it together, Kara, bloody hell. “Yes, I’m okay,” I said, “I must have fallen behind and gotten lost.”

      “My apologies. It was wrong of me to assume you could swim as quickly as I could on your first try.”

      “I’ve been pretending to be a mermaid for a long time, my speed had nothing to do with it. It’s just so dark out here.”

      He frowned. “It will always amuse me that humans… pretend… to be merfolk.”

      “There are humans who pretend to be planks of wood. Is it really that surprising that we would fantasize about being mermaids, too?”

      “I suppose not…” he paused. “We should head back to the city.”

      “I would love to, but I have no idea where the city even is.”

      Prince Aenon extended a hand over to me. “Come, I’ll take you.”

      I looked at his hand, breathless—if you’ll excuse the pun. I took it, without too much hesitation, and seconds later, we were swimming again, hand in hand through the gloomy undersea. There was almost nothing around us out here except for underwater caverns, and trenches, and the occasional bit of plant life that would open and bloom for us as we went past.

      But the light those plants produced paled in comparison to what I saw over the cliff.

      My jaw fell open, my eyes widened, and my heart seemed to stop beating for half-a-heartbeat that dragged on into eternity. There were lights everywhere. Millions of them, stretching far across the seabed, twinkling like stars in the dark blue of this Arcadian Ocean.

      I saw buildings, huge, sand-colored marble buildings covered in gold, and green, and turquoise. Some of them were smaller than others—homes, shops, and common spaces. Others, though, had gorgeous, round, domed basilicas, and parapets covered in guards, and large towers with shafts of golden light beaming out of them.

      It was a city. A grandiose, beautiful city of light, and it was covered in even larger, shimmering bubbles that I could swear sounded like they were humming.

      “Oh… my God…” I said, trailing off. “What is this place?”

      “Caeris,” the Prince said, the word sounding like poetry in my head. “The Sunken City of the Summer Fae.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “I like to think it is as well.”

      “Why do you call it the sunken city?” I asked.

      “Because we were forced to sink it after the war. We learned quickly there was nowhere the Queen-Captain and her fleets wouldn’t go to hunt us down. Our ships weren’t safe, our cities weren’t safe. Not on the surface, anyway. But down here… her ships could not follow us here.”

      “That’s… terrible.”

      “You are looking at the last remnant of our kind. There are no more of us left in Arcadia—we all live here, in Caeris.”

      “By your kind, do you mean… merfolk?”

      “The Summer Fae inherited our tails from the Gods. The seas were given to us as a gift… but there were others who did not like that arrangement and sought to take it from us. But I am not going to bore you with history.”

      I looked up at the prince. “It’s not boring at all. I love history.”

      The prince gave me his bright, fiery eyes. Even though his hair was bouncing around all over the place, it never got in his actual face. It was as if his hair didn’t dare make him look bad, not even for a second. “Perhaps I will have the privilege of telling you more soon.”

      I shrugged. “I mean, it’s not like I have a lot of places to be.”

      Turning my eyes over to the city again, I noticed something sticking out to the side a bit like a sore thumb. I realized quickly that I was looking at Blackstone’s ship. It was in a bubble of its own, attached to the city, looking something like a ship in a jar. I couldn’t see anyone on it, but I was pretty far away.

      Then I remembered.

      Bubbles.

      “My friend…” I said, trailing off. “Where is she?”

      “Do you mean the Pixie?”

      “Yes. You haven’t hurt her.” I paused. “Have you?”

      Prince Aenon frowned. “Why would we have hurt her?”

      “I don’t know… she kind of gave me the impression her kind weren’t super welcome around here.”

      He shook his head. “Perhaps on the surface, but in Caeris, everyone is welcome. Fae, Sprites, Pixies, we do not discriminate based on race here.”

      “Wow. That’s not at all what I expected to hear from you.”

      “I imagine you have been told stories.”

      “A few.”

      I didn’t dare tell him how many times Bubbles referred to his very kind as arrogant arseholes—those weren’t even her most colorful choice of words, either.

      I paused. “So, you’ll take me to her?”

      “I will have her brought to you,” he said.

      I glanced at Blackstone’s ship again, remembering how he had rescued me from Mordred’s ship. Mordred, the vampire, with his red-violet eyes and those large, pointed fangs. “What about…” I paused, prodding. “Blackstone?”

      “What of him?” Aenon asked.

      “Are you going to execute him?”

      “His fate isn’t for me to decide… but he is a wanted man.”

      “Could I speak to him?”

      Aenon frowned. “Why?” he simply asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “I guess I’m not sure. He helped me get out of a rough spot, and I figured I owed him… something.”

      “You owe him nothing, Kara. That man would have doomed you to your fate, and doomed the rest of us too, if it meant being paid for his services.”

      “Doomed sounds a little melodramatic, don’t you think?”

      “I am as dramatic as I need to be,” he said, with as serious a face as he could muster. “If you must see him, I will attempt to arrange a meeting, but it would have to wait until after tomorrow.”

      I frowned. “Tomorrow? What’s tomorrow?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Am I supposed to?”

      Aenon watched my eyes as if I was having him on, as if I was joking to try to get a rise out of him. I genuinely didn’t know what in the world he meant.

      “You don’t know…” he said, his lips parting slightly.

      “What don’t I know?”

      “Kara, tomorrow is the first day of the Siren Trials.”

      “The what?”

      Aenon looked over at the city, and I could almost feel the sudden rise in his alertness. “Come,” he said, taking my hand. “We must hurry back. I have people to speak to.”

      “About what?” I asked, as I followed him through the water.

      “It’s not important.”

      “It sounded pretty important a moment ago.”

      “Because it is, I simply don’t want you to worry.”

      “I’m already worrying!”

      “Everything is going to be fine.”

      Suddenly it felt like I was being pulled through the water, as if I’d been picked up by the current again and I was moving with it, unable to fight against it. I had a horrible, sinking feeling that everything was absolutely not going to be fine, but I was here, now, and there was nothing I could do to change that.
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      What in the world are the Siren Trials?

      That question consumed my thoughts, dominated my whole brain space ever since Aenon had deposited me back into the room he had found me in and left me there alone with it. One minute I was pacing, another I was sitting, another I was heading for the door to the room about to bust it open and leave.

      “But where the bloody hell would I go?” I asked myself, not stopping for a moment to question why I was talking to myself.

      In truth, vocalizing my thoughts wasn’t weird. I did it all the time. I was the kind of person who couldn’t just think through a brain-knot and untangle it. I had to use my words, I had to speak it aloud. It was better if I could do it outdoors. Sometimes, I remembered, I would wear earbuds and walk about the ship, talking to myself, pretending I was on a call with someone else the whole while.

      Okay, maybe that was a little weird… but it would always work. I would always come back feeling better, less confused and chaotic. I didn’t have earbuds now, and I didn’t think I could leave my room—as far as I knew, there was still a guard posted out there. But I had started talking to myself, so I figured I would stick with it and try to puzzle this out.

      I stopped pacing, took a deep breath in through the nose, and breathed it out through my lips. “This isn’t so bad,” I said to myself. “Really, it isn’t. It could be much, much worse, Kara. I could still be on Mordred’s ship, getting drowned until just shy of the point of death so he can get his hands on that golden stick he wants so much.”

      I paused, then corrected myself. “Trident. It’s a trident. Leviathan’s Trident, and it’s important to him. Should it be important to me, too? Probably. But I have bigger problems, like these Siren Trials. And then there’s Blackstone… his ship. His crew. They’re all captives, too. But that’s right… right? They’re pirates, after all. I’m with the good guys.”

      Another pause.

      “Right?”

      I sat down, that last question lingering in the air as if it were repeating itself over, and over. “The Summer Fae are the good guys, right? The Siren Trials can’t be a bad thing, right? Wait a second,” I said, standing again. “I have legs again! When did that happen?”

      In all the excitement of swimming with the prince, I hadn’t even registered the transition from mermaid to human—or is it Fae? It must have happened as soon as I moved through the shimmering bubble that kept the crushing weight of the ocean from coming crashing down into the city of Caeris, but the memory was totally gone from my mind.

      I was also bone dry, which was just another weird thing about today.

      “You need to get it together,” I said to myself, adding a little tap to the face for good measure. “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever been in before, but that doesn’t mean I’m not in mortal danger right now.”

      A knock at the door startled me, sending my heartrate into overdrive. Someone was out there, waiting for me to open it. It felt like they had waited until I’d finished speaking to knock, too. Had they heard me? Oh God. My cheeks flushed red, my lips pursed, and my body went cold. No one had ever caught me talking to myself before.

      More knocking.

      Once the cold feeling had dissipated, I walked over to the door, took a moment to compose myself, and opened it, channeling my best Royal look—chin slightly up turned, eyes looking down my nose, face tilted at an angle.

      “Yes?” I asked the man, the Fae, standing at the door.

      This one wasn’t shirtless. He had on a white toga held together with golden clips. He also wasn’t wearing a warrior’s skirt, or a battle kilt, or whatever it was the guard posted at the door was wearing.

      He seemed a little less stabby than the other Summer Fae I’d met so far. The domed plate he was carrying in one hand and the clothes he seemed to be holding in the other told me he was a servant around here, or maybe the Fae equivalent of a home delivery driver.

      Do the Fae have Deliveroo?

      “Hello,” he said, his voice soft, and polite. He had looked me in the eyes to greet me, but then he turned his eyes down at the floor. “I come bearing food and clothes for you, Siren Shaw.”

      “Siren… Shaw?”

      “Oh no. I apologize, is this not your name? Please, don’t report me. I was told to call you Siren Shaw.”

      I frowned. “I’m not going to report you. I don’t even know your name.”

      I guess I’m Siren Shaw, though. I don’t like that at all.

      “My name is unimportant,” the servant said, “Please, accept this food and these clothes with my humble thanks.”

      “Okay, Unimportant.” I paused, waiting for that horrible joke to land. It didn’t. It hung in the air, lingering like a rancid far—

      “—please take them,” he insisted.

      Awkwardly, I took the plate and the clothes. The servant bowed even lower, then turned around, and hastily made his way back to wherever he had come from. As he rushed off, I scanned him as best I could, trying to figure out why he had been so weirdly polite. In fact, he hadn’t just been polite—he’d practically pleaded with me.

      Of all the things I’d ever expected the Fae to do, pleading was last on the list.

      The blond, pointy-eared guard at the door gave me a harsh, side-eyed look, and I remembered why. His name was Raenor, and I’d given him a swift kick to the chest back on Blackstone’s ship. I had hit him so hard, as a matter of fact, that he’d gone overboard.

      “No hard feelings?” I asked, putting on my best smile.

      Raenor snarled, and I quickly shut the door with my foot and spilled back into my room. I set the plate and the clothes down on the bed, then watched them both from the foot of the bed as if I couldn’t decide which to investigate first. The growl in my stomach decided for me, and I went for the plate, lifting the silver dome to find…

      “Bubbles?”

      “Hey!” the small, purple-haired water Pixie beamed up at me from the silver platter she was sitting on. Not only was the platter covered in little plates full of strange, Arcadian food for me to pick from, Bubbles had her own little table, with a small chair, and plates of her own on it; the inside of the dome even had small, faerie lights buzzing around. “Try some of that,” she said, pointing at what looked like a plate of cut up, pink starfish.

      “I’m… what am I looking at, here?” I asked.

      “Dinner, silly. Eat! You must be hungry.”

      “I am. Wow. You look pretty comfortable.” I paused. “Did they give you fresh clothes to wear?”

      “They did! And food, and a bath. Oh, my Gods, Kara, these people are amazing!”

      “Amazing?” I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Bubbles stood on her long, tendril-like legs. Her pearlescent, almost translucent butterfly-shaped wings started to beat, and with a little jump, she was in the air. Wherever she buzzed, she left a trail of soft, glittering dust that seemed to change from green, to pink, to purple, and even blue.

      With a quick fluttering of her wings, she was in front of me, level with my eyes. “I can’t even tell you how wrong I was about these people,” she said.

      “Wrong?” I asked.

      “I thought they were all jerks, but they’re not! As soon as we got down here, they gave me food, clothes, they put me up—they even sent me to meet Elendrill!”

      “Who’s Elendrill?”

      “My Councilor!” Bubbles buzzed closer to my face, her little smile beaming brightly. “Kara, Pixies have a council here!”

      “Is that… strange?”

      “You have no idea how strange that is. Pixies and Fae don’t tend to mix. Most of them won’t even admit that we’re related. We’re basically the weird cousins they’ll never speak of in polite company. But here? Not only are there just so many Pixies running around, we have a seat at the Summer King’s table! Elendrill is an advisor to the king. That’s broken my brain.”

      “Wow… I always thought you hated these people.”

      “I do, I mean, I did.” She shook her head. “Most of them are like Mordred and his crew, give or take a little charm.”

      “Have you never come across the Summer Fae before?”

      “I guess I have… but I’ve never been here before. I’ve never experienced this. And you! Oh, my Gods, you’re one of them!”

      I looked down at my legs and wriggled my toes. “I’m not totally sure about that yet.”

      “How can you not be sure? You have a tail, you swam with the Prince; you’re in the Siren Trials.”

      “How did you know I swam with the prince?”

      “Who doesn’t know? The Fae here love to gossip.”

      “Great,” I shook my head. “Actually, no one’s been able to answer the question yet, but what are the Siren Trials?”

      Bubbles’ smile deflated. “Oh, right. You don’t know. I forgot about that.”

      “How could I have known? I only just got here, and until a few hours ago, I thought I was human. I’m pretty sure I am human.” I touched the tips of my ears. “Yep, still round.”

      “Yeah, I… uh, I’m not sure what to tell you, there.” Bubbles looked away, then looked back at me. “But look, it’s gonna be fine.”

      “That’s what the prince said.”

      “Sure, but now I’m saying it, and you know I’ve got your back, always.”

      “How are you going to have my back?”

      “I’ll sit in your hair like I always have.”

      “Is that even allowed?”

      “I don’t know, but how are they to know unless we make it obvious I’m in there?”

      “I’m not sure, Bubbles… it feels like these people aren’t the type to overlook stuff like this. We got away with it back on Earth because if humans see something weird, they tend to just look away most of the time. Plus, I never let anyone get near my face. Out here, though… what if they find you in there and I’m disqualified? Which brings me back to my original question—what are the Siren Trials?”

      “Oh!” Bubbles perked up again. “Okay, so, when I spoke to my councilor, he seemed to know who you were. Or, at least, he knew the prince had picked up the lost siren.”

      “Why do they call me that?”

      “Because until now, you were lost. The Siren Trials couldn’t go on without you, but when the prince said he’d found you, they were set up to start. Everybody’s been waiting for you to get back here so they can start.”

      I shook my head. “Yes, awesome, but what are they?”

      Bubbles stared at me, her little eyebrows rising. “Trials.”

      Frustration mounted inside of me, threatening to come spilling out at any moment. “Okay,” I said, frowning, “But is this some kind of competition? Am I going to have to jump through hoops for the Fae or something?”

      “Yes… to all of those things. There’s a prize at the end of it, only I don’t know what it is. Nobody does, but it’s supposed to be huge. Like, life changing.”

      “A prize is something I can get behind…” I paused, then headed over to the mirror in my room and scanned myself. I curled one of my biceps, flexing the muscle. I was perhaps a little softer than I was a few years ago, when I swam and rowed competitively for the university teams, but muscle memory was a thing… right?

      “I’m strong, and a good swimmer,” I said to my reflection, only the look my blue-haired, sun-burned counterpart gave me wasn’t filled with confidence. “Yikes, I’ve really burned up out here, haven’t I? Why doesn’t it hurt?”

      Bubbles shrugged. “Arcadian sun is different to Earth sun?”

      “I hope I don’t go pale again… I’d like a bit of color.”

      “Don’t worry about that right now. Worry about the Siren Trials, because you’re in them, and they start tomorrow.”

      “Do you have any advice?”

      “Sorry… I have to admit, I didn’t ask all the questions. I was a little busy being pampered and fed and clothed, and just generally shocked at these peoples’ hospitality.”

      “That’s really helpful for me.”

      “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it together. I think for now, it’s probably best if you eat and we get some rest. Tomorrow’s probably going to be a long day.”

      “Is it wrong that I don’t really care about any of that? I kind of want to talk to Blackstone. Weirdly, I want to make sure he’s okay.”

      Bubble’s jaw fell open and she stared at me. “Kara Shaw, do you like Blackstone?”

      I groaned. “Don’t say it like that. It makes me sound like a twelve-year-old.”

      “So, you don’t deny it!”

      “That’s not important. He was going to let me go, Bubbles. He stood aside and was about to let me jump and head for the portal.”

      “But you still ended up here.”

      “I know… but it wasn’t his fault. I do kind of feel responsible for him getting arrested, though.”

      Bubbles frowned. “How so?”

      “The Summer Fae came for me. I happened to be with him. If I’d been with Mordred, maybe Blackstone and his crew would still be out there, free.”

      “Did you ever stop to think that maybe the Summer Fae chose to come for you when you were with Blackstone and not with Mordred? From what I hear, the vampire-captain is a powerful force. I don’t think even the Summer King wants to mess with him.”

      “You mean you think these people knew I was with Mordred and let me get basically tortured for information because they were too scared to fight him for me?”

      “Oh…” she paused. “I guess maybe I did mean that. I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

      I shook my head. “That just made me feel sick to my stomach.”

      “Me too…” Bubbles paused, trailing off. “Anyway, dinner?”

      My stomach was too busy tipping itself upside down to answer that question, so I simply shook my head. “Maybe later,” I said. “I need to lie down because my head is spinning.”

      Domed underwater cities.

      Kissing a prince.

      Vampire-Captains.

      Queen-Captains.

      This day had been a rollercoaster, and almost as soon as I laid my head on the pillow, that mountain of emotions came crashing down on me. They sat on my back and squashed me into the bed, squeezing every last ounce of energy out of me until I fell into a deep sleep.

      Just when I was starting to like this place, something would come up to make me suspicious of it.

      I could only hope that wasn’t going to be a running problem.
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      I awoke to the smell of fresh food and perfume, and for a moment, forgot where I was. Opening my eyes was a struggle. Everything was bright, and my eyelids were heavy from all that had happened the day before, unless I had dreamed it.

      As soon as the possibility that the last few days had been a dream solidified inside of my head, my eyes popped open, and I sat bolt upright. My hopes were instantly dashed when I realized I was still lying on that huge and luxuriantly soft four-poster bed in a room made of sand-colored marble.

      I was still in Arcadia.

      All of it was real.

      “Oh, bollocks,” I said.

      “Morning, sunshine!” Bubbles called out. She was on the other side of the room, floating around in front of the mirror. “Did you sleep ok?”

      “I could do with another three to six weeks, but I guess that’s out of the question.” My eyes narrowed, squinting against the bright shafts of light beaming into the room through the high windows. “What’s with all the sunlight? Aren’t we meant to be underwater?”

      “It’s fake sunlight. Did you see those large towers last night?”

      “I… think so?”

      “Well, during regular daylight hours, the beams converge above the city to create sunlight that moves as the sun would in the sky.”

      “That’s actually kind of cool.”

      “Yeah, it means Caeris has a sunrise, a sunset, days, nights—all that stuff.”

      The warm, inviting aroma of food touched my nose again. “Why does it smell like bacon in here?”

      “Oh, someone came to deliver food this morning. Did you sleep through that?”

      “I must have.”

      “It should still be warm, and you’re probably hungry as hell. Please, eat.”

      I hadn’t eaten a thing last night, not since Mordred’s ship, and it was all starting to catch up to me. A problem made way worse as soon as the delicious aromas wafting off the assortment of plates sitting on the dresser reached me.

      I found myself standing up, even though I hadn’t told my legs to do anything, and walking over to the plate of food, stomach growling, mouth watering. There had to have been four plates laid out on a platter, along with a glass full of what looked like orange juice, and even a decorative pink rose sitting in a small vase.

      “Wow…” I said, “These people know how to throw a breakfast together.”

      “I know, right? It’s amazing.”

      “Kind of feels like being a guest on the Pearl of the Seas… this is the kind of thing the guests would have brought to their rooms. The ones on the upper decks, anyway.”

      “Oh, the people who pay for those swanky suites?”

      “Exactly.”

      Reaching the food, I saw the contents of each plate, and I was surprised to find they were at the same time really alien, and also familiar looking foods.

      There was a plate of warm, scrambled eggs that were a little pink, and peppered with spices and small, round, black balls that looked like caviar. Next to that, strips of brown meat—still sizzling—gave off a scent that was far too similar to bacon for it to have been a coincidence. There was a bowl of assorted fruits, a warm pastry in the shape of a turtle shell, and even a couple of little bits that looked almost like chocolate.

      I picked one up and put it in my mouth. “Holy crap, it’s chocolate!” I said, “How do the Fae know how to make chocolate?”

      “It’s probably not that hard?” Bubbles said.

      I savored the sweet bite, rolling it around in my mouth. When the chocolate melted, I got a burst of some kind of jam that tickled my tongue and warmed my throat as I swallowed it. “Oh my God, it’s so good.”

      “The Summer Fae know how to slap a meal together, that’s for sure.”

      I picked the platter up, brought it over to the desk, and sat down to eat. Bubbles had already eaten, so she continued fluttering in front of the mirror, playing with her appearance. She was braiding her purple hair in places, then removing the braid and trying to plait it instead. I got the impression she was trying to gussy up for today’s events.

      I, on the other hand, didn’t want to even think of the Siren Trials. All I really wanted to do was eat a decent meal and hold it down so my body could recover from the stresses I’d put it through lately. It had been crisis after crisis ever since I landed in Arcadia, but this felt like a moment of respite, of rest.

      Then again, what if it’s the calm before the storm?

      I told my brain to shut up while I finished the bacon on the plate. I was full well before I reached the pastry, so I left that and some of the fruit on the platter. The chocolates, though—there was definitely room for those. When I was done, I leaned back on the chair and stared at the ceiling.

      “I can’t remember the last time I ate that well,” I said.

      “If this is the kind of hospitality we can expect here, why would we ever want to leave?” Bubbles asked.

      Oh.

      The question hit me harder than I had expected to, probably because I hadn’t seen the question coming. “What… uh, what do you mean?”

      “Well… you keep saying you want to go home. Find portals. That kind of thing. But this is way better, isn’t it?”

      I scanned the room, at the gorgeous fake sunlight beaming through the windows, at the comfortable four-poster I’d slept in, at the plates of food I’d just eaten. “It is,” I paused, “I suppose.”

      “So, why don’t we just stay here?”

      “And never go back?”

      “What do we really have over there? I hide in your hair, you hide in your cabin… you’ve been searching for adventure for a long time, and we’re finally here. We’re living it, Kara.”

      “But… what about Netflix? And tea? And books?”

      “Okay, I’ll miss Netflix, and our True Crime binges. I’ll miss shit-talking about your co-workers, and voyaging from port to port, experiencing your world. But mine can be just as exciting for both of us. I guess I’ve realized this world is much bigger than I ever thought possible. I thought I’d seen it all.”

      “All it took was one night here for that to happen, huh?”

      Bubbles fluttered down to the table. “What can I say? Get some food in me and I’m pretty easy.”

      There was a knock at the door, only it was so soft and quick, it didn’t startle me. I almost hadn’t heard it. A cold feeling snaked its way into my stomach nonetheless, though, because whoever it was—whoever had come for me—it wasn’t going to be good.

      “Should we answer it?” Bubbles asked.

      “It’s not like they don’t know we’re in here,” I said. “I just thought I had more time to prepare. I haven’t even put on the clothes I was given last night.”

      Another knock, this time a little more forceful. Taking a sharp breath, I walked over to it and opened the door. I wasn’t sure what, or who, I had expected to find there. Aenon, maybe, or the same servant who had come to deliver my clothes and my food last night. Maybe Raenor needed something?

      What if it’s Blackstone?

      Half of a weird feeling jumped up inside of me, making my head spin for a brief moment. It was a feeling I couldn’t identify and hadn’t experienced before, and it was gone before I could put my finger on it, but it had given me a moment of pause just as my hand rested on the handle.

      On the other side of the door was a woman, shattering any thoughts I’d had about who had come to visit me.

      She had brilliant, vibrant golden hair held in an updo with perfect curls framing her face. Her almond eyes were the clearest blue—her lips, her cheeks, even her chin, they were all perfect, each adding to the others’ beauty to create a face that was just perfect.

      It looked like she was wearing a golden circlet around her head. It was a thin, delicate structure that wove into her hair, snaking around her forehead to present sparkling, turquoise jewels to match the color of her eyes. Dangling from her pointed ears were earrings joined up with even lighter, more delicate gold chains.

      Like the man who had come to deliver my clothes last night, she was wearing a white toga that perfectly clung to her form, highlighting her assets and showing off a small, but athletic physique. On her shoulder was a golden pin with a crest in the shape of a mermaid’s tail.

      Her blue eyes scanned me—up, down, then up again. She shook her head. “No,” she simply said.

      “I’m sorry?” I asked.

      “This won’t do.” Without asking, she let herself into my bedroom, bringing with her the soft aroma of summer flowers in bloom.

      “Uh… come in, please,” I said, after the fact.

      “Has no one bothered to come and prepare you,” the Fae asked, “Or is that my job as well?”

      I frowned. “I don’t know what you mean. I don’t even know your name. Who are you?”

      One of her light, golden eyebrows cocked. She glanced at Bubbles, who smiled and waved, then looked back over at me. “My name is Delora,” she said, “You are to be my ward.”

      “Ward?”

      “You are a Siren, are you not?”

      “That’s what they tell me.”

      Delora paused, stuck her hand out at me, and stomped over to me looking like she was about to throw a slap my way. I stuck my hands up to protect my face, she merely jabbed a finger at me. “What are those?”

      I looked at her, then at her finger, and watched the line she was making. She was pointing at my ears. “What do you mean?” I asked, reflexively touching them.

      “They’re…” she paused, lowering her voice as if she was about to curse and she didn’t want anyone to hear. “Round.”

      “Yes, I know they’re round. They’re my ears.”

      Delora’s face twisted into something like a disgusted sneer. “They’re hideous.”

      “Thanks.”

      “They have to go,” she said, turning around and walking toward the dresser in the room.

      I looked over at Bubbles, panic written all over my face. Bubbles shrugged. I waved my arms in a do something fashion. Bubbles finally got the hint and took to the air. “Ahem, excuse me,” Bubbles said. “Delora?”

      The Fae had opened the dresser and was shocked to find nothing in it. She turned around, annoyed. “What?” she barked.

      “Hello, I’m Bubbles, and I think we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves.”

      “Ahead of ourselves? No. If anything, we’re behind schedule.”

      “What schedule?”

      “The trials are about to begin, or have you been living under a rock?”

      “Actually, we only just got here…” I put in, “From Earth.”

      “Earth?!” Delora shrieked. “Nobody said anything about an earthling being here.”

      “She’s not an earthling,” Bubbles said.

      “I’m not?” I asked.

      “No, you’re not. You’re Summer Fae. Show her your fin.”

      “I can’t just turn it on.”

      “Sure you can, just think fish, fish, fish.”

      “Would both of you be silent?” Delora snapped, raising her voice above ours. A tense moment passed where it looked like this Fae was about to grab the first thing she could find and start hitting people with it. Luckily, she didn’t. “Do either of you know who I am?”

      Bubbles and I exchanged a hesitant look. “Delora,” we both said, in unison.

      “Yes, but do you know why I’m here?”

      “Not really,” I said, “But it has something to do with the trials.”

      Delora approached, her annoyed scowl transforming perfectly, eerily, into the fakest, loveliest smile I had ever seen. “Sweet child,” she said, “I am a caretaker. My mother was a caretaker. My sister will become a caretaker when she comes of age. Do you know what caretakers do?”

      “Yes, we have them on Earth. They take care of people and places.”

      “Good, good. Now, I have been assigned to take care of you, only I haven’t been given any time to prepare. I was told you had been given clothes to wear and food to eat, and that you would be ready for my arrival. But instead you’re wearing this, you seem to have no idea why you’re here, and you look like someone raked you across the seabed. When was the last time you bathed?”

      I wanted to argue, I wanted to take offense to what she was saying, but the last question had me stumped. “That’s… a very good question.”

      Delora pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “Here’s what you’re going to do,” she said, giving me her sharp eyes. “You’re going to do everything I say, and we’re going to get through this today. Is that understood?”

      I swallowed hard, then nodded. “Yes.”

      “Again.”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      “Good… now, let’s get started.”
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      BLACKSTONE

      

      My ship.

      I could see it from the little, barred window in my cell. She looked hopeless, helpless, trapped in that stupid bubble like a toy figurine. Only she wasn’t a figurine—she was a queen, the sailing mist, the Enchantress, and I was going to rescue her and her crew.

      If only I could reach those damn keys.

      I was in a small cell, my hand stuck through the bars trying to reach the opposite wall where a ring of keys happily sat. Those were the keys to my cell, and likely the keys to the rest of the cells on this level. I was alone, here, but I knew my crew wasn’t far. 

      All I had to do was get the keys, free myself, free the crew, and free the ship, all without the Summer Fae realizing what was going on. Easy, mate. I could do this in my sleep. In fact, if I’d had a long stick, or a bone, I would already have been out of this cell and halfway to Anchorpoint. 

      There were few things I wanted more than to put this sunken city behind me, and yet—I sighed—I couldn’t reach the bloody keys. 

      My arm sagged, my fingers drooped, and my shoulders slumped. I had been at this for what felt like days, but had probably only been hours—barely a night. They hadn’t come to feed me yet, but I’d expected as much. It was part of their plan, after all, wasn’t it? Starve me out so as to make me a little more… agreeable. 

      It wasn’t going to work, because I could go for days without—bacon?

      The warm, inviting smell tickled my nostrils and turned my calm insides into bubbling chaos. There was food, somewhere. It was close, in fact. So close that it made my mouth water. Footsteps startled me, and I shot upright, pulling my arm back through the bars and running my hand through my hair.

      A guard came down a small set of stairs leading out of the jail. He was wearing one of those ridiculous battle-kilts and a pair of sandals and leg-wraps. A sword hung from the side of his skirt—long, and thin. A rapier. Not much to slash with, but that fine point would skewer most people. 

      He had a plate in his hand, a plate covered in food that was so warm, I could still see the steam rising from it. I leered at the plate, grinning hungrily when I saw the delicious strips of crispy meat stacked on top of it. 

      The guard looked at the food, then turned his eyes on me. “Well, well,” he said, “Look who’s awake.” 

      “Morning,” I said, fashioning my best smile. “How’s the weather down here these days? Wet, I presume?” 

      “We’re having a bit of a dry spell, as a matter of fact.” 

      “Ironic, isn’t it? Considering we’re several leagues beneath the surface of the water.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to imply anything, mate. Only that, well, given the particulars of your climate are artificial, one would think they would be kept at the optimal condition at all times, thus eliminating even the slightest bit of discomfort.” 

      The guard’s eyes narrowed. “The King likes the weather to feel natural.” 

      “Good man, your King,” I said, approaching the guard with his plate of food. “Smart. Very wise. None could surpass him, for sure.” 

      Those already narrow eyes sharpened further. “That’s why he’s the King.” 

      “Indeed,” I paused, choosing my words, “To be wise is to be powerful, wouldn’t you agree?” 

      I watched the guard glance toward the small desk near the cells; that was his post, and he was getting ready to sit. “I would,” he said.

      “Indulge me if you would,” I said, “Would you find it wise to feed a hungry prisoner in order to make him more malleable to any potential questioning that might come their way?”  

      “I don’t know anything about any questioning.” 

      “A hypothetical, then.” 

      “I suppose…” he paused. “A happy prisoner would be more forthcoming.” 

      “Perhaps if a few strips of meat were to fall off your plate and somehow find their way into my cell…” 

      “I’m not to feed you. This is my meal.” 

      “Of course, yes. However, if I may put a fine point on this. Without question, I will soon be interrogated by one of your fine colleagues. Were you to find it within yourself to offer me a strip or two of what’s on your plate, I would be sure to tell tales of your generosity, kindness, and—of course—wisdom. I could ensure you secure that promotion you’re looking for.” 

      “How do you know I’d like a promotion?”

      “I can see it in your eyes, mate. You’re hungry for more. Yours isn’t a life meant to be spent down here, with us lot. You want to be out there, fighting battles, gaining accolades. It all starts down here, with the contents on that plate, and the hole in my stomach.” 

      The cogs in the guard’s brain were turning. I could see them, hear them, smell them; and they smelled like bacon. After a moment of pondering, the guard scanned the corridor up and down, then approached my cell. I moved closer to the bars, fingers flexing, eyeing up the strips of meat on his plate, already choosing one with my eyes. 

      My mouth began to water, my thumb and index finger were already pinching the air in anticipation, but just as I reached the plate, another set of footsteps came hurrying down the stairwell the guard had just emerged from. The guard yanked the plate away. I made a dash for it, trying to reach it, but my hand fell short. 

      When the guard saw who it was coming down the stairs, he immediately dropped to one knee, absentmindedly setting the plate down on the floor… dangerously close to the door to my cell. I licked my lips, dropped to my knees, and carefully reached for the plate of steaming bacon. As soon as I reached it, I yanked a piece and stared at it hungrily, gleefully.

      I was about to put it in my mouth when I saw, out of the corner of my eye, the shape of the person staring at me. 

      “Put that down,” said the princess, “Or I’ll cut off your tongue and feed it to our war turtles.” 

      My lips were parted, the bacon was almost in my mouth, so close I could feel the heat of it on my tongue. For a moment, I considered it. I truly did. But then I thought better of it. I needed my tongue for… well, for a lot of things. 

      I set the bacon down on the plate, stood up, and backed away from the cell doors. “I didn’t know war turtles were carnivorous,” I said, offering the princess of the Summer Fae my most charming of smiles. 

      “They are,” Princess Aerin said, “And if I catch you feeding another prisoner, I’ll throw you in with the hatchlings, is that understood?” 

      The guard lowered his head. “Yes, Princess. I wasn’t feeding him.” 

      “I’m going to pretend the only words to leave your mouth were yes, and princess. Leave us.” 

      Scrambling, hurrying, the guard scampered out of the room and up the stairs, leaving his plate sitting next to my cell. Uneaten. What a waste. 

      The princess approached the cell. She was a tall, substantial woman—muscular, athletic, and proud. She usually wore her auburn hair in a long braid thrown over her shoulder. Her light armor was gold, and plated, and covered in jewels to compliment the turquoise markings that went up and along her arms. 

      She was fierce, and formidable; a warrior of renown. My interests were best served by speaking to her with deference and respect… but that wasn’t likely to happen.

      “Poor lad almost had a heart attack,” I said. “Are you always this cheerful?” 

      “Careful, pirate,” she warned, “I would remind you of your predicament, I’m sure you know all too well what awaits you.” 

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but even dead men get last meals.” 

      “Not pirates. Not here.”

      “Pirate is such a harsh word. I prefer the term privateer, or opportunist.” 

      “You’re a pirate, and a shoddy one at that if you were so easily caught.” 

      “I was otherwise engaged when your forces sprang out of the ocean. Tactics which, if I may say so, are a little on the dishonorable side.” 

      The princess rapidly approached the cell, grinning, her teeth flashing. I backed away, instincts driving my body to react to her advance. “Dishonorable,” she taunted, “Says the pirate.” 

      I swallowed hard. “We could argue words all day, princess, but considering my days are apparently numbered, I would appreciate it if you could get to the point of your visit.” 

       Princess Aerin paused, watching me, scanning me. She tilted her head left, her braid falling over her shoulder. “If you know anything about me, then you know one of the things that disappoints me the most is leaving a stone unturned.” 

      “Considering I know very little about you except for your renown in battle, this is new information—which I don’t appreciate, by the way. The less I know, the better.” 

      “Seems like a shame to execute you and the rest of your crew without knowing why, Blackstone.” 

      “Why what, exactly?”

      “The girl…” 

      “You’re going to have to be a bit more specific than that, mate. I know a fair few of them.” 

      Her eyebrow arched, and for a moment, I saw a spark of lethality burn bright and hot behind her orange eyes. “Don’t test me, Blackstone.” 

      “That’s Captain Blackstone. I have a ship and a crew.” 

      “Not for long. Not unless you answer my questions.” 

      “Then perhaps refrain from asking vague questions, mate. You might get specific answers.” 

      Aerin took a deep breath in through the nose, then exhaled. I could tell I was testing her patience, and I wasn’t sure what would happen if I pushed her to the end of her rope, but now that I knew she wanted something from me, I knew I had a card I could play. As long as she wanted the information I had, then my crew and my ship were safe. 

      “Alright,” said the princess. “I’ll make this easy for you. In a clear violation of the Summer Kingdom’s laws, you and your crew used an unsanctioned portal to breach the barrier between worlds and attack a human ship at sea. I want to know why.”

      I paused. “You said it yourself,” I said, “I’m a pirate. That’s what pirates do.” 

      “Travelling between worlds is forbidden, and you know it. You risked your life and the life of your crew to go and find that girl. Why?”

      “The girl was a mistake.” 

      “Was she? My brother tells a different story.” 

      “Then maybe we should get him in here and set the record straight. Only I’ll have to check my schedule, it’s rather full at the moment.” 

      “That’s enough of your smart-mouth!” the princess growled. “You were there that night. You breached the dimensional barrier, you boarded that ship, and you tried to retrieve that girl. You then followed her back to Arcadia and engaged with the Vampire-Captain in order to free her from his clutches.”

      “Maybe I’ve gone clean. Saving damsels seemed like a good place to start.” 

      “I know you, Blackstone. I know you aren’t a Fae of initiative, honor, or even decency. You wouldn’t lift a finger if you weren’t being paid to do it. I want to know who paid you to find that girl, and why, and I want to know now.” 

      I moved a little closer to the edge of my cell, closer to the princess. “Seems like you already know who,” I said, eyes narrowing. “And that means you know your people aren’t safe so long as I’m here.” 

      “I want to know what they want with her,” she snarled, “And you’re going to tell me… otherwise I’m going to have to pay a visit to your crewmates. Maybe they’ll talk.” 

      “You’re welcome to try, princess. However, I think you’ll find their loyalty to me is unbreakable.” 

      “We’ll see,” said the princess, who without another word, turned around and stormed out of the dungeon I was being kept in. 

      I swallowed hard. “Probably oversold my crew’s loyalty a bit,” I said to myself. “But it’s probably okay.” I paused, then nodded, as if to reassure myself. “Probably.” 

      The dungeon was empty, now. It was just me, the view of my ship through the barred window, and… the bacon. Smiling, I sat down at the edge of my cell, reached for the plate through the bars, drew it close, and picked up a piece of streaky meat. 

      “It’s just you and me, now,” I said. “If you are in fact my last meal, you had better be worth it.”
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      Delora wasn’t happy with the dress I had been given last night; she wasn’t happy with anything, it seemed. I listened to her stomp outside and demand that Raenor personally acquire a laundry list of items she wanted. He didn’t object to her once, didn’t question her. When she was done demanding, he simply said yes, and got to it.

      While Raenor was gone, I was allowed to have a bath—but only a quick one. The bathroom in my room was small, but the tall ceiling made it feel bigger than it was, and the bathtub was so smooth, and delightfully deep; I felt like I was being cradled as I lay in the water, soaking in soaps and funny smelling oils that made my skin feel like it was brand new.

      By the time I was done bathing, the first few dresses were waiting on my bed for me to try.

      Delora would have me try each dress on, then decide something was wrong with it, and order another one to be brought up to the room. Personally, I wouldn’t have had a problem with a single one of the outfits I had been asked to try on. They were all long, and soft, and moved fluidly like silk. Most of them were gold, or teal, or just white enough that they couldn’t be called white.

      They felt expensive, too, like the kinds of clothes you’d see in a window of a boutique store. The type of store that didn’t price their dresses and display items, so you had to go inside and ask about them. And of course, if you had to go inside and ask how much a dress would set your bank account back, you couldn’t afford it.

      Delora was making requests for specific fits, and patterns, and styles, and the dresses kept coming as if someone was waiting just off stage somewhere, spinning them out of thin air. And maybe they were? This place was magic. These people were magic. What if the dresses were magic?

      They certainly felt like magic when I tried them on.

      “What about this one?” I asked as I looked at myself in the mirror. “I like this one.”

      The dress I had on was more like a toga with a light, golden belt around my waist so it looked like a dress. It was white, with golden trimmings, and it also had a broach like the one Delora was wearing—a small, golden mermaid. Honestly, out of everything I’d tried on, this was the simplest looking one.

      Delora came up behind me and watched my reflection. We were both wearing similar outfits now, only her hair was bright blonde, while mine was sky blue. “Well,” she said, after a pause, “I can’t say you don’t have taste.” She grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled it up. “And your neck isn’t entirely unflattering.”

      “What’s wrong with my neck?” I asked.

      “It’s not your neck that’s the problem—it’s those ears. Look at how small, and round they are. They completely change the shape of your face.”

      I touched one of them. “I’ve had them my whole life.”

      “And whoever glamored you this way should be locked up in a dungeon somewhere for crimes against beauty.” She tapped my hand away. “Give me those.”

      “Wait, what do you mean by glamor?”

      “Clearly someone has tampered with your appearance to make you look human.” She sniffed the back of my neck. “It’s old magic, too. Very old.”

      My stomach went cold. “So… I am Fae?”

      “Aside from the stink of the human world still clinging to your skin, yes. You are indeed Fae.”

      The room tipped, my legs gave, and Delora had to catch me to stop me from falling over. “Woah,” I said, “Yep, that’s not earth-shattering news at all.”

      “Don’t you dare fall over in this outfit,” Delora warned. “Go, sit down.”

      I held my hands out and grabbed hold of the nearest bedpost, then pulled myself toward it. The room was spinning, the world tilting on its axis. I was Fae, and that meant… that meant. The visions, the nightmares, the fever dreams, whatever they were.

      They were real, too.

      In all the commotion, I’d almost forgotten them; my brain had pushed them far, far into the back, where my surface thoughts couldn’t reach. But Delora’s words had yanked them out to the forefront of my mind, and it was as if I was there again, listening to that horrible, raspy voice telling me… telling me my life was a lie.

      “Are you okay?” Bubbles asked. She’d floated over to where I had sat down. “Do you need water?”

      Someone is lying to you, Kara, the voice had said. Someone very, very close to you. I stared at Bubbles, almost as if I was looking through her, and not exactly at her. I could feel my throat starting to close, the onset of a panic attack rising to the surface like acid reflux.

      “I think,” I wheezed, “I’m freaking out.”

      Bubbles cupped one of her hands, opened it, and blew soft, purple powder into my face. I was already taking sharp, short breaths, so I inhaled a quick lungful of the powder, and it tingled as it filled my lungs. Whatever it was, it opened my airways again and allowed me to take a deep breath and hold it. That was the most important part.

      Delora watched me, her eyebrows arched, one hand planted on her hip. “Is this a common thing?” she asked.

      “Give her a moment, will you?” Bubbles barked. She then looked at me. “Just breathe, Kara. Breathe.”

      Bubbles had done something to me, had infused me with some kind of magic to help me come down from the panic attack before it could begin. This wasn’t totally new; she’d done it before, and it had worked. But it always left my throat feeling tingly, and my nose feeling like I had inhaled a handful of minty leaves.

      “Thank you,” I said to Bubbles when my ability to speak returned. I was still thinking, my mind still turning over the pages of the book those waking nightmares had written. That hospital, the faces of my parents scratched out as if by an angry child with a red crayon, and that voice.

      That awful, almost demonic voice.

      I would never forget it for as long as I lived.

      “Are you okay?” Bubbles asked.

      “I think so.” I said, “It’s just a lot to process.”

      “I know, but we’ll get through it. I promise.”

      Someone’s been lying to you, Kara. Someone very close to you.

      “Yeah,” I said, pausing. “Yeah, we will.”

      “Is this over, then?” Delora asked, “Can we move on with these preparations? The ceremony will be starting soon.”

      “Right,” I said, standing up. “What else do I have to do?”

      Delora approached, flexing her fingers. “You don’t have to do anything besides stand there and not get in my way.”

      She placed her warm, thin hands on my cheeks, then brushed my face with her fingers. I had to admit, it felt a bit awkward standing in front of this woman that kind of looked like an angel while she stroked my face. I wasn’t sure whether to look her in the eyes, or her mouth, or her chin. Instead, I focused my eyes on the door across from her shoulder.

      It seemed like the least intimidating thing to look at.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Working,” Delora said, as she continued stroking my face. I felt her fingertips caress my jaw, my neck, my cheekbones. She then brushed her fingertips over my lips, up and across the bridge of my nose, my forehead, and finally, my ears. All the while, I had to fight the urge to sneeze.

      Delora finally pulled her hands away from me and stepped back. She watched me, her hands still up, her fingertips close to my face. She looked like an artist checking her canvas for faults, for flaws. If I was her canvas, she was going to find more than a handful. I hated being observed so closely. It made me feel exposed, vulnerable, naked.

      But it seemed like Delora was happy with her work. Happy enough to step back and gesture toward the mirror in the room. “Take a look,” she said.

      Swallowing the ball of anxiety in my throat, I carefully moved over to the mirror and took a good look at the woman in its reflection. I couldn’t help it. I laughed—hard. Delora looked utterly offended at my outburst, Bubbles didn’t know what to do, but I couldn’t keep myself from laughing.

      It took way longer than I had wanted it to for me to calm down and come back into the moment. My cheeks were red, my eyes were weepy and watery, and had to fight to contain every single giggle that tried to break out of me. When I finally did, I placed my hand over my mouth and looked over at Delora, who had a face on like a slapped arse.

      “Is something about this… funny?” she ventured through gritted teeth.

      “No,” I said, “No, it’s not your work. Or maybe it is. What did you do to me? I look ridiculous.”

      Delora marched toward me, grabbed my chin, and pointed it at the mirror. “You look like one of the Fae.”

      She was right. I did look Fae, but I didn’t look like me. Five minutes ago, the most interesting thing about my appearance was the color of my hair—at least, it was back on Earth. Here, even that wasn’t interesting or exciting.

      But now, I wasn’t sure what exactly Delora had done to me, but I looked… nothing like the person I was a few minutes ago. Or, maybe I did, only it looked weird, and wrong, because even I couldn’t convince myself that the person in the mirror wasn’t pretty.

      I touched my cheeks, my lips, my pointed ears. “What happened to me?” I asked. “You made me look like you.”

      “Believe it or not, Kara,” Delora said, “All I did was undo the work that had been done to you years ago.”

      I shook my head. “Impossible.”

      “Improbable, but true. This is the real you… albeit with a couple of slight enhancements.”

      “What kind of enhancements?”

      “A little blush, a coloring of the lips—I also drew out your natural eye color. I think it’s criminal you’ve been hiding it all these years.”

      “They’re… grey, and bright. I always thought they were brown.”

      “Whoever did this to you wanted to make sure you looked as not Fae as possible.”

      I shook my head. “But why?”

      “I’m not sure; all I can do is show you the truth.”

      “The truth is a big pill to swallow.”

      Delora rolled her eyes. “Well, swallow it quickly, because we need to make our way to the Amphitheater as soon as possible. We may already be late.”

      I looked over at Bubbles, who had a concerned look on her little face. She smiled at me, but there was something behind that smile, something hidden; something she hadn’t wanted me to notice. “Can Bubbles come?” I asked.

      Delora glanced at the Pixie, then arched an eyebrow. “I don’t see why not,” she said.

      I gestured with my head, and Bubbles floated over to my shoulder. Delora had pulled my blue hair into an updo like hers, so there was nowhere for Bubbles to hide. That meant everyone would see her as soon as we left the room.

      “Ready?” I asked her.

      “I feel like we’re about to do something really stupid,” she said.

      “Me too, but it’s not like we can blow it off and hide in here forever.”

      Bubbles looked over at Delora. “Can’t we?”

      The Fae lowered her bemused eyes, her lips pressed into a flat line. “Go,” she simply said.

      I took a deep breath. “Alright,” I said, “Time to face the music.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Raenor was waiting outside of my bedroom door to give us an escort to the amphitheater. I still didn’t know what in the world I was doing, what was expected of me, or what really was about to happen, but the questions remained stuck in my throat as we made our way through the hallway that led out of my small apartment and into… somewhere wonderful.

      As I emerged through a door at the end of the hall, I felt my entire body tremble with excitement and awe. 

      There was light. So much light. You wouldn’t even know we were underwater right now for the bright, artificial sunlight hanging overhead. It looked like noon, only this sun had beams of light feeding into it—or leading away from it, depending on your own perspective.  

      Beneath that bright, yellow sun was a city like nothing I’d ever seen before. Polished sandstone and marble buildings rolled away from the balcony I had stepped onto. Wreaths of vibrant, multi-colored flowers hung from windows, stretched across lines that dangled between buildings, and from somewhere above, glittering motes of light that looked like small petals fell. 

      I could hear voices, singing, cheering. Instruments accompanied those voices; a fanfare of trumpets, drums, and what sounded like violins. Then I saw the people, the Fae. Men, women, children, and everything in between filled the shiny, cobbled stone streets, dancing, and laughing, in full enjoyment of their own lives.

      It was a street party, a giant festival, and everyone was part of it.

      “Oh, my Gods, do you smell that?” Bubbles asked.

      “Smells like food,” I said, “Didn’t we just eat?” 

      “We did, but it’s delicious, isn’t it?” 

      My mouth watered. “It kind of is… can we get some?”

      “Later,” Delora said, gesturing toward a set of stairs leading away from the balcony and toward a small back road. 

      Raenor walked ahead of us. I followed him down the stairs, watching the people on the street below and those throwing flowers out of their windows above them. The small alley we moved into, I realized, was part of a building, like a villa. Through a small tunnel near the stairs was a carriage; white, with gold trimmings and teal markings. 

      I heard an animal snort, and as curious as I was approaching the end of the tunnel, I also wasn’t ready for what I saw. A slender, Fae woman wearing what looked like gold and brown armor was feeding a small fruit to a large, winged seahorse. It was easily as big as an actual horse, green and orange in color, and it had wings like Bubbles’—pearlescent and transparent. 

      It turned its head to the side, grabbed the fruit with its long snout, and started suckling on it before eventually swallowing it. The Fae patted it on the snout, then ran her hand along the side of its face and up toward its cheek. It was then that I realized the giant, floating seahorse also had a large horn sticking out of its head. 

      “So much is happening right now,” I said.

      “Don’t let it break your brain,” Bubbles said, “This is probably only the beginning.” 

      “It’s a seahorse, Bubbles! It’s not meant to be that big!” 

      “Maybe where you’re from,” Delora said, “Here, everything’s bigger.” 

      I paused, glanced at Bubbles, and we both had to stifle the laugh. “Sorry,” I said, my hand to my mouth. “That just sounded really dirty.” 

      Delora’s cheeks flushed. “It wasn’t meant to,” she snapped. “Get in the carriage.” 

      Not wanting to anger her any further, I stepped into the carriage. The seats inside were plush, teal leather, and extremely comfortable. Delora climbed in after me, and Raenor entered shortly after. He slid his hand out of the window, tapped the side of the carriage, and a moment later, we were on the move. 

      To say that it felt weird being in a carriage that was being pulled by a giant, winged seahorse was an understatement. In my head I felt like I had to keep repeating the words—this is real, this is happening—if only to ground myself and stop from passing out.

      This was the kind of thing that could make a person faint, after all, and that would’ve been incredibly embarrassing considering the company I was in.

      The carriage pulled out of the villa we were in and got onto the main street. There were people everywhere, but they stepped aside to let us through, and as they did, they waved at us as we went past. I wasn’t sure whether to wave back or not. My instinct was to sink deeper into the carriage and avoid eye contact at all costs, but Delora’s angry scowl told me that was the wrong idea. 

      So, I waved, and I smiled, and I watched the Fae go by—Fae who looked a little like peasants, like everyday people, like the common folk. 

      And I wasn’t.

      For some weird reason, they were cheering for me as if I were some kind of celebrity. As if I was better than them, higher than them, and somehow more important than them. I was a Siren, but I didn’t know what that meant, or why Sirens were supposed to be important around here. 

      Which led to the question.

      “Okay, so,” I said, “This is all spectacular, but I still don’t know what the bloody hell I’m supposed to be doing here, what a Siren is, or why today is so important.”

      “Yeah,” Bubbles said, echoing the sentiment, “We could probably do with a run down.” 

      Delora’s eyebrow arched. “Yes, I was afraid this question would come,” she said, “You truly have no idea why you’re here, do you?” 

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “Then, I’m afraid you’re at a gross disadvantage.” 

      I frowned. “What?”

      “You, my dear, are about to enter a fierce competition against other Fae who have been training for this moment for a long, long time.” 

      “Wait, training? What training?” 

      Delora shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose with her fingers. “Take the assignment,” they said, “It would be good for your career, they said.” 

      “What are you talking about?” 

      “When I agreed to be your caretaker, I had no idea I was going to have to teach you literally everything about the trials. I’m not equipped for this.” 

      “Well, we’re going to have to work together, aren’t we?” Bubbles asked. “I’m sure we can figure it out.” 

      Raenor scoffed. 

      Bubbles glared at him. “Something to say?” she asked.

      The guard’s mouth twisted and warped. He was clearly trying to fight whatever angry impulse he had going on inside of him right now. Instead of speaking, he simply turned his head to the side and watched the street go by.

      “Look,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I don’t know what you expected I would be like, or what you were told about me. It seems like you got a bad deal, but I don’t want to go out there and make a fool of myself in front of the entire population of this city. I spend most of my waking moments avoiding that kind of thing, and I’m not going to stop now, so, are you going to help me, or are you going to complain the whole time while I continuously get things wrong?” 

      Delora gave me her eyes, and in them, I thought I saw something like fire. Like flames. Her eyes narrowed, then her eyebrow arched. “Spoken like a true Siren,” she said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I think she means most Sirens are divas,” Bubbles said. “Just a guess, though.” 

      “That’s not a very nice guess,” I said.

      “She’s correct, though,” Delora said. “Sirens are celebrities. You’ve seen it,” she added, gesturing toward the window, at the many faces watching us stroll by.

      I kept waving. “Why, though? What are the trials? What have these other Fae been training to do? And what happens at the end?” 

      “I can’t tell you what happens at the end because every event is different.” 

      “How many events have there been?”

      “Many, it’s a tradition. Each Fae Kingdom has their own, some are more different than others, only… Caeris hasn’t had one in some time. Not since the war.” 

      “Why not?”

      “It’s difficult to say. I don’t have access to that kind of information. What I can tell you is, you are about to enter a competition that will test your physical, emotional, mental, and magical capabilities.” 

      Bubbles snort-laughed. “Magic? What magic?”

      “Shut up!” I hissed. “But she’s right. What magic?” 

      “Yours,” Delora said, her eyebrows rising. “You do know magic, right?” 

      I gave her a blank stare, the kind of stare I used to give my parents whenever I did something wrong. 

      Not my parents. 

      Delora’s mouth slipped open. “You don’t know any magic,” she said.

      I shook my head. “Am I supposed to?”

      “Sirens are warriors and spellcasters, agents of the Summer Kingdom! They lead the Kingdom’s armies, they are sent to the furthest corners of Arcadia to further the King’s agendas—wait, you don’t know any magic?” 

      “I think we established this point,” Bubbles said. “Could we move on from it?” 

      “We’re done,” Delora said, slumping back into her seat. “Absolutely finished before this even began. I’ll be a laughing stock… my family will be disgraced.”

      “Disgraced?” I asked, “That seems a little harsh.” 

      “You don’t understand. This is a sacred competition—if you do well, the people around you do well, too. Fate itself is said to have picked each and every Siren by hand, and it lends a boon not only to the Siren, but to those caring for her during her trials. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. This competition isn’t just about you, or me, but about every single living soul in Caeris. The people are going to look to you for hope, but instead of seeing a glorious Siren, they’re going to find a… a…” 

      “Lame Flounder?” Bubbles ventured.

      “Not helpful, Bubbles!” I snapped.

      “You don’t know magic,” Delora said, “You don’t know our ways, you don’t know how to fight, and you’ve never had your resolve tested. Next, you’ll be telling me you can’t even swim.”   

      I frowned. “I can swim,” I said. “I can swim really well, in fact.” 

      “Wow,” Delora threw her arms up, then immediately started sarcastically clapping. “That’s fantastic. What a relief.” 

      I lowered my eyes. “And I’ve had my resolve tested in ways you can’t imagine.” 

      The Fae sitting across from me matched my stare. “Maybe that’s true, but we’re still going to lose—horribly.” 

      I glanced at Bubbles, then looked over at Delora again. “If we do, then that’s your fault, isn’t it?” 

      “My fault!?” Delora screeched. “How is it my fault?”

      “You’re supposed to prepare me, aren’t you? If I go out looking like a sack of potatoes and my abilities aren’t up to par, you said it yourself. Apparently, your family will be disgraced.” 

      “You don’t know magic.” 

      “But I’m Fae, aren’t I? I can… I can learn.” 

      Delora peered out of the window before giving me her eyes again. “In the few minutes it will take for us to reach the amphitheater? I highly doubt it.” 

      “Okay, maybe not magic, but you must know what’s expected of me today, right? Prepare me for that. We’ll take it one step at a time.” 

      “In a few moments, you’re going to meet the King of Caeris and all the Summer Fae.”

      I swallowed hard, my heart giving out a massive thump. “The… King?” 

      “And the whole court. He will address you, the other Sirens, and the entire gathered masses. There will then be a feast, a celebration hailing the start of the Siren Trials. You’ll meet the other Sirens, you’ll be watched, scrutinized, and maybe even bet on while you speak to dignitaries from all of the noble families in Caeris.” 

      “Wow…” Bubbles said, trailing off. “That’s a big list of nopes.” 

      In truth, I felt faint just hearing Delora say all those words, but I couldn’t let it show on my face; not while it looked like she was in the middle of some kind of Fae panic attack. The real truth was, like it or not, I was bound for that theater, and I was going to have to do all the things she said were expected of me. 

      “It’s a lot,” I said, “But maybe I can do this.” 

      “You really think you can?” Bubbles asked.

      “I think so…” 

      “You. Kara Shaw. The introvert, mermaid enthusiast, lover of True Crime… you’re going to stand up to the scrutiny of the Fae?” 

      “I’m going to try.” 

      “I hate to be the one to tell you, but the Fae are nothing like humans. They will eat you alive.” 

      I stared Bubbles down. “It’s a good thing I had a strong breakfast then, isn’t it?” 

      Bubbles frowned. “What… what does that even mean?” 

      “It means… it was supposed to mean I’d give them, like, stomach troubles, you know? Because I’m so full of food?” 

      The little Pixie grimaced. “Ew…”

      Delora snapped her fingers. “Could we focus, please? We’re bound for an unmitigated disaster, and we’re running out of time. If we are going to pull today off, then you’re going to have to listen to me very carefully. Are you listening?” 

      I looked over at her. “Yes,” I said, “I’m listening.” 

      “Right… first, we’ll be taken to the theater and lined up in front of it. Then, the royals will step out, and then the King. I’m going to tell you exactly what to do and say, and you’re going to memorize it and act it out in exactly the right order… is that understood?” 

      A pause. Then Bubbles spoke. “Did anyone else get chills?” she asked, an impressed smile on her face. “Because you just gave me the chills.” 

      “Silence,” Delora snapped. “Let’s begin.”
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      Delora did her best to cram thousands of years of Fae decorum into my head in the short time we had—it didn’t go well. There was a time to bow, a time to smile, and speak, there was even a specific kind of greeting the Summer Fae gave each other; that was the hardest one to memorize. Meaning, I hadn’t memorized it.

      It was a series of movements with the fingers, touches, caresses. They meant different things, too. Most of them meant hello, but there were slight variations in each type of touch that could totally change the tone of the greeting. One was formal, another was informal. There was one for slight acquaintances, and another for casual rivals.

      There was even an intimate hello between lovers.

      Why in the world they were all so similar, I didn’t know. What I did know, though, was that I was definitely going to end up telling the King or someone equally important that I wanted to have their babies, totally by accident. Either that, or I was going to tell them to go get fu—

      “—hello?” Delora asked, clicking her fingers in front of my face. “Are you awake?”

      “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m here.”

      “Good, because so are we.”

      The carriage had stopped, we had left the cheering behind somewhere, though I could still hear it, and Raenor was already starting to climb out. My heart thundered inside of my chest, but I held it together as I delicately made my way out, following Raenor onto solid, flat ground.

      We were on the other side of a series of long screens put up to keep us out of the view of the public. The carriage door led directly out onto a corridor of Fae who were waiting to help me out of the carriage and escort me through the corridor and toward the large, clam-shell structure up ahead.

      The amphitheater was magnificent. Tall, curved, and turquoise on the outside, but pearlescent on the inside. Already I could see the people on stage getting everything ready, buzzing around dusting the tall, golden chairs, fluffing pillows, and making the final adjustments to the plates and cups arranged on the various tables near the chairs.

      It was a royal balcony in the making, ornate, and decorated—but weirdly modest, by Fae standards.

      We British had a Queen back on Earth, and while I’d never been to Buckingham Palace, I’d seen her on TV plenty of times. Every time she gave a speech, it was in some lavishly ornate room, covered in bits of gold, and brown, and red. She had a throne that was about four times her size, she wore crowns, and jewelry, and by all accounts, made sure everyone watching knew she was a Queen.

      This, though… if I hadn’t been told the King and the Royals would be making an appearance, I probably wouldn’t have known. It surprised me that the King’s throne was just a tall seat, and not some twelve-foot monstrosity dipped in blood diamonds. And the banquet, while plentiful, wasn’t obnoxiously large, either.

      “Now, don’t be nervous, okay?” Bubbles asked.

      “Easy,” I said, “I’ll just suppress all of my emotions, like Mister Spock.”

      “Mister who?”

      “Did we never watch Star Trek?”

      “No. What’s that?”

      I shook my head. “Never mind. Just, pinch my neck or pull my ear if I’m acting like an idiot, okay?”

      “How hard?”

      “I don’t know. Hard enough to catch my attention, but not hard enough to hurt.”

      “Got it,” Bubbles said, pausing. “I feel pretty exposed sitting up here, though. You sure we can’t let your hair down?”

      “Absolutely not,” Delora said. “Making you look halfway decent was the hardest thing I’ve had to do today, and you’re not going to ruin it before I get to show you off.”

      “You just made me sound like a show pony,” I said.

      “I’m not sure what a pony is, but I feel like what you said is probably correct, and I definitely meant it that way. Now, prance.”

      I frowned, and I refused to prance, but I walked through the screened corridor, following the Fae who were ushering us along. Somewhere behind the amphitheater were a series of tents, and underneath those tents there were even more people. Some clearly looked like staffers and guards; they wore togas and armor. But others… all I had to do was look at one or two of them, and I knew, I was in the presence of Sirens.

      They weren’t just beautiful. To use a word like that was to underplay the intense sense of holy hell that witnessing these creatures filled me with. I had a visceral reaction to seeing them that I couldn’t explain. It was as if they each had an aura that radiated from them like sunlight, and all I could do was look away for fear of getting my retinas burned.

      Each Siren was a team. There were at least two Fae going over the Siren’s appearance, making final, flourishing touches to the way they looked using only their fingertips and magic. Each Siren also had a contingent of guards with them, someone to fetch their food, their choice of beverage, and another hanger-on or two whose function I couldn’t identify.

      I had Bubbles, Raenor, and Delora, and to me, that felt like a crowd already. I realized quickly, though, that our team was the smallest here—and I guessed that made sense. I was the last Siren to arrive, the last one to be filled in, the one who was holding this competition up, and everyone was watching me.

      It was as if the world had stopped the moment we had entered this tented area. The weight of the world was on us right now, eyes and whispers being directed toward us. I swallowed hard, trying to bury my instinct to turn around and run far and run fast, or sink into the ground. It wasn’t easy.

      Eventually, Delora tugged on my arm and pulled me toward an empty spot in which we’d be able to prepare.

      “I think I’m in love,” Bubbles said.

      “Whose team are you on?” I asked.

      “Yours, obviously yours. But my Gods. They looked like they’ve been chiseled out of marble.”

      “Legends say they have been,” Delora said. She pointed at a stool and gave me her eyes. “Sit. I’m clearly not done working on your appearance.”

      “You need to do more?” I asked, sitting down.

      “I thought I’d done enough, but recent evidence has shown me I was wrong. Now, keep still.”

      Delora entered my space again, making me feel no less uncomfortable than I had been the first time she’d worked on me. I tried to keep my eyes off her as she worked, and gave them to the Sirens in the room where I could. The moment of my entrance had passed, as had their interest in me. Most of them were paying attention to what they were doing, or what was being done to them, and that suited me just fine.

      One Siren in particular caught my attention. She wasn’t tall, or athletic like the others, but she was stunningly pretty, with a neck and legs that seemed to go on for ages, and a pair of bright green eyes to compliment her long, wavy, chestnut hair. She wasn’t wearing armor, but a toga, like mine, only the broach on her chest wasn’t a mermaid’s tail, but a seahorse.

      Of all of the Sirens in the space, she was the only one still looking at me. She gently raised her hand, gently showing me the back of her index and middle fingers. Where I came from, that would’ve been an insult, but over here, it was a greeting—soft, and polite.

      Against all of my instincts, I mirrored the gesture, gently moving my hand and my fingers the same way she had. She smiled and nodded at me, and I smiled and nodded in return. The Siren then gave her attention to her caretaker, who wasn’t finished styling her hair.

      I breathed a deep sigh of relief. “Okay,” I said to myself, “That wasn’t so bad.”

      “What wasn’t so bad?” Delora asked.

      “I just greeted that Siren over there. I think she likes me.”

      Delora craned her head around her shoulder. “What did you say to her?”

      “Nothing, she did this—” I showed her the gesture, “—and I did it back.”

      “You did that… exactly that?”

      “Yes. Why? I said hello, didn’t I?”

      “Who did it first, you or her?”

      I paused. “She did.”

      Delora pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “She just challenged you personally, and you accepted it.”

      My heart thudded heavily against my chest. “I what?”

      “Oh no,” Bubbles said.

      “What did I tell you? What was literally one of the first things I told you?”

      “Uh… don’t be rude?”

      “Don’t engage with the other Sirens. I literally couldn’t have been clearer about that!”

      “I didn’t know!”

      “I told you several times to keep your fingers to yourself until you met the Royals, didn’t I?”

      “You’ve said a lot of things in a very short span of time, and your fingers were all over the place. How could I have kept any of that straight in my head?”

      Delora shook her head. “Okay, just be silent, and again, don’t engage with the other Sirens. They’re your competition, not your friends.”

      I lowered my eyes. “Crap.”

      “Smooth,” Bubbles said. “If it helps, I also hadn’t been able to follow any of that greeting stuff—oh look, Pixies!”

      I saw a little glittering, green light go skirting through the tent and land on the shoulder of one of the Sirens’ caretakers. This one didn’t look exactly like Bubbles did. They had tall butterfly wings, green and flecked with pink spots, and vibrant pink hair that hung in a long braid behind their head. I had never seen a second Pixie before, much less one with legs and not tentacles.

      I suspected whoever that was, wasn’t a water Pixie like Bubbles.

      “I guess I’m not the only one with a Pixie on her shoulder,” I said.

      “It’s not as uncommon a thing as you might think,” Bubbles said, “We have to fly just to be at eye level with most things, so it’s easier to sit on someone’s shoulder.”

      “Hold still,” Delora hissed as she continued to work on my face.

      I looked up at her, meeting her eyes. “You can’t make me look any better than I already do,” I said, “Just accept it.”

      “I won’t accept such limitations on my skill.”

      “It’s not your skill, it’s the canvas.”

      “Oh… Kara, no,” Bubbles said, sadness written all over her face.

      “The point is,” I said, “That’s enough fiddling with my skin and my hair. I’m good. If I’m not as pretty as the others, then I don’t care.”

      “How can you not care?” Delora asked.

      “Because it’s not something I’ve ever paid much attention to.”

      Her eyebrow arched. “That blue hair you showed up with says otherwise.”

      “My blue hair isn’t about attention.”

      “No? And what is it?”

      I paused, searching for the right word. “Rebellion…”

      Delora pulled back, staring at me with both eyebrows arched. “Sure…” she trailed off. “Okay, rebel, it’s time.”

      “Time?” I stood up, noticing a little commotion going on in the tent around me.

      The other Sirens and their teams were starting to move. One by one they were being ushered under a small canopy that seemed to lead toward the front of the amphitheater. I could only imagine that meant the Siren Trials were about to start.

      “Holy shit,” I said, “It’s seriously time?”

      Delora took my hand and tugged. “Yes. It’s time for you to get out there, and for me to pray. Given your first interaction with another real Fae, I’m not terribly excited about your chances.”

      “Thanks,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “But if you could be so good as to not fall flat on your face, we may be able to walk out of this with some kind of dignity still intact.”

      “Don’t fall on my face. Got it.”

      Delora stopped, turned around, and glared at me. “Definitely don’t fall on your face. That would be the worst you can do.”

      “Uh, I think I can handle walking, thank you very much” I said, stumbling slightly as I pulled away from her. I straightened out, lifted my chin to mask the flush of blood rushing to my cheeks, and turned to face the walkway the other Sirens were being led through. “Shall we?”

      “We are so done for,” Delora said.
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      BLACKSTONE

      

      “Just… a little… further…” I said, as I attempted to squeeze my torso through the bars of my cell. I had managed to get my arm through, my shoulder had followed, but the rest of me was struggling. I stopped straining, took a breath, and exhaled.

      “I shouldn’t have eaten all that bacon,” I said to myself. “This is stupid. I look stupid right now.”

      It had been a while since anyone had been down here. I hadn’t seen so much as a guard come waddling down those stairs, not since the Princess had made her fabulous entrance and exit. I was, and had been, alone for some time with my thoughts, and honestly, I’d had enough of myself.

      Turns out I could be quite the downer, hence my escape attempt.

      I went to pull myself away from the bars, realizing only after a few moments of intense further straining, that I was stuck. I threw my hands up. “Fantastic,” I said, defeated. “Alright, jail cell. You win. You can have me, but only because I allow it.”

      “Could you quiet down?” came a slow, deep voice. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”

      I craned my neck around and scanned the dungeon. “Who said that?” I asked.

      “Just be quiet.”

      I paused. “I have a better idea. How about we help each other escape?”

      “There is no escape.”

      I still couldn’t see who was talking, so I had to speak to the air. “That’s not fair. Have you tried hard enough?”

      “No, and I don’t care to.”

      “If you haven’t tried to escape, how do you know escape is impossible?”

      “Because the bars are magic, idiot.”

      I frowned and suspiciously looked up and down at the bars all around me. “Magic?”

      “If they aren’t already crushing your bones, they will soon enough.”

      Another pause. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Then you had better start pulling… mate.”

      I knew that was a dig at my mannerisms, but I ignored it and started frantically trying to pull myself loose of the bars that now almost did feel like they were starting to constrict a little. I didn’t think I was slender enough to fit through them, but I also shouldn’t have gotten stuck trying to get out considering I had already gotten some of the way through.

      Come on, Blackstone. Put your back into it.

      Frantic, and a little panicked, I pressed my hand and my foot against the bars and pulled until, finally, I went staggering back and away from them. I fell flat on my ass, my chest was sore, and my ego was bruised, but I wasn’t about to get smothered to death by an inanimate object, at least.

      “Well done,” came the voice. “I was starting to think you wouldn’t make it.”

      I scanned the dungeon again. “You know, it’s rude to not announce one’s identity when referring themselves to another person.”

      “Who I am isn’t important. But you should stop struggling. You aren’t getting out of this place, and neither am I.”

      Standing upright, I looked up and down the dungeon for the source of the voice, but it seemed like the entire place was empty. That wasn’t possible, though, because I was being spoken to, but with the exception of a set of floating chains—wait.

      My eyes narrowed, and I honed in on some kind of distortion in the air. I couldn’t tell exactly what I was looking at, but there was something down there, about three cells across from me. Something large, invisible, and tied to the ground and to the sides of its cell.

      Before I could ask another question, someone came twinkling down the stairs into the dungeon. I stood at attention, turning to face the stairwell with my back straight, my hands up in mock surrender, and the best smile I could muster.

      The Pixie came floating quickly down the stairwell, hovered by the entrance to the dungeon, and then hovered over to my cell. He was big, for a Pixie. Taller than most, muscular, and wearing a suit of what looked like small armor; gold, teal, and brown, Summer Fae colors.

      He stared at me from the entrance to my cell, then he drew a small sword from a sheath by his waist. It looked more like a toothpick than a sword, but it gleamed in the light, sharp, and pointy, and thirsty for Fae blood. My blood.

      “Blackstone,” he barked, with a voice that greatly surpassed his size. “Get ready to move.”

      “That’s Captain Blackstone,” I corrected, putting a fine point on the word with my finger and sharpening my smile.

      “No ship, no captain. Now, up against the wall.”

      “I take it my refusal would be unwise?”

      The Pixie aimed the tip of his sword at me. “Very.”

      I took a tentative few steps back, away from the cell door. “And to what do I owe this visit, if I may ask?”

      “Don’t ask stupid questions, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Given that you’ve chosen not to answer, I would imagine that I’m about to be led to the gallows and my untimely end—a fate that doesn’t sit well with me, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh, don’t be so glum. There will be a trial, at least.”

      “A fair trial? Will I be judged by a jury of my peers?”

      “Probably just the King, maybe the prince… how close are you with the royal family?”

      “Not very.”

      “Then I don’t rate your chances too highly.”

      I paused. “How about we strike some kind of accord, then, ey?”

      The Pixie’s eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t say another word, if I were you.”

      “Agreed, under normal circumstances, however seeing as I’m a dead man, it can’t hurt your chances to hear me out.”

      One of his eyebrows arched. “Chances of what?”

      “Becoming rich, mate.”

      “I’m not interested in your gold. I have all the riches I need right here.”

      “And you are indeed a figure of opulence and wealth, there’s no denying that. But a man of your… stature… is surely deserving of a much less labor-intensive life, don’t you think?”

      The Pixie paused. “I don’t have a problem with my duties.”

      “Surely not, and I wasn’t suggesting that. But of all the Pixies the court could’ve sent to drag a dangerous prisoner out of his cell and bring him before the royals, they sent you—a highly overqualified individual whose talents are better served elsewhere.”

      “Like where?”

      I took a step toward the door. “On a beach. In a hammock, with someone fanning you, feeding you, offering you drink to quench your thirst. You have done your bit for king and country, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Another pause. “Even if I did, what can you do from that cell?”

      “From here, nothing. But, if you were to get me to my ship and free it and my crew, we could all sail away from this place and find exactly the right beach for you. For all of us.”

      The Pixie seemed to consider my words as I approached. I could see the wheels of his mind turning, fantasies playing out inside of his head. Pixies were notorious tricksters and manipulators; theirs was the realm of mischief and whimsy, or so I had been told. But if I could only get through to him, maybe he would release me from my prison before the royals got their hands on me.

      “This beach…” the Pixie guard trailed off. “Would there be… women on it?”

      “Women, men, whatever you wanted. Yes.”

      “Fae women?”

      “The man has a preference. I like that.” I clasped my hands together. “Yes, of course. All the Fae women you could possibly want.”

      The Pixie flicked his wrist and waved his sword about. The sword glowed brightly, sending off a flash of blue. A moment later, my already clasped hands pulled themselves together even more tightly, and a lasso of blue light wrapped itself around them. The magic ties then pulled me toward the bars, where I hit my head hard enough to see stars.

      I shut my eyes and groaned while the Pixie floated up to my ear. “My wife is Fae,” he snarled, “Or didn’t you spot the ring?”

      “To be fair, mate,” I said, “Your hands are very small, your fingers smaller still, and I was quite far away.”

      “Seems like a you problem.”

      “Can’t blame a pirate for trying, can you?”

      “I suppose not.”

      The barred doors to my cell swung open by themselves, and I realized I had my cue to leave. I rubbed my head with my hands, both of which were still tied together, and slowly made my way out of the cell and into the dungeons.

      “Good luck, captain,” came a voice from somewhere nearby.

      “Quiet, mangy mongrel,” the Pixie barked. “Or you’re next.”

      The creature a few cells down from mine growled a deep, guttural growl. It sounded animalistic, almost wolf-like, and it gave me a sense of its size. It was likely quite big, and in my mind, it had sharp fangs and claws, and probably even blood on its snout, but I still couldn’t see it. The thing was entirely invisible.

      Without a chance to bid the creature adieu, I was marched up the stairs and out of the dungeons. The last time I had been down here, I had been unconscious—courtesy of his royal highness, Aenon, prince of all the idiots. I didn’t know what I expected to see once I emerged from the holding cells they had stuffed me into.

      I had, after all, never been to the sunken city of Caeris, nor had I ever wanted to come here; but even I had to recognize its beauty.

      I would’ve been a fool not to.

      I was being kept in a cell in the belly of a building that looked more like a palace as I moved into the upper levels. There, another contingent of Fae guards was waiting to escort me out of the building and into the streets of Caeris, where I could hear cheering, and chanting, and the sounds of music.

      It sounded like they were having a party, and I was being led toward the main stage.

      “Seems like your gallows are an awfully cheerful place,” I said, “Do your people really celebrate executions here?”

      “Not often,” the Pixie at my back said, “But today is an exception.”

      I swallowed hard, looking frantically around me for a path that would lead toward escape. There were four guards with me, each of them bigger than the last, all of them armed. The Pixie floating behind me was the bigger problem, though. His eyes were on me, and they weren’t going anywhere else—especially considering I had already tried to trick him into freeing me once.

      Even still, all was not lost for good old captain Blackstone. There was a way to escape this place, and I was going to find it.

      It wasn’t long before I realized I was being taken toward a large, clamshell structure—an amphitheater that shone teal and gold on the outside, and iridescent on the inside. That was where the bulk of the city’s inhabitants were, that was where the cheering and the music was coming from, and that was clearly where the gallows were.

      Only, I couldn’t find them as I approached the amphitheater, or as I was marched onto the stage, nor could I spot them in the sea of faces assembled in front of the stage I was made to stand on. There were only people; bright, colored people holding flowers, and wreaths—only now they were booing as I was presented to them.

      “Seems a little harsh,” I said, “I bet if they knew me, they wouldn’t be booing.”

      “You’re a pirate,” said the Pixie, “Trust me. They’ll cheer when we kill you.”

      My lip curled and my stomach flipped as the Pixie hovered off, leaving me on the stage with two of the four Fae guards who had brought me here. I noticed a group of people moving into the space between the crowd and the stage, and the gathered Fae started to cheer again; loudly, wildly, as if they’d been possessed in some way.

      One by one I watched as a number of women came almost prancing delicately out from under a canopy just off to the right. Each of these women looked like they stood taller than the others around them, and it seemed to me judging from their upturned chins and condescending grins that they were well aware of that fact.

      I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, or who they were, or what was even happening—until I saw her.

      She was at the back of the group of women lining up before the stage. I almost hadn’t recognized her because she looked… different. Her blue hair was held up, she had a fully painted face, and she didn’t have those ridiculous, round ears anymore, but it was her and her little Pixie companion.

      It was Kara… and I couldn’t help but recognize her world-shattering splendor.

      I would’ve been a fool not to.

      I felt my pulse quicken when she saw me, and our eyes locked. I had not expected to see her. I wasn’t even sure where they had taken her, what they had done with her, but here she was, part of a lineup of women who I hoped weren’t about to stone me to death.

      And she was the most beautiful one of them all.

      And she was truly Fae… it was a lot to process.
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      It’s him.

      My heart surged in a way I hadn’t expected when I saw him, Blackstone, standing on that stage. He had guards with him, his hands were bound at his front, and I could already hear the other Sirens whispering about him amongst each other. He had been brought here to be made a spectacle of, only he didn’t look scared.

      The look on his face, in his eyes—those luminous, green eyes—was one of… shock? Awe? Wonder? I wasn’t sure, because he was looking right at me, right at me, and it was as if his jaw had dropped. Why? I had no idea, but the full weight of his gaze was making my cheeks blush bright red and my heart start thundering inside of my chest.

      “This is something of a development,” Delora said.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, as I took my place next to the other Sirens. We were all stood in a line in front of the stage. Behind us, the gathered crowd of Caeris’ citizens were cheering, and hooting, and singing praise to us—their Sirens.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Delora asked. “Look at the guards, their weapons. We’re getting an execution today.”

      “Execution?!”

      Delora looked at me, her eyes narrowed. “Is that a problem?”

      Shit.

      “No. Uh, no problem. Only, do you really think they’re going to kill that man right now?”

      “I would say so, yes.”

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I turned my head slightly to the side, far enough for Bubbles to hear me. “I don’t like the sound of that,” I whispered.

      “Me either,” she said, keeping her voice low, “But, Kara… he’s a pirate. These people hate pirates.”

      “But he shouldn’t be executed for it… that feels wrong.”

      “Maybe he’s done stuff; like horrible stuff. Stuff you don’t know about.”

      “I don’t believe that, Bubbles. He was going to let me go, even though he knew what that meant for him and his crew. It meant death for them, or maybe worse.”

      “Is it possible he was bluffing?”

      “I… I don’t know.” I gave him my eyes again. He was still looking at me, although he had readjusted his jaw. Now he simply offered a slight smile and a wiggle of his fingers that I took to mean hello. “He needs help.”

      “Woah, woah. Wait a second. What help do you think you’re going to give him? There are guards everywhere, there are Sirens all around us, and there’s an angry mob behind us. Just what in the world do you think you can do here, Kara?”

      “I don’t know, but I need to do something.”

      I wasn’t sure if Delora had caught much of our conversation, but I didn’t truly care either way. If she had heard us, she wasn’t acting on any of the information she had. If she hadn’t heard us, then that suited me just fine. If I was going to do anything, anything at all, I was going to need the element of surprise.

      All I needed now was a plan on how to steal a pirate from a stage covered in guards, in front of a lineup of warrior Sirens, backed up by the biggest mob this city could produce.

      Easy.

      As I stood there, heart racing, thoughts mulling quickly, I noticed movement on the stage. From behind a curtain, people were starting to emerge. Two Fae stepped through a set of long, fine, golden curtains, each taking one side of it and pulling it apart. A moment later, a woman stepped through. A tall, muscular woman with long, auburn hair held in a tight braid. A severe looking woman wearing body armor, with almost translucent, turquoise marks all over her arms.

      A woman I hadn’t seen since we were on Blackstone’s ship.

      Princess Aerin.

      She stomped onto the stage, accompanied by roaring applause from the crowd behind me. The noise was so loud, it drowned my own thoughts. It felt like the clapping, the hooting, and the hollering wasn’t going to stop, and when Prince Aenon took the stage, it only got louder.

      He, unlike his sister, offered the world a little wave as he took his place beside her. This time, he was wearing a shirt—or at least, a toga. It was fine, and form fitting; white, laced with gold and blue. He and Blackstone had a moment where they each made eye contact, but Aenon quickly took his eyes off Blackstone and gave them to me.

      I watched him from where I stood, eyes wide and pleading, trying to show on my face the panic I was feeling inside. Aenon simply looked at me, his lips slightly parted, his gaze deepening. He was surprised to see me like this, just as Blackstone had been, and I hated it. I hated being looked at like I was different, like I wasn’t myself.

      More importantly, I hated the attention I was getting.

      A moment later, a third person took to the stage—another man wearing a toga and holding a large scroll of some kind. He took to the center of the stage, turned to look at the crowd and cleared his throat. From out of nowhere, a giant fanfare erupted, trumpets and horns blaring. The man on the stage opened his scroll, and began to yell.

      “Citizens of Caeris!” he shouted, “It is my privilege to be able to introduce to you, Aevon Aqilus, King of the Summer Fae, the Scourge of Ragewater, Lord of the Deep, and Defender of the Underlight!”

      The people behind and around me exploded into rowdy clapping, and cheering, and even screaming. Delora only lightly clapped her hands together, her eyes fixed on the stage—on the point where the King was due to emerge at any moment.

      I was surprised to see most of the Sirens lined up beside me weren’t cheering for their King like the rest of the people around us were. Many of them had stern, focused, almost hungry looks on their faces. It felt to me as if they were ready for a fight, like they were ready to drop everything they were doing at a moment’s notice and burst right into some kind of battle.

      “Aevon, Aenon, Aerin,” I said, “I’m starting to sense a naming convention.”

      “Right?” Bubbles asked. “What’s with all the A’s?”

      “I’m not sure, but they must hate it.”

      “Who’s they?”

      “The kids. I would’ve hated having siblings and parents with names so similar to mine. How would we have kept anything straight at home?”

      At the apex of the fanfare and the cheering, a man emerged that seemed to tower above all around him. He was clad in full-plated armor, all gold and form fitting, and chiseled to give him the physique of a Greek God. For a moment I wondered whether he had one underneath it or not, but then I saw the size of his biceps, the pronounced veins running down his arms and hands, and the size of his legs.

      I no longer had to wonder.

      The King of the Summer Fae had long, white hair that cascaded across his shoulders like smoke, with a beard to match. His eyes burned bright and orange, just like those of his son and daughter, and he had a pronounced jawline and pointed ears. And like his children, he was covered in golden bangles and rings and other bits of extravagant jewelry.

      Behind me, praise of all kinds was being thrown at him. The people loved him. He was like a rockstar to them. Many of them wanted him to give them his attention, they begged for him to look at them, to bless them with his eyes. Others wanted him to have their babies. Those calls made me cringe a little.

      When he reached the center of the stage, he raised his arms, and the crowd slowly quieted. Once the ambient volume had all but died out, the King glanced at his son and daughter, who both nodded in deference to him. He then gave Blackstone a look that was part filled with smugness, and part with contempt.

      By the time he gave his attention to the crowd, it was standing in rapt silence, waiting for him to speak.

      “My people,” he said, taking a deep breath and exhaling. “I gaze across from this wonderful stage and I am greeted by a sea of faces that fills my heart with great happiness. I am your King, but you are not my servants. You are my family. My children. My neighbors. Caeris is strong, Caeris endures, Caeris thrives because you make it thrive. I am merely the instrument of your collective will.”

      “We love you!” a chorus of women screamed from somewhere in the back.

      That drew out a moment of laughter from the crowd. It even made the King’s lips curl into a smile. “Hear me now, Caeris,” he continued, “For today is the greatest of days. Today is the day we, the Royals, give back to you. Long have we waited for the return of our lost Siren so that we may begin this most sacred of rituals, but by the hand of Fate itself she is here…” the King let the words hang in the air while gesturing toward me.

      Delora looked at me, then the other Sirens looked at me, and suddenly the eyes of all of Caeris were on me. Bubbles awkwardly smiled and waved, while I simply froze. It was Delora’s nudge to my ribs that made me snap into the moment and do as she had instructed me to do. I was to smile, to raise my hand, and make a fist with it.

      Instead, I giggled nervously and staggered through the word “Good-hi.”

      The King’s smile turned into a confused frown, his eyebrows pinching in the middle of his weirdly un-aged face. He didn’t look too much older than his children, at least he hadn’t until he frowned. I saw some wrinkles on his face, but not as many as you’d expect from a man whose hair was entirely white.

      Delora was staring at me, her eyes burning holes into my very soul. “Make the fist,” she angrily mouthed.

      “Oh,” I said, quickly raising my hand and closing it into a fist. There was a moment where my hand hung in the air, in silence, but then someone started clapping, and before I knew it, the rest of Caeris was clapping at me, cheering at me, hooting at me.

      “Good hi?” Bubbles whispered.

      “I was nervous,” I said, “I couldn’t decide whether to say good day or hi. I’d totally forgotten about the fist.”

      The King raised his hands again, silencing the crowd. “Today, good people of Caeris,” he said, “We embark upon the sacred tradition of the Siren Trials. Seven women are arranged before me—seven wonderful, beautiful, strong young women chosen by Fate itself to be here, before me and all of you. These women are about to compete in the challenge of their lives, but at the end, only one of them can succeed and claim her prize.”

      The crowd started whispering in hushed tones. My heart hammered loudly inside of my chest. I looked at Blackstone, and he looked at me, and all he did was simply shake his head, and somehow that filled me with dread. With imminent, paralyzing dread.

      “But before we begin,” the King continued, “I wish for my son Aenon to address you as a matter of importance.”

      Aenon looked over at his father, nodded, and stepped forward. “People of Caeris,” he called out, “By now you have noticed the man standing on this stage. His name is Daman Blackstone.”

      “Captain”, Blackstone mumbled, rolling his eyes.

      “This man stands accused of piracy and of crimes against the Summer Kingdom… he and his crew were captured attempting to take one of our Sirens into the clutches of the vilest Fae known to exist.” He glanced over at Blackstone. “How do you plead to these charges?”

      Blackstone looked around, his eyes darting across the crowd. He hadn’t expected to be asked a question. “Not guilty, mate,” he said, with a cheeky smile and a nod. “Don’t suppose that wins me a trial of my peers? Or… freedom, ey?”

      “Daman Blackstone,” Aenon said, “You are a liar and a pirate, and for that, you are to be executed on this stage.”

      Blackstone shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

      Executed.

      I shook my head. “No,” I whispered. “They can’t…”

      “They’re going to,” Bubbles said. “I’m sorry.”

      They can’t do this. I can’t let them. But what the bloody hell can I do?

      “If only you had a special trident,” came a raspy, throaty voice that beamed into my mind, rooting me to the spot and chilling me to the bone.
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      I didn’t dare think, move, or even breathe. I couldn’t quite identify the voice, but it could only have been that awful voice from my dreams, from the hospital. I hadn’t heard it since… well, I couldn’t exactly remember how long it had been, but the voice had laid dormant for some time.

      My heart was thumping even harder, now, threatening to burst its way out of my chest, flop to the floor, and start running like the chest-bursters in the Alien movies. I shut my eyes, focusing all of my willpower on blocking the voice, on trying to stop it from reaching me again. I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want it in my life.

      “Are you okay?” Bubbles asked.

      I opened my eyes and looked at her. “That’s a loaded question,” I said, after a moment. “Aenon is about to execute Blackstone and everyone’s going to watch it happen.”

      “I don’t want to see that…”

      “Me either. I need to try and stop—”

      “—however,” King Aevon declared, urging his son to back down. “Given that the Siren Trials are about to begin, I believe it would be best not to sully this day of celebration with bloodshed. Therefore, I am ordering a stay on this pirate’s execution.”

      Princess Aerin looked like she was about to lunge forward and speak out in protest, but she didn’t. She simply glared at her father. Damn. She really wants Blackstone dead. The prince, on the other hand, returned to his sister’s side and, with a gesture of his hand, bid the guards behind Blackstone to stand down.

      Both took a step away from the prisoner, who remained on the stage, watching proceedings unfold around him with wide, unbelieving eyes.

      “Oh my God,” I said, “They’re not going to kill him today.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s worse,” Bubbles said.

      “Worse? How could it be worse?”

      “I mean… there’s few things worse than knowing you’re going to die on a given day. He knows he’s dead tomorrow. That’s going to make today pretty sucky.”

      “Could the two of you be silent?” Delora hissed. “Do you hear any of the other Sirens engaging in idle chitchat?”

      I felt like a scolded child, and my face reflected as much. “Sorry…” I said, “This is all new to me.”

      “Let’s pretend like it isn’t, yes? We have already failed twice today—I don’t want another failure.”

      I struggled to pinpoint the first failure, but I felt like that was probably when I accepted the other Siren’s challenge. That was a mistake, one I should probably have caught given that Delora had gone over typical Summer Fae hand gestures with me not minutes before. I never was good at exams, though.

      “Now,” King Aenon said, a bright smile on his face, “The matter of the Siren Trials is at hand. Each of the seven women arranged before me will compete for fame, for glory, and for praise, but one shall find herself receiving the ultimate reward for her years of grueling sacrifice and dedication to the ideal of the Siren Trials.”

      A pregnant pause hung in the air, the King holding onto his words for dramatic effect. I had to admit, it was working on me, too, although all it was doing was sending my heartrate up even further, bringing it dangerously close to chest-burster levels.

      “The winner of the Siren Trials shall claim the vacant seat beside mine,” said the King. “She will become Queen of Caeris, and Queen of the Summer Fae.”

      My heart gave a massive, painful thud. I could almost imagine it bashing against the inside of my ribcage with its metal teeth. Bubbles gasped. Many of the Sirens also looked at each other in stunned silence. Delora wasn’t immune, either; her hand flew to her mouth, as did that of several of the other caretakers around us.

      It was the murmuring in the crowd that really made the King’s message sink in for me. They weren’t cheering, or roaring, or laughing—they were all stunned. I had been told that nobody knew what the final prize for winning the Siren Trials was. It was the King’s job to make that decision and guard the secret until the moment of revelation.

      Clearly, nobody had seen this coming, though I should have known when the Royals were all introduced save for the Queen.

      She was missing from this show.

      The King waited another moment before pretending to clear his throat. The roaring that came from the crowd after that simple gesture was so loud, I couldn’t even hear myself complain about it in my own head. I could feel the vibrations inside of my chest, in my bones; it was as if I was being yelled at by thousands of people.

      A fanfare erupted, confetti flew into the air, and people started singing along to some kind of Fae anthem that had started playing. I didn’t know the words and I didn’t care enough to pretend, so I held my ground and kept my eyes on the royals. They moved from Aerin, to Aenon, to Blackstone and back. I wanted to try to get their reactions, figure out what they were thinking, but it was difficult.

      Aerin was a stone wall, but her expression was harsh, and slightly angry. Aenon was looking at the Sirens, his eyes occasionally fluttering over to me. Blackstone, meanwhile, looked relieved to still be alive. I couldn’t see on his face any of the existential dread Bubbles thought he would be experiencing right now.

      He truly was a simple man.

      “Hear me now, Caeris,” the King called out, “For with these words, I pronounce the commencement of this sacred competition. Tomorrow, our Sirens will engage each other in contests of wits, resolve, strength, and even cunning. I ask now for all those volunteering themselves as Champions to step forward and declare themselves to their chosen Siren.”

      “Wait, Champion?” I asked, looking over at Delora.

      She shut her eyes hard and grimaced. “I didn’t think he would do this,” she said.

      “Do what?”

      “Call for champions to step forward.”

      I paused. “What does he mean by champions?”

      Already I could see movement coming from the other teams of Sirens. Each had showed up with an entourage. Each had a caretaker, some kind of servant, and at least one or two other people with them. Originally, I had thought them to be guards. But the way they were lining up beside the Sirens they had come in with now made me think otherwise.

      “It means the King has decided to make the trials a little more interesting,” Delora said.

      “And you knew about this?” I asked.

      “No. Much like his revelation about the prize, this call for champions is also one of his whims. Nobody knew a champion would be called for. I was hoping he wouldn’t.”

      “Because we didn’t bring one with us?”

      “I could be your champion,” Bubbles said. “I’m not as big or as—oh my—as deliciously strong as that guy over there, but I can help.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you to do that,” I said.

      “She can’t, anyway,” Delora said. “The King gets to decide the prize and whether or not champions are allowed, but the laws state the champion must be Fae.”

      Bubbles scanned the crowd. “I can’t help but notice no one’s lining up to volunteer for our team,” she said.

      “Why would they?” Delora asked. “They don’t know who Kara is. All they know is, she’s the reason why the trials are late.”

      “I feel like I’ve just joined a new school and I’ve been asked to hand in homework I didn’t know I had,” I said. “I hate being unprepared for things.”

      “I feel like being unprepared is a bit of a running theme for our adventure in Arcadia,” Bubbles said. “Don’t you think?”

      “That and kidnapping,” I agreed.

      “Could we focus, please?” Delora asked, shaking her head. “This is a disaster.”

      “Do I need a champion?”

      “Yes, you do, but without a volunteer—”

      “—Kara Shaw,” came a voice from the stage; a voice that made my insides tingle just a little bit. When I looked over, I saw Prince Aenon approaching the edge of the stage. “I volunteer to be your Champion.”

      Delora stared at him. Bubbles stared at him. I stared at him. The entire city of Caeris stared at him. His sister marched up to him, grabbed his arm, and gave him a hard look that could only have meant what the hell are you doing? Aenon brushed her aside while the King watched, unmoving.

      “Do you accept me as your champion?” he asked.

      I looked at him, scanning his eyes, unsure of what to say or even how to say it. Delora stepped forward and opened her mouth to speak, but it was Blackstone who took his chance and made his move.

      “I volunteer also!” he blurted out, “As champion, I mean. I want to be her champion.”

      Aenon turned his head to the side and scowled. Aerin leapt toward Blackstone, weapon drawn and aimed at his throat. “You dare speak in the presence of your King?” she snarled.

      “I will if it means I have a chance at living,” he said.

      “How about I end your miserable life right now, pirate?”

      “Think you might have to run that by your father over there, ey? Seems like he calls the shots around here, lass.”

      Aerin snapped a harsh look at her father. “What say you?” she asked, the tip of the blade making a slight divot in Blackstone’s neck.

      The King frowned. “This pirate is Fae,” he said. “To deny his offer of championship to a Siren would be to go against the rules of the competition.”

      “You are King. You can change the rules if you want.”

      “And in this case, I wish not to.” The King turned his curious eyes over to Blackstone, then gave them to me again. “Kara Shaw,” he said, “Our last, lost, Siren. It appears you have a decision to make. Make it.”

      The crowd around me, the Sirens next to me, the entire city—it seemed—was waiting on bated breath. Some of them were silently watching, others murmuring to each other. It wasn’t long before someone in the crowd yelled for me to choose Aenon. That voice was countered by another call for me to choose the pirate. Soon, more voices joined in, lending their opinions to the situation.

      These people had come here for a spectacle, for entertainment, for a bit of drama. This was exactly the kind of development none of them had expected, and it felt like they were all absolutely here for it. Everyone, of course, except me.

      To say I wasn’t good at making decisions would’ve been pretty pointless right now. Anyone who knew me understood just what a terrible position I had been put in. But as I looked at both men, both who were eager to help me, I knew I had to make a decision, and I had to make it fast.

      So, it was time to problem solve.

      Aenon was prince of the Summer Fae. Having him on my team would only improve my chances of winning, given just how physically impressive he was. It didn’t hurt that he was a Royal, either. Blackstone, on the other hand, was a dead man walking. That meant he was going to work incredibly hard to make sure I won.

      The only problem was, I didn’t want to win. Winning meant I would become… what, Queen of the Summer Fae? What in the bloody hell was all this about? I still wasn’t totally sure I even was Fae. I had… well, I didn’t have parents, but I had friends, and a life. Okay, maybe I didn’t have much of either of those going for me, but I had a whole history back on Earth; records to prove I was a real, existing person.

      I wasn’t about to just throw all of that away.

      “Ahem,” Delora said, nudging me in the elbow. She was glaring, her eyes bulging.

      “Sorry,” I said, turning my eyes up onto the stage. I paused, my heart hammering, racing at dizzying speeds. “Blackstone,” I said. “I choose Captain Blackstone.”

      He had almost set me free. I had delayed his execution.

      Now, we were even.
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      I wasn’t given a chance to mingle. My decision, it looked like, had caused something of an uproar in Caeris. Not among its people, but among the royalty, and even some of the Sirens. Some said my choice was illegal and shouldn’t be allowed, while others argued that I should be disqualified entirely—that I’m nowhere near prepared.

      I didn’t want to argue with those people, but I wasn’t about to raise my voice. Not once. Delora didn’t need to speak for me either. Everyone else was happy to fling their voices around and argue amongst themselves. In the end, the King decided my choice was legal, but insisted that I be rushed out of the amphitheater and not be allowed to join the other Sirens and nobles in the after-party.

      Honestly, that suited me just fine. The thought of having to mingle with a room full of people I didn’t know was horrifying, even more so than being captured by Mordred and nearly drowned by his hands. Still, part of me felt like I was missing something, like I was somehow being disadvantaged by not being present at the second part of the ceremony.

      I was the Lost Siren.

      The Last Siren.

      Nobody knew who I was, where I came from, or what it had taken for me to get here. Maybe if I’d had a chance to explain, my chances of winning would improve. But again, did I even want to win? No matter what rabbit hole of thought my mind led me into, it always came back to that question.

      A question I didn’t know the answer to.

      “You realize that this is an unmitigated disaster, don’t you?” Delora asked, once we’d reached the apartment.

      I shut the door behind myself as I stepped through, then immediately walked over to the bed and sat down. “I’m sure you think it is,” I said, “But I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Blackstone? You could’ve had the Prince of Caeris on your team, and you chose that… that pirate. Are you out of your mind?”

      “Probably.”

      “Why did you do it? What is he to you?”

      I shook my head. “It’s a long story.”

      Delora placed her hands on her hips. “It’s not like we have a party to go to, so, why don’t you enlighten me? It may help me understand why you’ve done what you’ve done.”

      I looked over at Bubbles who was still sticking to my shoulder. “For what it’s worth,” she said, “I think you did the right thing.”

      “How can you be on her side?” Delora asked.

      “Because it’s my job to be on her side. I’m her best friend. I also happen to think that saving Blackstone’s life was more important than having the prince on our team.”

      “Do you know anything about this competition?”

      “No, but I know that doing the right thing isn’t more important than the Siren Trials, and Kara did the right thing.”

      Delora huffed. “We’re the laughing stock, do you realize that?”

      “I wish I could say that was uncharted waters for me,” I said, “But it’s not. I’ve been picked on and laughed at my whole life. A long time ago, I decided to look that in the face and become a mermaid. To hell what people thought.”

      “You mean you played pretend?” Delora asked.

      “Yes, I pretended to be a mermaid. And I got weird looks, and there were people who clearly didn’t like what I was doing. But I also got to see a lot of awed faces from little children who felt like I’d added a touch of magic to their lives, and from older women who—like me—cared too much what people thought about them.”

      “I’m glad you have all that personal experience behind you,” Delora said, “But I don’t have that kind of experience backing me up.”

      “You also don’t have a very thick skin,” Bubbles said. “Which is weird, because you’re Fae.”

      Delora frowned. “Watch your words,” she warned.

      “Or what?”

      I shook my head. “Please, let’s stop this,” I said. “Look, I know you don’t understand why I saved Blackstone’s life, but he’s… important to me.”

      “Important?” Delora asked. “How?”

      “I don’t know, exactly, but… he could’ve taken me to the Queen-Captain, and he didn’t.”

      “Because we rescued you.”

      “Yes, but before that, he was going to let me leave his ship and swim for a portal. If you hadn’t attacked, I could’ve been back on Earth by now.”

      “And do you know for sure he would’ve allowed you to leave?”

      “He was about to.”

      Delora took a step toward me. “So, imagine you leap off his ship and start swimming… only to find it’s a trick. His crew captures you again, and you have to suffer the sting of their laughter as they haul you into their brig. What then?”

      I shrugged. “I never got to see that either way, and I choose to give people the benefit of the doubt.”

      Delora rolled her eyes. “That’s the human in you talking. You should start thinking like the Fae if you want to survive out here. Even Sirens aren’t immune to deceit and betrayal.”

      Someone’s lying to you, Kara.

      A shiver worked its way up my spine. I looked over at Bubbles, who had a face on like she was about to give Delora a royal telling off. She was like a little Pitbull, or an angry Chihuahua, always ready and eager to jump to my defense.

      And yet, every time I thought about those words, I caught a glimpse of her in my mind. She was the closest person to me, and that voice had told me that someone close to me had lied to me for a long time. Was it her? And what if it was? What did that mean?

      “Maybe there’s still time,” Delora said, turning her chin up and pondering. “Maybe I can go back and talk to the King.”

      “Time for what?” I asked.

      She looked down at me. “To take it back.”

      “My choice? I don’t want to take it back.”

      “Because you’re not thinking straight. You understand what this competition is about, don’t you?”

      I paused. “The winner gets to be Queen of Caeris.”

      Delora let the words hang in the air and stared at me, wide-eyed the entire time, as if I was supposed to understand the significance of those words. “Well?” she asked.

      “Well, what?”

      “Queen of Caeris. Queen of the Summer Fae. Do you have any idea how much power you’d have?”

      I scoffed. “Please. As if I have a chance in hell at winning this competition. You saw those women out there, you heard what the King had said about them. They’ve been training their whole lives for this, while I’ve spent it swimming and binge-watching TV shows I enjoy.”

      “That’s why humans are so soft.”

      I nodded. “Captain Mordred said that.”

      Delora stiffened. “Don’t say his name around here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we don’t say his name. We also don’t say the name of the Queen-Captain.”

      “Are you that afraid of them?”

      “I’m not afraid of them,” she said, stepping a little closer. “But it’s said that if you speak their names, they can hear you… and if they can hear you, they can walk along the surface of your mind.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true.”

      “So, how about you keep from saying their names, just in case?”

      “I don’t even know the Queen-Captain’s name. And I only mentioned Mor… him… because he’d said the same thing you just did. He’d called us soft. Luxuriantly soft, even. He said my people had lost their way a long time ago.”

      “Not your people. Humans.”

      “I’m human.”

      “Those pointed ears and that tail you have say otherwise.”

      I shook my head. “I may be Fae, but I was raised on Earth, by human parents who loved me. I had friends—at least one or two. I had a life there. Earth is my home, not Arcadia, and that makes me more human than Fae.”

      Delora rolled her eyes. “You speak of that as if it’s a good thing. Humans kill each other wantonly, strip those they can’t kill of their rights, and poison their own planet. If they hadn’t broken the pacts their ancestors made with us, they might be on a different path now. But as it stands, they’re not a species to look up to.”

      “Mordred said that, too.”

      Delora sucked a breath in through her teeth. “I told you not to say his name!” she hissed.

      “Mordred, Mordred, Mordred,” Bubbles said. “See? Nothing happened.”

      “Mock me and my superstitions if you will,” Delora said. “But if he breaches the city’s defenses because you summoned him, don’t come running to me for help.”

      “I think we all need to take a moment to calm down,” I said, “Today has been… a lot. I still don’t know what I’m doing here, and neither do you. Instead of fighting with each other, we should be supporting each other.”

      “I agree,” she said, “If we want to win this competition, we are going to need to bring all of our capabilities to bear, and we are going to have to speak to each other before we make decisions like, for example, accepting Blackstone as our Champion.”

      “Okay, but that ship has sailed.”

      Bubbles chuckled. “Good one.” She paused. “Because of all the water? And the pirates? Never mind.”

      I shook my head. “Do you know what the first trial will be?” I asked. “Or when it will be?”

      “Tomorrow. All I know is, it will test your physical abilities.”

      “And how does Blackstone fit into all this? He’s my champion—what does that mean?”

      “It means one of you or both of you can compete in a trial. It will be your choice whether you take a trial yourself, whether you have him take it for you, or whether you enter the trial as a team of two. The only problem is your champion will come into each trial with some kind of disadvantage.”

      “Disadvantage?”

      “In order to discourage underprepared Sirens from relying too heavily on their champions, penalties are placed upon them. It could be a hex, a minor curse, or a simple ball and chain.”

      “That sounds strict.”

      “Makes sense, though,” Bubbles said. “So, we should try not to sub in Blackstone too much.”

      “Not if we can help it, no,” Delora said.

      There was a harsh banging at the door that made the three of us jump. Delora called out. “Who is it?”

      “Princess Aerin,” came the stern, but feminine voice from the other side of the door. “Open up.”

      “Is she always this tightly wound?” Bubbles asked.

      “Always,” Delora said. She looked back at me when she reached the door and frowned. “Stand when in the presence of her highness,” she snarled.

      I stood. Delora opened the door. On the other side was the princess, standing tall, and strong, now dressed in her light, golden armor, her long, red braid hanging over one shoulder. She had a sword in her hand, and when she stepped aside, I realized Blackstone was behind her.

      He smiled and waved lightly, but didn’t speak.

      “My princess,” Delora said, offering a bow.

      I also bowed.

      Bubbles did, too.

      “I believe this belongs to you,” she said, gesturing with her head toward Blackstone.

      “Sort of forgot me back there on the stage, looks like,” Blackstone said.

      Aerin glared at him. “Silence, pirate.” She looked over at Delora, then at me. “I’m here to perform the Sacred Binding.”

      “Please,” Delora said, stepping aside. “Come in.”

      “Sacred Binding?” I asked.

      The princess paused, then shot a look at my caretaker. “She really knows nothing, doesn’t she?”

      Delora smiled, awkwardly. “We are a work in progress, here,” she said. “Please, feel free to begin.”
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      Daman Blackstone was in my room. I hadn’t been in his presence since… since we were separated on his ship. He had immediately been taken prisoner, and as far as I understood, he had been thrown into the dungeons, but he didn’t look beaten, battered, and bloody, so that was something.

      A cheeky little smile played on his face as he walked into my apartment. It looked as if he knew something no one else did, as if he’d been clued in on a secret no one else was privy to. But whenever the princess looked at him, the smile quickly faded, transforming into something of a respectful, somber, frown.

      The princess was a woman who commanded any room she was in, stealing the attention away from anything or anyone in her vicinity. She was tall, imposing, mighty—it was hard to ignore all of that. In a way, she reminded me of Wonder Woman. An Amazon even among her own kind. Only this Amazon hated Blackstone for some reason, and that meant she now hated me by extension.

      A fact that was clearly evident in the death-stare she gave me.

      Or was giving me…

      Jesus.

      It was like gazing into the eyes of a hungry tiger.

      “You,” she finally said, as she stared at me. “Siren. Do you understand what is happening here?”

      “Not really, no,” I said.

      “Has your caretaker not adequately prepared you for the trials?”

      I paused, then swallowed. “No—I mean, yes. Delora is great. A wonderful caretaker,” I said, not wanting to throw her under the furry, clawed, sharp-toothed bus that was the princess of Caeris.

      “Then why don’t you understand what is about to happen?”

      “Because I only just got here, and you’re all expecting me to absorb way too much information.”

      She approached. “A proper Fae would have had no problem absorbing the information you’ve been given.”

      One of my eyebrows arched. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means what it means. If you speak out of line again, we are going to have a problem… or is that too much for you to absorb?”

      I hate her.

      “No,” I said, smiling and shaking my head lightly. “I understand.”

      “Your highness.”

      I paused. “Your highness,” I said, trying not to clench my jaw as I spoke.

      She turned her head lightly to the side, and I saw Delora standing across from her. Delora looked absolutely horrified. Her face was pale, her eyes were wide. Her composure had entirely cracked under the weight of the princesses’ aura.

      Like Blackstone, though, she was able to quickly pull it back when Princess Aerin addressed her. “Are you ready to commence the binding?” the princess asked.

      “I am ready when you are, your highness.”

      The princess turned to face Blackstone, making even him straighten his back and raise his chin. “Pirate,” she snapped, “It would seem that by the grace of all the Gods, you have been granted a few extra days of life.”

      “And for that I’m eternally grateful,” he said, offering a playful bow.

      “Don’t be too hasty… you have entered into a covenant of servitude with this Siren. You are here to do as she commands, to act on her behalf, and to never leave her side so long as she remains a competitor in these trials.”

      “Servitude sounds a little harsh, ey? Why couldn’t we call it assistance?”

      “Because it is servitude. As Champion, it is your responsibility to ensure all of her needs are met.”

      “Forgive me, but is that not what a caretaker is for?”

      “The caretaker has other responsibilities. She is to prepare the Siren for her trials; physically, mentally, and emotionally. You must be ready to compete on the Siren’s behalf, or alongside her should she demand it. But you are also here to ensure she lacks for nothing while she competes.” She paused. “Of course, you are also a prisoner of the Summer Fae, and that complicates things.”

      “I figured it might,” Blackstone said, smiling.

      “From this moment on, Daman Blackstone, you are not to leave this room except in the company of your Siren. You will go where she goes, eat when she eats, and sleep when she sleeps. Break the rules, and I have been authorized to start breaking fingers.”

      Blackstone cupped his hand. “I need my fingers for… things… mate. Could I interest you in a toe?”

      Aerin scowled at him. “You are a frustrating individual.”

      I decided to step in. “What do I have to do now?” I asked. “I mean, with this binding thing. What is that?”

      Aerin turned to look at me. “As part of the trials, you are to be bound to your champion. This will ensure everything works the way that it’s supposed to work.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “Enough questions. You, stand here. Pirate, stand over there. Pixie—get off her shoulder.”

      “My name is Bubbles, thank you very much,” Bubbles said.

      “I don’t care. Move.”

      “Sorry, Kara,” she whispered.

      I nodded. “It’s ok,” I said. “Go with Delora.”

      Delora extended a hand, and Bubbles flew over to it. When Aerin’s back was turned, Bubbles blew raspberries at her. I glared at her with my eyes, warning her not to do something so stupid again without saying the words. The last thing I wanted was this giant of a woman setting her sights on little Bubbles.

      I took my place where the princess had asked me to stand. Blackstone stood across from me, his hands clasped at his front. The princess, meanwhile, stood between us, but just off to the back, almost like… like an officiant at a wedding.

      “Feels like we’re about to get married,” Blackstone said, smiling as if he’d plucked the thought right out of my head. “I would’ve preferred going on at least a date or two first.”

      My cheeks burned bright red. I scoffed, then panicked. “Married,” I blurted, “As if. I could never. I mean, honestly—married. Could we get on with this please?”

      The princess frowned. “That’s what I’m trying to do,” she said, “If you would only be quiet.”

      I looked down at the ground. “Sorry,” I said.

      “Kara Shaw,” the princess said, “You are a Siren of Caeris, a daughter of summer, and Fate’s chosen. Before you is a path that leads to fame, fortune, and glory. From this moment on, that is all that matters. Are you prepared to enter into these trials with conviction, and courage?”

      I turned my eyes up and looked at the princess. “I… I am,” I said.

      A soft breeze pushed through the room, making the curtains flutter.

      “And do you pledge now, in the eyes of Fate,” Aerin said, “That you will do everything in your power to defeat your opponents and win this sacred competition?”

      I swallowed hard. This was it. Something in my gut told me to tell the truth, and that I had to mean it. If my intention had been to tank my chances of winning so I could leave the competition early, then I had to tell her. It wasn’t just the knot in my stomach that told me so, but also the look in her eyes.

      It was as if they had become burning balls of sunlight, and I was caught in their blaze.

      I ripped my eyes from her and found Blackstone’s. His eyebrows arched as if he wasn’t sure what I was doing. Across from him I saw Delora, and Bubbles. Both of them had looks on their faces that, if I was reading them right, were telling me to move the hell on with my response because stalling wasn’t going to make things any better.

      “I will do everything in my power,” I said. “I want to win.”

      “Good,” Aerin said, “Late, but good.”

      She turned her head to the side and looked at Blackstone, who smiled at her. “Is it my turn?” he asked.

      “Pirate,” she said, “Daman Blackstone. You have pledged yourself to this Siren. By doing so, you have entered into a pact that cannot be broken by mortal or immortal hands. Do you understand what you have done?”

      “I do,” he simply said.

      “And have you done so freely?”

      “Strictly speaking, I was slightly under duress, but for the most part, yes. Freely.”

      Aerin glared at him, turning the full glory of her burning eyes on him. Blackstone visibly shrunk. “You are hereby binding yourself to this Siren. Where she goes, you go. Whatever trial she faces, should she ask for your service, you shall provide it. From this day, until the end of the Siren Trials, your fates will be bound. Do you accept this?”

      Blackstone was clearly out of cheeky smiles at this point. There was concern in his luminous, green eyes, almost fear in them. Still, he nodded. “I do,” he said.

      The breeze in the room had picked up, causing the curtains to start dancing instead of fluttering. They were moving wildly, flapping this way and that. A scent had entered the room that took me to a field of summer flowers in bloom, fresh, and vibrant, and full of life.

      I thought I was going insane when I heard the distant banging of drums. At first, I had thought what I was hearing was the street party going on outside, but then I realized, the drums were going off in my own head, and my heart was beating with the rhythm.

      “Do you accept this Fae as your champion?” Aerin asked.

      My heart was beating so fast, I thought I was going to pass out. The question felt loaded, it felt heavy with purpose and burden. I didn’t want to say yes because I was afraid of what would happen. Truly afraid. I hadn’t felt fear like this before in my life, not even with Mordred. It was a primal, wild fear that I simply couldn’t control.

      But I said the words.

      “I… yes, I do.”

      Aerin took one of my hands, then one of Blackstone’s. She joined them, and I felt electricity race through his fingers and into mine. With her other hand, Aerin produced a thin, golden rope of glowing light and tied it around my hand and Blackstone’s.

      It was a warm, and comfortable feeling, but it didn’t do much to the fear thundering through me right now. I didn’t speak. No one did. We all simply watched as this unfolded, stared as Aerin bound our hands together, gazed at the light as my fate was bound to the fate of this Fae, this pirate.

      It hit me in that moment that I hadn’t truly understood what I had done when I’d accepted him as my champion. I also realized that it was way too late to change my mind. What was done was done. As the wind faded, the drums receded, and the glowing rope tying my hand to Blackstone’s flickered and disappeared, I knew, I had crossed a line I couldn’t come back from.

      “The binding is complete,” Aerin said. “The Siren Trials have begun.”

      A pause. “Should I clap?” Bubbles asked. “I feel like I should clap.”

      She tried, but the slow-clap never took hold.

      We all just stood there, silently staring at each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 13

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day was a blur, and before I knew it, it was nighttime. I wasn’t sure how long the days were in Caeris, but Blackstone hadn’t said a word since the princess left, and I hadn’t wanted to speak much either.

      Delora seemed to have a mountain of things to do now that the binding was complete, and Bubbles had been asked to go and see Elendrill, the Pixie Councilor of Caeris. I wasn’t aware of their comings and goings until dinner time, when Delora came back with food for me and for Blackstone.

      She told me she would be in her quarters down the hall if I needed anything, and then left the food on the table. I honestly felt like I’d been in a daze the entire day. The binding had sapped my energy and left me feeling tired, and heavy. It was the same for Blackstone, by the look of it.

      But when the smell of freshly cooked pastries touched my nose, I perked up.

      “That… smells good,” I said.

      “You’re alive,” Blackstone said, his voice croaky from disuse. “I was starting to worry.”

      I sat up on the bed. He was slumped against a wall, on the floor. “I’m alive,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “I feel like I’ve been sleeping for days. Or like I need to sleep for a few days.”

      “Summer magic takes it out of you. You should probably eat.”

      “You don’t need to?”

      Blackstone turned his green eyes up at me. “That depends. Are you going to turn me into the authorities if I don’t ask for permission first?”

      I frowned. “That’s unfair.”

      “Is it? I’m bound to you. Out of one prison, and into another.”

      “At least you’re not being hanged tomorrow.”

      “Given that I now know the nature of my predicament, I almost would’ve preferred it.”

      I rolled my eyes and climbed off the bed. “I can go outside and tell them, if you want? There should still be a guard posted out there.”

      Blackstone slid up the wall and stood upright. “No, no,” he said, a flashing a charming smile and sticking his hands out. “That’s quite alright.”

      I paused. “I only wanted to save your life,” I said, “I didn’t know any of this would happen, and trust me, I don’t like it any more than you do.”

      He took a step toward me. “Don’t mistake my outburst for ungratefulness. I am grateful for what you did… truly. You could’ve gone with that other, shirtless idiot.”

      “In his defense, he was wearing a shirt today.”

      “A toga is not a shirt.”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure these Fae believe in shirts…”

      “Or in fashion, clearly.”

      Another whiff of mouth-watering food reached my nose. “They do know how to put on a spread, though…” I trailed off, looking longingly at the table that had been prepared for us.

      There were two seats, a set of candles standing between two large, silver platters covered in dishes brimming with food, and tall glasses of what looked like some kind of green liquid. I frowned at the liquid as I approached, picked up the glass, and sniffed it.

      “Fruity…” I said, “What is this?”

      Blackstone picked his up, gave it a swirl in his hand, a sniff, then a swig. “Ugh, cheap stuff,” he said, sneering as he set the glass back down on the table. “Children’s wine, but it’ll do.”

      “Children’s wine? Like, wine for children?”

      “No, I only meant that in terms of its potency. Nobody can get drunk on this.”

      I took a sip and was instantly hit with a burst of flavors and warmth that went straight to my head. It was as if two armies of different fruits had clashed in my mouth, only I had no idea what the fruits were called or—really—what they individually tasted like. All I knew was, one sip had already forced me to sit down, and I wanted more.

      “Wow,” I said, blinking rapidly.

      “Best to go easy on that, ey?” he asked. “Clearly you can’t hold your drink.”

      “I can drink,” I said, trying not to slur my words. The buzz left almost instantly, allowing my senses to quickly return. “Wow, that was a wild ride.”

      Blackstone picked up his glass again as he sat down, brought it to his mouth, tilted it back, and finished it in one go. No sooner had he set it back down on the table that the glass filled itself again with the same, fruity, green liquid.

      “Maybe one can get drunk on this after all,” Blackstone said, admiring the way the glass had filled itself. “I suppose we had better eat.”

      I sat down at the table in front of one of the large platters. Like breakfast, it was covered in smaller plates that were each holding a different type of food. One looked like purple pasta covered in something like risotto, another had warm pastries filled with meat on them, and another was a bowl of something that smelled sweet, like a dessert, but looked more like a work of jello-based art; light blue, with green and white flowers injected into it.

      Before I could turn my eyes up at Blackstone’s platter, he was already attacking it. He had the same food on it as I did, but it looked like he’d started with the jello.

      “Starting with dessert,” I said. “Bold.”

      “Is that not how you humans eat?”

      I stared at him. “No…”

      “Oh…” he paused; jello covered spoon in hand. “Oh well,” he said, and he continued shoveling food into his mouth.

      In his defense, it all smelled amazing. Still, I decided to start with the pasta. It was light, and flavorful, and unlike anything I’d ever tasted before. The balance of flavors and texture was incredible; these Summer Fae really did know how to eat. Before I knew it, I was onto the pastries, and then onto dessert.

      We were both so hungry, we ate in silence; not a word passed between us. I dared take another sip of that Fae wine, only to find that the second time around didn’t quite hit me as hard as the first. By the fourth sip, not only was I truly starting to enjoy it, but I also wasn’t really drunk at all.

      Just another point in the Fae column.

      I shook my head and sighed.

      “I know exactly how you feel,” he said.

      “You do?” I asked, frowning.

      “I’m not sure where we go from here, either.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know how to get out of this place. How to save myself, my ship, my crew. I need time, and information, but those are luxuries in this place.”

      “I thought you were the kind of person who didn’t like to know things.”

      “Generally, no, but I’m a prisoner of the Summer Kingdom, they have my ship and my crew, and I don’t know the first thing about how to survive a series of trials. I was never good at taking tests.”

      “So… what you’re saying is, the great Captain Blackstone, the pirate whose code prohibits him from knowing too much, needs to break his solemn vow to himself and gather information?”

      He watched me, a bemused look on his face. “Are you making fun of me?”

      “I am.”

      “I don’t appreciate it.”

      I shrugged. “I saved your life, so, I think I get to have a little fun now.”

      “You stayed my execution.” He looked at his plate. “When this is over, they’ll still kill me and my crew. My ship will be lost to the depths.”

      A cold chill worked its way up my spine. I swallowed. “Not if…” I paused. “Not if I win.”

      His eyes perked up slightly. “Win?”

      “If I win… I guess I become queen of this place.”

      “If you win… yes, I suppose you would. But why would you make freeing me a priority?”

      I shrugged. “You almost freed me.”

      “You still wound up here, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, but unless you were preparing some kind of cruel trick, I could’ve been back home by now, back on my ship.”

      “Your ship,” he paused.

      “Yes.”

      “Your ship where you… pretended to be a mermaid.”

      “How did you—?”

      “A man such as myself doesn’t get to be where he is without learning how to observe a thing or two, mate.”

      I lowered my eyes. “But you don’t like knowing things.”

      “Observing isn’t the same as knowing. For instance, I observed you in that pool, flapping about with a tail made of what I can only imagine was made out of either linen or pig skin, but that observation in itself isn’t dangerous to my person. All that information did was confirm that you were—are—in fact, weird.”

      I scowled. “It was made of neoprene, not pigskin.”

      “Whatever it was.”

      “Also, wait. You were there, that day at the pool?”

      “Of course, I was. Moments before you slammed a door in my face.”

      I shook my head. “What were you doing there?”

      “Reconnaissance. I had to make sure you were the target.”

      “Right… I guess that makes sense. Anyway, how did we get side-tracked?”

      “You were telling me how you would extract me, my ship, and my crew, from this place if you win and become queen. While I appreciate the sentiment, the reality is, that probably won’t happen.”

      “You don’t have a lot of faith in me.”

      “If it helps, I don’t have a lot of faith in anyone—especially myself.”

      “Great.” I took another sip of wine, this time emptying the glass. I watched it fill itself back up the moment I set it down. “Am I supposed to keep drinking this until it stops filling itself?”

      “I’m not sure. I would, just to be on the safe side.”

      “I have a trial tomorrow. I can’t be drunk.”

      “Maybe we’ll perform better drunk?” He raised his glass, pressed it to his lips, and knocked it all back. He licked his lips. “We’ll certainly feel a lot less pain if we’re drunk.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      His glass filled itself back up when he set it down. This time, he smiled gleefully, picked it up again, and finished it in one go. “Magic, ey?” he asked, smiling, staring down the center of the empty glass. “What a treat.”

      “We should probably get some sleep,” I said. “I’m already feeling exhausted.”

      Blackstone stood up, wobbled a little, and then steadied himself with his chair. “Good idea,” he said, then he picked his glass up again. “Maybe just one more.”

      Rolling my eyes, I walked over to the door to my apartment and opened it. I had to admit, the room was tipping a little bit. I wasn’t quite drunk. I didn’t think I was, anyway, but feeling the room tilt like that told me I had probably finished off that last glass a little too quickly.

      Raenor, the Fae guard posted outside of my door, turned his head and looked at me. This time, there was no glare, no death stare. I could tell he didn’t like me because I could feel it, whatever it was, rolling off him. But instead of snapping at me, he simply looked at me and spoke.

      “Is there anything I can do for you, Siren?” he asked.

      “Uh, yes,” I said, “I want to get some sleep, so I think it would be a good idea if you could escort Captain Blackstone to his room.”

      Raenor frowned, confused. “His room?”

      “Yes, his lodgings. His bed. His… sleeping… place.” I shook my head. “Wherever that is.”

      “My instructions are to make sure he remains with you in that room.”

      “In this room?” I glanced over my shoulder. Blackstone was polishing off another glass of children’s wine, as he called it. “There’s only one bed in here.”

      Raenor shrugged. “Those are my orders.”

      “So… he’s supposed to sleep here?” I asked the guard, frowning. “On my bed? That… can’t be right.”

      “Forget it,” Blackstone called out. “I’ll make myself comfortable right here.”

      When I turned around, I saw he had pulled one of the pillows off the bed and had thrown it against a wall on the floor. He got to his knees, then laid down, letting his head rest on the pillow. He then kicked off his boots; one of them went left, the other went right.

      “You’re going to sleep on the floor?” I asked.

      “I’ve slept in worse places,” he said, “Shut the door, you’re letting in the draft.”

      Rolling my eyes, I closed the door on the guard, who had been left more than a little confused. “I hope you don’t snore,” I said, as I walked over to the bed and clambered over it.

      “Only a bit,” he said.

      My only other roommate in recent memory had been Bubbles, and she wasn’t here right now. Lying on my bed knowing that Blackstone was only a few feet away from me was more than a little awkward, but the wine in my stomach made it a little easier for me to lay my head down and allow myself to drift off.

      But that didn’t mean I was about to have a restful sleep.

      Out there, somewhere, someone had other plans for me.
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      Lightning.

      Drowning.

      Can’t move.

      I was caught in a violent current, tumbling and tossing, with no control of my body. All around me was black, broken only by flashes of vicious, red lightning that tore the world apart. I opened my mouth to scream but managed only to create bubbles that went everywhere and nowhere.

      I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t know which way was up and which way was down. When another lightning strike hit, I spotted something. Not a person, or a landmark, but a shape—the shape of the water. I was caught in a vortex of swirling bubbles and punishing currents, moving inevitably toward it despite my best efforts.

      I kept tumbling, trying to think, trying to breathe, until another flash of red lightning split the sky.

      Behind that lightning came a voice.

      A voice I recognized but hadn’t expected to hear.

      “Miss Shaw,” said Captain Mordred, the words lingering, his smooth, deep voice a delicate yet booming whisper against the back of my mind. “Did you miss me?”

      I felt the current ease off a little, enough that I was able to right myself inside of the whirlpool I found myself caught in. I couldn’t tell when my legs had become a tail, but now that I had it, I found that holding my position became much easier.

      I watched the heart of the vortex from a distance as red lightning struck it, and for a mad moment, I thought I saw Mordred’s face thrown across its exterior. I saw his lips curl up into a grin. I saw his eyes widen, red-violet and burning, like fat, giant stars in the dark sky. Then I saw his fangs, long, sharp, pointed—deadly.

      “What do you want?!” I yelled, my voice now ripping free from my throat.

      “I mean only to talk, Miss Shaw,” Mordred said. “Though I should do far worse for what you did to me.”

      “All I did was escape your ship.”

      “Taking with you my only chance at finding the thing I covet.”

      “The trident…”

      “Leviathan’s Trident.” Thunder grumbled as he said the words. Silent lightning played off in the distance, keeping his face illuminated. “You have the means to access it, and I still want it.”

      “You’re out of luck, Mordred. I’m in a place you can’t reach.”

      “If you think you’re safe down there, in the depths, with them… you’re wrong.”

      My insides twisted at the timbre of his threat. “What are you going to do?”

      “It wouldn’t be wise for me to give away my hand like that, now, would it? But I will give you another chance.”

      “Another chance? I wasn’t aware I had a first.”

      “Have you already forgotten that night in the water? The night your vision blackened and your heart stopped. Was it not I that fished you out of the cold, dark water and nursed you back to health?”

      “After you almost killed me.”

      “Not almost, Miss Shaw.”

      I paused as the cold hand of death pulsed through me, freezing my insides. “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Have you not felt it yet? That pulse of darkness coursing through your veins?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Did you not stop to question how it is I’m able to speak to you, even from such a great distance?”

      Anger welled up inside of me, thawing out the cold and filling me with righteous heat. “What did you do to me?” I yelled.

      “Anything I had to do to save your life. You can thank me later.”

      “Thank you?! What did you do to me, Mordred?!”

      “There’s nowhere you can go that I cannot follow. Nowhere you can hide that I cannot find you. We have a bond now, Kara Shaw.”

      “What bond?!”

      “Something unbreakable. Something stronger than blood.”

      “What did you do?!” I shrieked.

      “Deliver the trident to me, and I’ll tell you. Better yet, I’ll spare your life.”

      “I don’t have it. You know that.”

      “But you know how to get it,” he yelled, his voice tearing out of the vortex and through me like an underwater earthquake. “I’m only going to give you one chance, Miss Shaw. Find the trident, give it to me, and I will be on my merry way.”

      “And what if I don’t? What if I can’t?”

      A sharp pain pierced the back of my head, as if I’d just been stabbed with a long, sharp needle at the base of my skull. I clasped my head tightly, trying to contain the pain, but it didn’t work. It ripped through me, causing nothing but agony. I opened my mouth to scream but made only bubbles.

      “Disappoint me, Miss Shaw,” Mordred said, “And I shall come down on you and your newfound friends like a hammer, and you will rue the day you crossed Captain Mordred.”

      I was still screaming, still shaking, trembling, eyes shut tightly because I felt like if I kept them open, they would bulge out of their sockets and explode. Someone touched my shoulder, and I bucked against them and pushed them away, only to open my eyes to find Blackstone sitting in front of me, his hands up as if in surrender.

      “Kara,” he said, his shining, green eyes the only points of light in the darkness. “Are you alright?”

      My heart was pounding, my chest was covered in a thin film of sweat, and there was still pain in my head. It wasn’t as great as it had been a moment ago, but it was still there, a dull ache that wouldn’t go away. A dull ache that served only to make sure I knew, what had just happened hadn’t been a dream.

      I didn’t hesitate to reach out and pull him close. I felt like I was still outside of my own body, watching helplessly as my body was wracked by a storm of emotions and pain. Blackstone looked surprised by my attempts to hold him close, but he didn’t resist. Slowly, he wrapped his arms around me.

      “It’s alright,” he whispered. “It was just a dream.”

      I shook my head. “It was Mordred,” I said against his shoulder.

      A pause. “What did you say?”

      “I don’t know how, but it was him.”

      “That’s… impossible. There’s magic around Caeris to keep him out. Are you sure you didn’t just dream about him?”

      “It wasn’t a dream… it still hurts.”

      Blackstone said nothing for a while. He simply held me as I worked through the worst of the pain and the fear. I hadn’t realized until now, but I was shaking. Physically trembling. I couldn’t remember the last time that had happened to me, the last time I’d been struck down by terror like this.

      When I regained myself, I pulled away from Blackstone and took a deep breath.

      “I probably shouldn’t ask again,” Blackstone said, “But are you alright?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure,” I said.

      “What happened to you?”

      “It felt like a dream at first. I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep, but suddenly I was submerged… I was drowning, and I couldn’t right myself. And then he was there.”

      “Mordred…”

      “It stopped feeling like a dream then. It was as if he was talking to me directly, speaking into my sleeping mind, and I was talking back to him.”

      “Talking about what?”

      I looked up at Blackstone, at his green eyes shimmering in the dark. I couldn’t trust him. I knew that. I couldn’t trust anyone around here besides Bubbles, not even Delora, but if I was going to survive this place, I was going to have to stop believing there were betrayals coming at every corner and start opening up to these people.

      Who better to start with than Blackstone?

      “He did something to me,” I said.

      “Did something?”

      “I don’t know what, exactly. But one night, after he’d almost drowned me… shit.”

      “Shit, what?”

      A memory came rushing back to me. Bubbles had told me, or she’d tried to tell me, that Mordred had done something to me. She hadn’t mentioned it again because she hadn’t seen what had happened, but she had said those words, and I’d dismissed it.

      “He said we have a bond that’s unbreakable,” I said. “A bond that’s stronger than blood.”

      Blackstone arched back. “This is going to sound strange,” he paused, “But did you drink his blood?”

      I frowned. “What? Ew. No. Why would I?”

      He shook his head. “Do you remember if he fed you his blood?”

      “I… I don’t. Wait, why does that matter?”

      “Vampire blood is powerful, Kara. Some say it can heal the dying, the sick, that it can grant you powers. Others say it curses the person who drinks it to be under the vampire’s control forever. It may all be true.”

      I stared at him, only my vision stretched past his face, into the dark space behind him. There, I thought I saw the shadows deepen, darken, and dance. I almost thought I saw Mordred within them, his silhouette climbing up the wall and pointing at me.

      My vision focused on Blackstone again, as if anchored by the green in his eyes. “He killed me that night,” I said, my voice low. “He used his blood to bring me back. Oh God. I think I’m going to be sick.”

      My stomach gurgled and my hand instantly flew to my mouth, but I didn’t throw up. I held it in.

      “We don’t know any of that to be true,” Blackstone said, “It’s possible Mordred is trying to trick you, somehow.”

      “If there is magic around this city meant to keep him out, how could he have invaded my mind if we didn’t have this connection he told me about?”

      “I’m just trying to put a positive spin on the situation.”

      “Well, don’t,” I snapped.

      Blackstone took a deep breath. “It pains me to ask this,” he said, “Because the less I know the better. But why did he almost kill you?”

      There it was. The moment of truth. I could’ve lied to him, told him nothing, tried to misdirect him away from what had actually happened. I could’ve also decided to tell him the whole truth, to lay myself bare for him—in a non-weird way—and spill my secrets onto him.

      I knew that by telling him the truth, I’d be burdening him with it, and he didn’t want that. But if Mordred really did have a connection to me, if he really could reach me from where he was, if he truly did have the power to come down on this place like a hammer, then I was going to need help keeping him out.

      Who better than my champion?

      “I’m going to say two words,” I said, “Then I won’t say anything else. Okay?”

      Blackstone’s eyes narrowed, confused. “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “You’re not allowed to ask any more questions about this tonight.”

      “Why?”

      I pressed a hand against his mouth. Blackstone’s eyes widened, a breath slipped past his lips, warming and tickling my palm, sending little pulses of warmth all through my arm and into my chest. I swallowed hard and looked him dead in the eyes.

      “Leviathan’s Trident,” I simply said.

      Blackstone stared at me, not sure which of my eyes to focus his on. When I thought he wasn’t going to ask me a question about what I’d just said, I released his mouth and went to lay down on the pillow.

      “And…” he paused. “Let me get this straight, you’re not going to elaborate.”

      “No. I’m going to try to get some sleep before Mordred decides to pay me another visit.”

      A moment passed, and I felt Blackstone stand. I heard him stretch, heard his bones click and clack. He moved over to the side of the room and got to one knee, stopping to look at me before laying down on the floor.

      “If what I think you’re saying is true,” he said, “We’re all in mortal danger.”

      “I know,” I said. “Even though I don’t want to know.”

      “Taking a page out of my book, ey?”

      “It’s a good book… I’m starting to see its value.”

      Blackstone paused. “Goodnight, Kara.”

      He fluffed his pillow before resting his head on it. I swallowed again. “Daman,” I said.

      He turned his head to the side and looked up at me from the ground. “Yes?”

      Another pause. “Come and sleep up here?”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Blackstone seemed to consider my words for a moment. It looked like he was about to ignore my request and go back to laying on his side, but he got up, grabbed his pillow, and joined me on the bed. I couldn’t deny I felt instantly… warmer… with him in such close proximity. That warmth alone threatened to keep me up all night.

      But it didn’t.

      Having Blackstone—Daman—in the bed with me felt oddly comforting, even though I never in a thousand years would’ve considered doing this otherwise. Tonight felt like an exception, though; one I could live with.

      With Daman next to me, I fell asleep.

      This time, Mordred didn’t make an appearance in my dreams, but that didn’t mean they were good dreams. Gone were my nights of restful sleep, it seemed.
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      The cool breeze of the following morning brought with it clarity, a slight hangover, and the stark realization that there was a man in my bed. It took a moment for last night’s events to come flooding back to me, but when they did, and my brain connected the dots, it made sense why Daman Blackstone was sleeping beside me.

      I craned my neck over my shoulder to get a look at him. He wasn’t snoring, or rustling about, or fidgeting like I was sure I did in bed. He was simply laying there, on his side, his head delicately rested on the pillow, his dark hair perfectly brushed out of his face.

      How was it possible that he looked this good asleep? Nobody looked good while sleeping. He also smelled good—fruity, summery, but also masculine. I didn’t want to admit I’d just sniffed the air around him, I’d never done that to a person before, but I had done it just now, and I hadn’t regretted it.

      Daman licked his lips, his tongue flicking playfully out of his mouth for an instant, and that… did things to me. Warm things. Exciting things. Yep, I’ve had enough, I thought to myself as I quietly, and carefully, tried to slide out of the bed and move away from him.

      Lucky for me, Daman was a heavy sleeper. At least, that’s what it seemed like when he didn’t initially wake up. Once I was up, I walked over to the dresser, where a small bed had been prepared for Bubbles. She looked a lot more like what one would expect a person to look like first thing in the morning—mouth slightly parted, a little drool trickling out, her tentacle-legs sticking out of the blanket.

      I nudged her, and she smacked her lips together, swatted the air, and said, “I’m not ready for school,” before going back to snuffling lightly.

      Smiling at her, I decided to let her sleep a little more. Daman, too. I was the early riser, here, and I decided to embrace that by running myself a bath and getting ready for the day ahead. Today was the first day of the Siren Trials, and I honestly had no idea what to expect. The only thing I could count on was Delora making a frantic entrance at some point during the morning.

      Which she did.

      Without fail.

      “Why is no one else up?” she asked from the door to the bedroom.

      I turned around and looked at Daman and Bubbles, then shrugged. “Bubbles was out partying with Pixies last night,” I said, “And Captain Blackstone put away more than a few glasses of that weird, green wine we were given.”

      She turned her incisive, almond eyes on me. “And you’re awake… how?”

      “I’m not sure, to be honest. Maybe I’m excited about what’s going to happen today.”

      “That makes one of us.”

      Daman sat bolt upright, his eyes springing awake, and he looked over at me, startled. “What time is it?” he asked.

      “I have no way of knowing that,” I said. “Morning.”

      He rubbed his eyes. “I overslept,” he said, then he smiled brightly and clasped his hands as if in prayer. “Apologies, Miss Siren… person. Won’t happen again.”

      Delora’s eye-roll was magnificent. “Get up,” she said, then she walked over to the dresser where Bubbles was sleeping. I thought she was going to nudge her, or tickle her, or otherwise gently help her rise from sleep. Instead, she yelled “Shark!” and Bubbles shot upright as well.

      “Where?!” she shrieked.

      “Out there, which is where you’ll go if you don’t get up right now.”

      Bubbles also rubbed her eyes. “Geez, are you always this cranky in the mornings?”

      “Let’s go,” Delora said, then she walked over to me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and looked me dead in the eyes. “It’s time to train.”

      I swallowed. “Train?”

      Delora didn’t wait for Bubbles and Daman to get themselves ready for the day. Seeing as I was ready to leave the apartment, she escorted me out, past the guard, and down the steps into the villa’s courtyard.

      Outside, the morning light of Caeris’ artificial sun bathed the city, casting shadows wherever buildings broke its rays. It was quiet out here, but I could’ve sworn I heard morning birds chirping in the air, even if I couldn’t see them. Delora pointed out that there were no birds in Caeris, but the same magic that created the sun was responsible for creating the illusion of birds.

      Illusion or not, it was the most beautiful morning I had ever seen. Everything cast in shades of blue, and gold, the sound of birds fluttering, the smell of freshly cut flowers. I wondered if I hadn’t known this was all the result of magic, if I’d feel as awed as I did now. But I couldn’t remember a more beautiful morning in my life before this one, so I didn’t question it again.

      Delora stopped walking a few paces ahead of me once we reached the Villa’s courtyard. She turned around to look at me, her pastel green dress flowing lightly with the speed of her turn, and gave me her eyes.

      “Do you think you are ready for what’s going to happen today?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “If I’m being honest, no.”

      “I thought as much.” She paused. “The truth is, the women you are going to compete against have been training for a very long time to reach this moment. You, unfortunately, have not.”

      “It’s not my fault.”

      “You’re right there. Try as I might, I can’t find a single record to suggest why you were ever on Earth. I can’t find any records on you at all—it’s as if you don’t exist.”

      “But I do.”

      “Indeed… and you are Fate’s chosen, otherwise this trial would not be going ahead. So, with the little time we have, we must prepare you.”

      “And how are we going to do that?”

      “Today’s trial will be one of athleticism and skill…” she trailed off, scanning me up and down with her eyes. “Do you have much in the way of those two abilities?”

      “I like to think that I do.”

      “Because you used to pretend to be a mermaid in a pool?”

      “Hey, I used to teach people how to swim. I used to hold aerobics classes to help people get fit. I used to swim and row competitively for my university.”

      “You have said used to three times in that sentence. That was before. This is now. I want to see what we are working with now.”

      I scanned the area around us. There were doors to the villa I was staying in, windows, little plant pots and a small area with some tables and chairs. The floor beneath my feet was a turquoise mermaid’s tail made of mosaic tiles surrounded by a white halo that spilled out into the rest of the courtyard to form the rest of the floor.

      Besides that, there was nothing around us.

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked.

      Delora altered her stance, shuffling her feet around and looking at me from a sideways angle. “I want you to hit me,” she said.

      “Hit you?” I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Alright, touch me. If you can.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I want you to come over here and touch me. It is a simple enough instruction.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. There was a catch here, and I wasn’t seeing it. Still, I approached, carefully, extending my hand slowly as I reached her. Delora’s eyebrows pinched in the middle of her face.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, frowning.

      “Touching you.”

      With lightning speed, Delora grabbed my wrist, twisted it, and pressed it up against my back. I wasn’t sure how we had quite gotten to this point, I had barely seen her move, but I was facing away from her now, with my arm pinned against my back and my wrist entirely immobilized.

      “Ouch,” I said, “What was that for?”

      “For failing,” she said.

      “Failing? You didn’t give me a chance!”

      “And do you think the Siren Trials are going to give you a chance? That’s what you humans think, isn’t it? That the world is there to give you chances, that the world is fair, and forgiving of mistakes.”

      “That’s not what I think at all.”

      “Liar. All you humans are the same. You complain, and you complain, but you’re too weak to affect change, so your world eats you up and spits out your bones. Trust me, child, Arcadia is far, far more unforgiving than Earth.”

      “Alright, you made your point. Let me try again.”

      Delora released me. I took a few steps away from her, cradling my wrist, and I turned around. Swallowing the ball of anxiety in my throat, I scowled, and went for her. I tried to get a running start, breaking into a sprint in only a few short seconds. Delora grinned as I approached, and quickly moved aside before I could reach her.

      I overshot her by a couple of paces, but instead of stopping to catch my breath, I spun around on my heel and lunged at her again. I wasn’t just flailing about trying to aimlessly hit her—there was a method to my movements, my attacks, my efforts. And even though Delora moved like the air, like the water, and it was impossible to get a hit on her, I didn’t stop until I was entirely out of breath.

      “That was horrible,” she said, brushing a strand of her hair back over her long, slender, pointed ear. “You are far too slow, and your movements are predictable.”

      I put my hands up behind my head and took a moment to let air into my lungs. “You’re wrong, you know,” I said, panting.

      “Wrong about what?”

      “Humans.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “Yeah, we’re lazy, and yeah, we like to complain about stuff. And our world is broken, and it doesn’t work for us anymore.”

      Her eyebrows arched up. “Is there a point to this?”

      “We have courage, and spirit,” I said, “We don’t give up, because we have hope.”

      “Those are symptoms of a mortal lifespan, which you do not have because you are clearly Fae.”

      “Maybe I am Fae, but I was raised on Earth… my parents taught me those values and told me never to give up. They told me anything was possible if I just wanted it enough.”

      “Did you ever consider, perhaps, that your parents were lying to you?”

      “I know someone was lying to me,” I said, “But it wasn’t them.”

      Delora frowned. “What do you mean?” she asked, curiously tilting her head to the side.

      Now.

      I lunged at her, hand outstretched, my target clearly held in my eyes. Delora’s stare widened, and I watched her dip off to the side, to move out of my way, but I managed to snag my pinky on the shoulder strap of the dress she was wearing. I spun around as I went past her, keeping my pinky firmly holding onto her dress. When we both stopped moving, Delora’s eyes moved toward her shoulder.

      I tapped my pinky against her skin, grinning widely at her. Still panting, but also grinning.

      From the balcony above me, Bubbles clapped and yelled, “Woo! Go Kara! Go Kara!”

      “You call that a victory?” Delora asked.

      “You told me to touch you,” I said, “This counts.”

      “Barely. I hope that’s not how you intend on winning the Siren Trials.”

      “It doesn’t matter whether you win by an inch or a mile. Winning is winning.”

      Delora tilted her head to the side. “That’s far too poetic to have come out of your mouth. Who said that?”

      “A wise man who used to race cars on TV.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger and shut her eyes. “You can release my dress now,” she said.

      I withdrew my hand to more applause from Bubbles, who hadn’t come down from the balcony above. Blackstone was also with her, leaning on the short wall and looking down on us. “Not a bad job, there,” he said. “For a… mostly… human… person. I’m still not clear on what you are, but good job.”

      Delora turned her eyes up at him. “Spend less time pondering that question and more time making your way down here, champion,” she said. “I’m going to test you, next.”
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      A carriage turned up in the early afternoon to take me to an arena. I was still sore from the morning, muscles aching, my energy drained, but Delora had insisted all we had done was warm up, and that now, at least, I would be somewhat limber. I supposed that was a good thing, but my body wholeheartedly disagreed.

      Sitting in the carriage across from Blackstone, I couldn’t help but find myself grinning. I’d just watched Delora run circles around him, and it had been hilarious. Blackstone had coordination, and speed, but he was very much rough around the edges and totally undisciplined. I had definitely made the wrong choice picking him as my champion, but he had been an entertaining choice for sure.

      Blackstone caught me grinning at him. I flushed bright red and instantly turned my eyes to the window. “Smooth,” Bubbles whispered. “Real smooth.”

      “Be quiet,” I hissed. She had found a spot inside of my hair to hold onto. We were planning on sneaking her into my trial so I wouldn’t need Blackstone’s help today, but a guard we didn’t know was riding with us in the carriage today, so I hadn’t wanted to tip him off to her presence by openly talking to her.

      When the carriage stopped, I stepped outside and saw myself standing in front of a massive coliseum that towered high into the sky. It was large, and round, and made entirely of polished sandstone, or maybe marble, and already there were people everywhere.

      Food carts, vendors selling little trinkets, entertainers walking around the promenade juggling way too many balls and breathing fire without needing fuel or a torch. Families, individuals, groups of friends; this place was a hive of activity, of city life. As soon as I stepped out of the carriage, several of the Fae in the promenade area tried to crowd around me, but there were guards ready to stop them and keep them away from me.

      The guard who had come with us in the carriage moved ahead of me, following a path that had been prepared for me; a path that led toward what looked like one of the coliseum’s side entrances. Blackstone and Delora followed me; Delora with a focused expression on her face, Blackstone smiling and waving at the citizenry who didn’t really care much for his presence.

      Many booed him, in fact.

      I was willing to bet he hadn’t liked that.

      Delora came up to walk alongside me. She was fixing her hair, running her fingers through it and rearranging it, as if it needed that. “Alright,” she said, “I have just been told what you will be up against today.”

      “Up against?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you mean… fight?”

      “I mean up against. That doesn’t necessarily mean you’ll be expected to fight something.”

      “But am I fighting something?”

      Delora paused. “In a manner of speaking, yes.”

      “Crap. Is it too late to turn around?”

      “Yes, we can’t turn around. The trials have commenced, and several other Sirens have already competed. It will be your turn soon, so I will tell you what I know, and you can decide whether to tackle this trial on your own, or whether to involve your champion. That is the only decision you can make from this point on.”

      The contempt in her voice was clear when she said the word champion. “Okay, so, what am I going up against?”

      “A creature… a dangerous creature.”

      “I already hate the sound of this.”

      “This monster hides in the darkest corners of Arcadia’s coldest waters. Its body is luminescent, and from a distance, it looks like a twinkling point of light—something like a star in the night sky. When unsuspecting prey move too close, the monster attacks, usually in a pack as these things are rarely alone. With razor-sharp teeth, they strip the skin from their quarry’s bones, tear their organs to shreds, and slowly digest them over time.”

      “Oh my God,” Bubbles whispered, “I think I know what she’s talking about! I forgot what they’re called, though.”

      “And I’m supposed to… face off against that thing?” I asked. “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “With any luck, there will only be one of those creatures to deal with. You should be able to touch one of them.”

      “Touch?!”

      “Yes, touch, like you did with me today.”

      “Wait, wait. I’m supposed to touch this super dangerous monster that could rip the flesh from my bones? I could’ve wrapped my head around the idea that I would be given a weapon and be asked to try to kill it. That would’ve been better. But to touch it?”

      “Yes, touch it. Apparently, these creatures have a little red dot somewhere on their bodies. It’s incredibly sensitive. When touched, they’re meant to secrete a delicious nectar that’s usable in all kinds of treats.”

      “So, I’m going in there to possibly get my skin torn apart so some royal can eat a treat?”

      “I’m sure there will be treats for us…” Delora said, trailing off. “I think so, anyway.”

      “Sea Sparkles!” Bubbles said. “That’s what they’re called!” She paused. “Oh no…”

      “Sea Sparkles?” I asked, trying to keep my voice down.

      “Yeah, I came across one once. They’re… no joke.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” I hissed.

      “Touch it, duh. I’ll help.”

      “Do we need to get Blackstone involved?”

      “Absolutely not. He’ll just mess everything up. This thing needs a feminine touch—trust me.”

      “And if we fail and it ends up munching on my skin and my organs?”

      Bubbles paused. “Well, I mean, you’ll be dead, so it’s not like you’ll get to complain about it.”

      I groaned. I really didn’t like the sound of any of this. Worse, I could already hear the clash of the trial going on in the coliseum. Whoever was ahead of me was making a great show for the crowd because they were all cheering, and roaring, and hooting. Thinking about it, though, I wasn’t sure if they were rooting for the Siren, or for the Sea Sparkle.

      I almost didn’t want to know. I definitely didn’t want to know what this thing looked like. I was, however, glad that I didn’t have an appetite today. I was doing this on an empty stomach, and that suited me just fine because it meant there was nothing in there for me to throw up.

      “The most important thing to remember today,” Delora said, “Is try to make a good show for the crowd.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, “I’m going up against a flesh-eating monster and you want me to put on a good show?”

      “Exactly. The winner of the Siren Trials isn’t usually one with the most ability, but the one that wows the crowd the most.”

      “Okay, so all isn’t totally lost,” Bubbles said. “If you can’t do, entertain.”

      “I can do,” I hissed.

      “If I may interject,” Blackstone spoke up. “I’m hearing talk of Sea Sparkles and trials and cheering, and I can’t help but notice I haven’t been asked for any insight.”

      Delora pinched her eyes shut. “Because we don’t need your insight, pirate.”

      “Champion,” he corrected. “Captain Champion.”

      “Don’t bicker, you two,” I said. “Do you have any insight, captain?”

      “As a matter of fact, I’ve run into these critters on occasion.”

      “You have?”

      “I’ve travelled the oceans in two worlds, love. I would say I’ve seen a thing or two, and I’ve seen more than a few of these monsters. It is true that they travel in packs, usually so they can trap and kill larger prey. It’s also true they have a vulnerability.”

      “That’s… why didn’t I think of asking whether they had a weakness or not?”

      “Not to worry, my lady, that’s what your champion is here for.” He cleared his throat. “Good ideas and questions are just some of the things I bring to the table.”

      He had a smug look for Delora, which she absolutely didn’t care for. She sighed. “And what are their weaknesses?” she asked, through gritted teeth.

      “A spear through their core, generally speaking.”

      “I don’t have a spear,” I said.

      “In that case, music then.”

      “Music?”

      “They can’t help themselves, mate. Sing them a little song and they just float there, listening.”

      “That’s actually really helpful,” I said, trailing off.

      “Yeah, if you could sing,” Bubbles said.

      “I can sing,” I protested.

      “The sounds I’ve heard you make from inside your shower room can’t be classed as singing in either world.”

      Blackstone and Delora both looked at me, puzzled expressions on their faces. “What is a shower?” they asked in unison.

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it,” I said, “All the worrying should be about me and what I’m about to go through.”

      “Just remember,” Blackstone said. “Do not be fooled by its size and stature, my lady. These creatures are among the most vicious of all the seas.”

      “Thanks. That’s terrifying.”

      Blackstone clasped his hands together and smiled. “Only trying to do my bit.”

      We reached the coliseum’s side door only to find more guards clad in golden armor waiting for us. Many of them had shields in one hand and swords sheathed at their hips. Others had long tridents strapped to their backs. Two of them opened a huge set of double doors for me once I got near enough to it. Beyond it was an enclosed tunnel with a point of light on the other side of it.

      Swallowing hard, I stepped through, with Blackstone and Delora by my side.

      The crowd in the coliseum was stomping now, and clapping, and roaring with excitement. Something had just happened, right now, to make them get onto their feet and scream, not out of fear, but out of enjoyment. I couldn’t see what was going on, but I could imagine several different things that could’ve happened.

      Most of them ended in blood and pain.

      “I have a question,” I whispered to Delora.

      “No, you can’t back out now,” she said, “We have been over this.”

      “That’s not the question.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “I never thought to ask it until now… what happens if I lose?”

      The pause between my question and Delora’s answer filled me with all kinds of anxiety that I absolutely didn’t appreciate. “Don’t lose,” she simply said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because. Just, don’t lose.”

      “Delora, what aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’m saying nothing specific, because you don’t need to know the answer to that question just yet. Just make sure you touch the creature and succeed in this trial, okay?”

      About halfway down the corridor, and with the weight of her answer heavy in my chest, the guards who were with us stopped, turned to look at me, and one of them asked. “Will your champion be joining you in this trial, Siren?”

      I almost couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought to ask about what would happen were I to lose this trial, or even lose the competition, until now. Maybe it was because there was so much going on, between Blackstone, and the training, and the dream I’d had last night. I felt stupid, though. Unprepared.

      The guard’s eyes narrowed. He was waiting for an answer.

      Knowing that Bubbles was in my hair, I gently shook my head. “No,” I said, “I’ll face this trial alone.”

      I had no idea what would happen to me if I lost, and even less of a clue what would happen if Bubbles was discovered, but I trusted in her ability to keep herself hidden from view. Not only was she small, but she had also glamored herself to look a little bluer than usual to match the color of my hair.

      I doubted if, from a distance, anyone would be able to tell she was in there.

      “You two can go no further,” the guard said to Delora and to Blackstone, a hand raised toward them. “Siren, follow me.”

      “Good luck,” Delora said.

      “See you soon,” Blackstone added.

      I nodded at them both, hoping—praying to all the Gods—that I would come out of this thing alive. I didn’t want to think the Fae would allow their precious Sirens to die in a trial, but let’s be honest, I didn’t know much about them, really, did I? All the stories Bubbles had told me about the Fae painted them as these cold, unfeeling assholes. So far, I hadn’t seen that from all of them.

      But something was starting to feel really, really wrong now.

      I walked after the guard who led me toward the opening on the other side of the tunnel. I could hear the people in the coliseum far more clearly, now, and as I approached, I thought I could see something happening in the arena.

      Is someone… being carried away?

      It looked like two large men were picking someone up and moving them out of view, off to the side. The closer I got, the more clearly I saw the patch of blood in the sand where the person being picked up had been lying. My stomach churned and flipped itself upside down.

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      The guard turned his head to the side and gave me a cautious, sidelong glance. “Quiet,” he barked.

      I saw someone come rushing into view with a bucket in their hands. They tossed the bucket’s contents onto the ground, covering the blood up with more sand before rushing out of view as quickly as possible again.

      Oh my God.

      “Kara,” Bubbles whispered. “I don’t like this.”

      I didn’t know how to respond without the guard noticing, so I didn’t. Instead, I marched ever closer to the mouth of the tunnel, toward the patch of covered up blood, and toward the cheering sounds of hungry Fae eager for more bloodshed.
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      The coliseum looked smaller on the outside than it did on the inside, and that was saying something. I felt small, infinitely small, like I was a lone ant sitting in a playground sand box, with hordes of people watching and chanting from the sides. The guard walked me to the edge of the tunnel he had escorted me through, but that was as far as he went.

      I had to go into the arena alone.

      As soon as I came into view, the cheering began to rise again, quickly reaching fever-pitch levels. There was light all around me, flooding the arena from high above, which made it hard to see the faces of the people of Caeris arranged on the stands.

      I wasn’t sure how many paces to take, so I stopped as soon as the door behind me shut, turned my eyes down to the sand, and grabbed one of my arms with the opposite hand. Anxiety had me in its grasp again. I didn’t know what to do with myself.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Bubbles said. “We both are.”

      “I’m glad you’re feeling confident,” I said. “I don’t have any of that going for me right now.”

      “You’re going to need some if we’re going to make it through this. Hold on.”

      Bubbles barely dipped out of my hair for an instant. Before I knew it, she’d blown a handful of Pixie dust into my eyes and nose. I tried to swat it away, the powder made me sneeze at least once, but it didn’t smother me, it didn’t make it harder to breathe. If anything, the powder opened my airways a little, elevated my heartrate, and allowed me to focus.

      I took a deep breath in through the nose and turned my head up to face the people around me. At the head of the coliseum there was a balcony, and on that balcony there were several large seats and a whole host of people looking down not only on the crowd on the stands, but also on me.

      Some wore brightly colored togas covered in bits of extravagant jewerly. They had funky colored hair in various different styles and sizes. Many were being waited on by people holding platters and pitchers. It wasn’t long before I spotted Prince Aenon and his sister Aerin sitting up there, lording over their subjects.

      The King, Aevon, was with them. Someone was talking to him, whispering into his ear. I watched the King turn his head to the side, as if he was lost in thought. He ran a hand through his long, white hair, ate a grape from a platter, and dismissed the other Fae who was still trying to talk to him.

      A moment later, that same Fae took a few steps toward the edge of the balcony and raised his hands to the sky. “Rejoice!” he called out, with a voice like a megaphone. “For our next glorious Siren is here!”

      The entire crowd went up, cheering, roaring, screaming. The man on the balcony lowered his hands, and the crowd quieted so he could continue to speak.

      “Today is a wonderful day,” he said, “Because today is the day our Lost Siren comes home.”

      “They keep calling me that,” I said to Bubbles. “I still don’t know what it means.”

      Bubbles didn’t reply.

      “Plucked from her home as a babe and smuggled to Earth,” the man continued, “There, forced to spend her days hiding her true nature from the people around her, given a different name by the people who thought her to be one of their own, condemned to a human lifespan for so long as she remained in that horrible realm. This poor child has endured more than most of us can know.”

      The noise of the crowd slowly drowned out, leaving only the heavy thumping of my heart and this man’s words. He was talking about me. About me. How did he know who I was? How did he know about my life? What the bloody hell was going on?!

      “But she has returned, finally, to her rightful home, and today, Kara Shaw is going to show us all what determination and resolve looks like! Let us cheer for her now, Caeris! Cheer for your Siren!”

      Can’t breathe.

      Can’t think.

      I think I’m having a panic attack.

      The weird, confidence powder Bubbles had blasted me with had worn off in a hurry, going to prove that not even magic could withstand the might of my own anxiety. I thought she was talking to me, I thought I could hear her voice there, somewhere, under the cheering of the crowd, but I couldn’t hear her words.

      Not really.

      I couldn’t hear anything save for my own thoughts right now; my own panicked, frantic thoughts. What was happening? How was it that man could say all those things about me? Plucked from this place. Forced to hide amongst humans. Condemned to a human lifespan.

      What.

      Something hit the sand in front of me with a thud, and Bubbles’ voice came through clearly all of a sudden. She was calling my name. “Kara!” she yelled.

      I blinked hard. “Am I dreaming?” I asked. “I must be dreaming. This can’t be real.”

      “You need to get a hold of yourself—it’s here!”

      “What is?”

      “The Sea Sparkle!”

      I looked around me, but I couldn’t see it. There was only the sand, and the stands, and the crowd, and the royals high above, watching with mild disinterest. Down here, I was alone. “Where is it?” I asked.

      Bubbles tugged my right ear, making me look to the right. “Over there,” she hissed.

      “I don’t see it!”

      “That’s because it’s camouflaged with the sand.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Run!”

      A patch of sand suddenly leapt up and out of the ground, sailed through the air a few feet, only to slap back down again a moment later. That was when I saw it. “What is that?” I asked.

      “That’s the Sea Sparkle!”

      “But… it’s…”

      A starfish. It looked like a starfish, small, pointed, and cute. It couldn’t have been larger than a cat. It was blending in perfectly with the sand, but now that I had seen it, I could identify its features properly. It had five long fins shooting out of a central core, its skin was rigid, and coarse, but that was probably because it was trying to pretend it was sand. Its little body gently heaved as it breathed, and as I looked at it, I thought I could see it glimmer, as if its body was made of glass.

      “What are you doing, you idiot?!” Bubbles asked. “Run!”

      “But it’s so cute!” I said, “Look at it!”

      The Sea Sparkle suddenly picked itself up, stood on one of its fins, and its central core bloomed like a flower to reveal… teeth. Sharp, sharp, teeth. Rows and rows of small, jagged, dagger-like things lined the opening that was supposed to be its mouth. The creature shrieked and leapt toward me so quickly, I almost didn’t have time to react.

      I threw myself to the side as it came sailing past my head, and I watched it go by and slap into the sand again. Before it landed, though, I thought I saw a little red mark on its back. It was small, and easily missed, but not only had I seen it—I could’ve sworn it winked at me.

      “Bloody hell!” I shrieked, “That thing’s fast! And why does it have so many teeth?”

      “I don’t know!” Bubbles hissed.

      “And why do I have to touch its butt?!”

      “Its what?”

      “That’s where the red mark is! It must be the one I have to touch.”

      “Ah, crap. It’s coming back!”

      I leapt again, dodging the Sea Sparkle as it lunged toward me a second time. This time, I was able to get a good look at its back when it went past. Not only was that little red mark in fact this creature’s butthole, I had to touch it to win this trial.

      Gross.

      Great.

      Ew.

      “What are you waiting for?” Bubbles hissed, “Start singing before it bites your face off.”

      The creature jumped at me a third time, this time falling just short of my feet. I turned around and started running to the sounds of the crowd beginning to ramp up their calls for blood and violence. The slapping sounds behind me served to let me know that the creature had started chasing me, which meant I couldn’t slow down, and I definitely couldn’t stop, because if I did and I had my back turned to it, I wouldn’t be able to stop it from clamping down on the soft bits of my flesh.

      “Sing something!” Bubbles yelled again.

      “Okay!” I said, “Uh, uh, crap, what am I supposed to sing?”

      “I don’t know, but you’d better think of something.”

      “Can’t you stun it while I think?”

      “One thing is me sitting in your hair and offering moral support, another thing is me blowing magic into this thing’s face.”

      “Can we not just pretend I did it?”

      “That could work, but is it worth the risk of being caught? Just sing!”

      I didn’t want to admit that in the rush of the moment, nothing appropriate was coming to mind. I loved music. I had a wild taste, from rock, to pop, to hip hop, but my stupid brain was trying to find a song that fit the moment, the situation, the theme.

      Somebody had to tell my brain I was inches from being snacked on by a crazy starfish.

      Finally, I opened my mouth and words spilled out.

      “Tw—twinkle, twinkle, little star,” I sang, “How I wonder what you are.”

      “Seriously?” Bubbles asked.

      “What?”

      “Of all the great hits you let rip in the shower, Ariana, Tay-Tay, you go with twinkle-twinkle?”

      “It’s a starfish!”

      “It’s also not working.”

      “Maybe if you’d let me finish—up above the world so high, like a diamond in the sky…”

      I couldn’t help but notice as I continued to sing that the starfish wasn’t jumping after me so viciously anymore. In fact, it was slowing down. The more I sang, the slower it got, until it slowly came to a complete stop in the sand. Then it started swaying, and changing color, ditching its camouflage to shift between pink, green, blue, purple—like a strobing light at a nightclub.

      “No way,” I said, “That seriously worked?”

      “Don’t question it,” Bubbles said. “Just go over there and touch its butt, and don’t stop singing!”

      That short pause I’d just taken between singing and speaking had caused the Sea Sparkle to stop strobing, so I quickly went back to my nursery rhyme, all the while thinking that’s a good little starfish, stay right there.

      The creature continued gently heaving and strobing. It wasn’t moving, its mouth was closed, its teeth sheathed, but something didn’t feel right to me. It couldn’t have been this easy. I still had to flip it over if I wanted to touch the little red mark on its back, and that was going to be difficult all on its own, but that was only if the creature stopped dancing.

      Was it dancing? That’s what it looked like to me. What it felt like. For something so small, and so vicious, I couldn’t help but admire just how adorable it was. If it wasn’t so prone to wanting to murder everything, and it didn’t have so many horrible teeth, I would’ve considered asking if I could keep one as a pet.

      “Almost there,” Bubbles said, “Don’t stop now.”

      I wasn’t about to stop, only there was a problem. The closer I got to the creature, the louder the cheering from the people in the crowd got. The higher their voices, the more loudly I had to sing. It got to a point where I was almost screaming the words, and the creature… I could tell it wasn’t quite as enraptured as it had been a moment ago.

      I stopped moving, stopped singing, and stared at the little starfish-monster. “This isn’t working anymore,” I said.

      “Make a run at it,” Bubbles said, “You might have time.”

      Nodding, I lunged at the creature, closing the few feet worth of gap there was between us. It was still changing color when I reached it, but the color change was a lot slower than it had been a moment ago. I picked it up by one of its fins, but it was far too slippery for me to keep a hold of it, and I dropped it.

      I stood in stunned shock, watching as the creature hit the ground and immediately became sand-colored.

      "Oh shit," I said, immediately slapping my hands around my mouth to keep myself from startling it. But it was no use. As soon as I took a step back, away from the Sea Sparkle, it opened its mouth, shrieked, and leapt toward my leg, latching on with its teeth.
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      I’d never felt pain quite like this before in my life. It was a cold, almost numb sensation at first, quickly shifting to hot after only a second or two. All I could do was watch, my breath held in my lungs, as the monster clung to my leg with its teeth. A trickle of blood raced toward my knee, then toward my foot.

      That was the moment my stomach turned inside out.

      The pain of the bite sent me into a bucking frenzy. I kicked and flailed with my leg, trying to shake the Sea Sparkle off me. When it finally let go, its mouth came away bloody and red. There was blood trickling down my leg, blood coming from several tiny puncture wounds in a circular shape.

      I didn’t stick around to think about it.

      A rush of adrenaline had quickly kicked in, and I used it to turn around and run away from the little monster. It looked like it was rearing up to make another lunge at me, and I wasn’t going to just stand there and let it.

      There was nowhere to run, not really. There was definitely nowhere to hide, either. But I ran anyway, pushing my legs as far as I could to put as much distance between myself and the creature as I could. It could leap like a grasshopper, closing vast distances really quickly, but I was a lot bigger than it was, so as long as I kept moving, I could keep ahead of it.

      But that wasn’t going to last forever.

      The crowd in the stalls were going insane. It was as if they could smell my blood, like sharks, and they’d been driven mad by it. They were hooting, and shouting, and many of them were stomping their feet on the floor beneath them, creating a sound like rumbling thunder to match the beating of my frantic heart.

      “Kara, are you okay?” Bubbles asked.

      “Can’t talk,” I huffed, “Running for my life.”

      “I’ll try to throw some healing magic your way, but I’m not sure if it’ll work—not unless I can touch your leg.

      “Do what you can… out of ideas.”

      “Over there—look.”

      Bubbles tugged on my left ear, pointing me toward something I hadn’t noticed before. It was a small series of columns, each a little taller than the one before it. Thinking about it, that definitely hadn’t been there a moment ago. The entire arena had been empty, and I hadn’t heard it come up, but it was there, now, so I headed toward it.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “A way to get out of this thing’s reach,” Bubbles said. “Run!”

      The Sea Sparkle was after me, I could hear it flopping around on the sand like a fish out of water, but the columns were near. I leapt for the lip of the first one as I reached it, hoisting myself up with my arms as if I was climbing out of a pool; only this time I didn’t have a wet mermaid tail weighing me down.

      The top of the column was barely large enough for me to sit on, so I stood upright and watched as the Sea Sparkle approached, panting, trying to catch my breath.

      “It can’t get up here, can it?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure…” Bubbles trailed off.

      The creature kept coming, hopping up and out of the sand, then flopping back down again. It could get a lot of reach on its leaps, but I wasn’t sure it could reach us up here until it got close enough to make the jump. Instead of waiting for it to come up to where I was and bite me again, I turned around and scanned the next column.

      The lip of that one was significantly higher up than the one I was on. It meant jumping up and grabbing it was going to be harder, and the fall to the sand below was going to be greater. There was a chance I could reach it, though, and if I could, then that would only put a little more distance between myself and the tiny monster that wanted to eat me.

      “You’re not seriously considering that jump, are you?” Bubbles asked.

      “It’s this or stay here and get eaten,” I said.

      “You’re insane! What if you miss?”

      “If I miss, then I fall and I get eaten.”

      “I don’t like this,” Bubbles said, repeating the words as I took the little running start I could get and made the leap.

      Arms outstretched, fingers splayed, I grabbed hold of the lip of the next column. My hands were slipping, but the columns weren’t made of smooth marble; they were rough, and my nails were able to stop me from falling back and off the thing’s side.

      Getting up took way more upper body strength than I thought I had, so I used my feet, too, kicking and pushing myself up, knowing full well that every ounce of movement was making me more and more tired. I couldn’t say how it was that I reached the top of the column, but when I did, I lay on my back, breathing hard and fast, allowing myself a moment to rest.

      “You did it!” Bubbles shrieked.

      “Somehow,” I said. “I don’t think we’re out of the woods yet, though.”

      All the chemicals flooding my body right now—adrenaline, endorphins—were doing a damn good job at keeping my mind away from the pain in my leg and the blood loss I was experiencing. That was good. I needed that if I was going to think carefully about how I was going to defeat this thing.

      Turning on my side as the crowd’s roaring intensified, I saw the Sea Sparkle throwing itself against the first column and failing to leap high enough to get to the top. I wasn’t sure if it was strong enough to reach it, but that didn’t mean this little thing was going to stop anytime soon. The moment it landed on the sand, it jumped again, leaving no time for rest in between. From where I was, it looked like the starfish was jumping on a trampoline.

      “That’s horrifying,” I said, still panting. “It’s not going to give up.”

      “And you’re still no closer to touching its butt.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “I’m your co-pilot. I kind of have to.”

      I shook my head. “Maybe I should’ve had Blackstone deal with this one. I don’t know what I’m doing out here.”

      “Don’t think that way. You’re amazing, and you’re strong, and you’re resourceful. I know you can do this.”

      “I’m also losing a lot of blood… I need to have that looked at, because it’s not going to stop.”

      “What are we going to do? We can’t lie here for the rest of the trial.”

      “I’m literally out of ideas. The singing didn’t work.”

      “The crowd is too loud for that. We just have to find another way through this.”

      I sat upright and tried to ignore the bloody stains already marking the column I was sitting on. There was one column left—the tallest one yet. I thought, if I could reach it, then there was no way the Sea Sparkle would be able to get to me. Even if it was able to reach the first, and then somehow also make it all the way up to the second column, the third one was just way out of its reach.

      The only problem was, it was also way out of mine.

      There was no way in hell I was going to reach it, and if I didn’t, the fall to the sand below was likely to really hurt. Even if the Sea Sparkle wasn’t around, waiting to pounce on me and eat me, I would not be walking away from a fall like that one. I realized, as I tried to figure out my options, that by jumping on these columns, I had sealed my fate.

      There was nowhere to go from here.

      I had already lost.

      “I think I ruined our chances,” I said.

      “What?” Bubbles asked, “No, what are you talking about.”

      “I shouldn’t have jumped up here.”

      “I told you to do it. This is my fault. I’m so sorry, Kara—I’ll find us a way out of this, even if I have to jump out of your hair and wrestle with that thing myself.”

      “You can’t do that. We don’t know what’ll happen if the Fae find out you’ve been hiding in there. Maybe they disqualify me, like at best, but at worst… I don’t know. What if we’ve broken some unbreakable rule? What if them finding you means death for us both?”

      “Damn… I hadn’t thought of that.”

      I shook my head. “The only way to do this is to go back down,” I said, “Face this thing head on.”

      “It’s going to eat you!”

      “I know. But I’ve already lost a lot of blood… I’m starting to feel dizzy.”

      “Kara…”

      “Bubbles, I don’t know how much time I have left, but I need to try to figure this out while I’m still strong. I know if my dad were still here, he’d be telling me not to give up. To get back up and fight.”

      I stood, ignoring the blood at my feet and down my leg. Jumping up and over the next column was impossible. The only other option was to jump down, toward the first column—toward the Sea Sparkle, that hadn’t stopped bouncing yet. I had to admire its dedication, its hunger. I needed a little of that.

      An emotion started bubbling up inside of me. Something like anger, like righteous anger, but it was controllable. It wasn’t a wildfire that threatened to consume my thoughts and make me do something stupid, and rash. It was like a furnace, contained, filling me with strength and power—power I thought I could feel buzzing around inside of me like an electric current.

      I closed my hands, turning them into fists, opening them, and then closing them again. That current inside of me grew stronger, the vibrations radiating out of my chest and reaching every last inch of me; from my fingers to my toes to the tips of my ears.

      “Kara… what’s happening?” Bubbles asked.

      But I didn’t reply. I couldn’t. All I could do was stare at the little creature as it bounced, and bounced, and bounced. As it jumped, I caught glimpses of its eyeless face, its teeth, its bloody mouth. It wanted me, but I wasn’t going to let it get anywhere near me. Not this time.

      “Could you talk to me?” Bubbles asked, “I can feel something happening, and I’m… I’m scared.”

      “You should be,” I whispered.

      When I closed my hand again, it closed around something hard, and stiff—like a shaft. I didn’t stop to think for an instant what it could be, or how it had gotten there, or if it was even real. Instead, my body acted on its own, carrying out a command I hadn’t given it.

      My arm pulled up and arched back. Without thinking about it, I flipped whatever I was holding around in my hand, catching a glimmer of golden light out of the corner of my eye. When the creature bounced up and over the top of the column below me, I screamed, and I hurled the thing I was holding toward it.

      A streak of gold shot out of my hand, striking the Sea Sparkle dead in the center of its face, impaling it. The creature and the spear I had just thrown sailed through the air, then dug into the sand with a thud.

      The crowd had been roaring, cheering, but it fell silent, now. Eerily so. I watched as the golden spear sticking out of the ground wobbled, catching the light flooding the arena and throwing it around in glittering shafts.

      By the time I returned to my body, to my mind, and realized what was going on—what I was looking at—the spear dematerialized, becoming a cloud of golden dust that picked up with a phantom breeze and whisked away in an instant.

      “What… the hell…” Bubbles said.

      “I think I’m going to pass out,” I said.

      “Kara, what did you do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where did you get a spear?”

      I paused. “It wasn’t a spear… it was a trident.”

      It was at that point that my body gave way. I saw myself fall, felt my body hit the column, and then the darkness took me.
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      Kara was hurt, and I hadn’t been able to do anything about it. Not until now. I didn’t care what had happened, or what anyone told me had happened, all that mattered was, she was bleeding when she fell into my arms, and I needed to help her.

      I set her down on a table in the room I had been assigned and carefully examined her. She was unconscious, and the wound in her thigh hadn’t stopped bleeding, not since she’d received it. It looked like a nasty one, too. A ring of small puncture wounds occasionally letting out a fresh batch of blood.

      As fast as I could, I removed my shirt and tore off my sleeve. I didn’t have a choice but to slightly pull up her dress to work on the injury. I could only hope she would pardon my intrusion, but I kept my eyes where they had to be in order to get the work done.

      The first thing I had to do was wrap the sleeve of my shirt around her upper thigh to try to stop the bleeding. I worked delicately, but quickly, trying not to hurt her any further but making sure to move fast enough that she wouldn’t suffer any more.

      Once the sleeve was tied around her thigh, I looked around the room for supplies, of which there were some. On a counter I noticed several jars filled with slimy liquid, a pot full of medicinal herbs, a bowl to mash them and mix them all in. Without wasting another moment, I moved over to the counter and got started.

      I was the first to admit, I didn’t know much magic to speak of. I certainly didn’t know any healing magic. I had never bothered to learn much since it wasn’t strictly useful to my day to day activities. Magic was more of a hindrance than a help to a pirate’s life, given the fact that wherever it’s used, it leaves a mark—a mark that can be followed and traced back to you.

      Piracy relied, to a certain degree, on rumor and hearsay. You wanted those you stole from to suspect who had stolen from them, but there needed to be enough ambiguity that no one knew, truly, that you had in fact been involved.

      This was the way it worked. It was the spreading of rumor that gave pirates their infamy, and it was their infamy that gave pirates their power. The use of magic removed all possibility of rumor. It peeled back the layer of secrecy our culture—our way of life—relied upon to continue functioning. To continue to exist.

      Piracy was like an ecosystem.

      The pirate steals from someone, the victim entertains his friends and family with a story, which then spreads like a bushfire, feeding the pirate’s… ego. Everybody wins. Except, maybe, for the victim, who you stole something from. But they would get over it in time to be stolen from again by somebody else, and on and on it went.

      Then there were those like Mordred. Just thinking about him made me roll my eyes. Blustering idiot. He was everything that was wrong with modern piracy. How was anyone supposed to lead an honest… or dishonest life… with someone like him running around giving the rest of us a bad name?

      If everyone was afraid of the Vampire-Captain, how was anyone supposed to be afraid of dear old Blackstone?

      “Captain Blackstone,” came the voice whispered into my ear.

      I turned my head to the side. My hands were covered in green slime and bits of broken herbs. “I told you not to contact me,” I whispered.

      “I know, but it’s important.”

      Grelco, my First Mate. Talk about blustering idiots.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      A pause. “Well… we was wondering… if you were any closer to rescuing us.”

      “You were wondering.”

      “What?”

      “I’m correcting your grammar. You’d be surprised how far a proper vocabulary will take you, mate.”

      “Right… yes. Okay, well, are you any closer?”

      “The situation has become… complicated.” I glanced over my shoulder at Kara. She was still unconscious. I was close to having a healing salve ready for her, and it looked like the bleeding on her leg had slowed.

      “Complicated? How?”

      “I’m working on it, Grelco. How’s the rest of the crew?”

      “Hungry, captain. They aren’t feeding us right. We get a troth of slop to share among us all, and maybe a bit of water.”

      “A troth?”

      “Yes. We have to dig our heads into it and slurp the goop up without forks or anything.”

      “How would a fork help with slop? Surely, you’d be better off with a spoon.”

      “Anything is better than having to stick my head into a troth with the rest of the crew.”

      “Yes, I suppose it would be…” I trailed off.

      “How much longer are we supposed to wait for your signal?”

      “I need a little more time, mate. I’m working on it.”

      “And we appreciate that, only, we’re getting a bit desperate in here. There’s nothing to do, the food’s terrible, and we’re all starting to smell something horrible. You said the human girl could help us get out of here.”

      “She can.”

      “Well?”

      I frowned. “She’s a little unconscious at the minute. But there’s been a development.”

      “What kind of development?”

      I turned around to face the counter I was working on again and kept my head low. Grelco and the rest of the crew were expecting me to give them a way out. We had been in communication through the charms in our earrings ever since we were arrested and thrown into separate dungeons—we were even in communication when I was on the stage, watching the King announce the prize at the end of the Siren Trials.

      I saw a way to rescue them, then. A way to get us all out of this prison and cheat death once more. All I had to do was become Kara’s champion, and then if she won the trials, she would set us all free upon becoming Queen. It had seemed like a good plan… and then she woke up in a panic and threw her arms around me, and something changed.

      She had asked me to share her bed, to stay close to her. I had barely slept at all. There was something about her, something about being closer to her that made my bones… vibrate. I couldn’t describe it even if I had wanted to.

      It was as if magic was constantly trying to pass between us, to pass through us, and the closer we got to each other, the stronger the magic got. I had never felt anything like this before in my life, and I knew it had nothing to do with the binding ceremony the Princess had done for us, because I had felt these same sparks ever since I first saw her back on Earth.

      I looked at her again, at her unconscious face, at her rosy cheeks. I swallowed hard just as a wave of heat moved through my chest. She truly was beautiful, and incredibly strong, but she was also vulnerable… and I felt like I was manipulating her into helping me and my crew escape.

      “Look,” I said, “I know you want to get out, but I need more time.”

      “More time?” Grelco asked. “Captain, I don’t know how much time we have left.”

      “I have been assured I won’t be killed until after the trials.”

      “And can you be sure those assurances extend to the rest of your crew and your ship? Or are we to be left to our own fates?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “Captain, you can make this right. You can help us—you have to.”

      “And I’m going to, just give me more time.”

      “You have one day.”

      I frowned. “One day? What happens tomorrow?”

      “We take matters into our own hands.”

      “Grelco, mate, please tell me you’re not thinking about going off and doing something stupid.”

      “No, captain. I’m going to go and do something smart.”

      “Grelco… Grelco!” I hissed, but he was gone.

      I shook my head. He was going to get them all killed, or worse, start a mutiny against me. I had to get them out, but I didn’t know how. Kara was in no shape to do anyone any favors, and I couldn’t leave her side… unless.

      I looked over at the door to the room we had been given. Carefully I walked over to it, tugged on the handle, and turned it. We were still in the arena, somewhere. Underneath it. I couldn’t hear the people of the city above us, but I could hear their feet stomping on the floor, shaking the very foundations of this place. Dust trickled onto my nose from the ceiling, forcing me to stifle a sneeze.

      The sound would’ve alerted anyone in the hallway of my presence, but there was no one here. The entire hallway was empty.

      I scanned it, left and right. I had been brought down here through the passage to the right, and that meant the way out was that way as well. I didn’t want to leave Kara on her own. All I wanted to do was check the coast, make sure it was clear. Then I’d make a decision about what to do, and how to do it.

      If I could make sure Kara wouldn’t die from her injuries before someone came down to check on us, then maybe I’d have a shot at finding the rest of my crew and breaking them all out before the Summer Fae were able to execute them.

      I took a tentative couple of steps out into the corridor, watching, listening. Enemy footsteps would’ve been hard to detect given the constant thundering above me, but I decided to press on anyway, keeping my back up against a wall so as to minimize my profile.

      I was about halfway down the corridor when I felt something strange in my chest. It wasn’t pain, exactly, but more like discomfort, like tightness. I kept moving, speeding up a little to try to reach the corner of the corridor up ahead of me. There should’ve been a door at the end of that one, and if it was open, or unlocked, then I had a way out of here.

      But as I reached the corner, that discomfort in my chest became pain—true, stabbing, pain. I clutched my chest and took a deep breath, but that was painful, too. My heart was pounding, and every beat brought with it a fresh, new, stabbing sensation.

      “Ugh,” I groaned, “That’s new…”

      I tried reaching the corner of the corridor, but the pain was getting so intense, I almost couldn’t see straight. My legs started to give, and that was when I knew this wasn’t normal. Not in the slightest. I turned my head and looked back down the hallway, toward the door I had moved away from.

      Desperate, I took a few steps toward it, my hand held firmly against my chest, against my heart. Instantly, the pain in my chest started to ease, to subside. My mind raced, my eyes widened, and realization set in. The closer I got to Kara’s door, to Kara, the less pain I felt.

      By the time I reached the room and closed the door behind myself again, there was almost no pain in my chest—only a dull ache to remind me of my folly.

      I stared at Kara’s unconscious form from the door, blinking rapidly. “The binding,” I whispered to myself. “Has to be that.”

      The Princess had told me I wouldn’t be able to leave Kara’s side. At the time, I’d thought she’d meant figuratively, practically, maybe even legally. It hadn’t even crossed my mind that she may have meant physically, or even spiritually.

      How was I supposed to help my crew if I couldn’t separate my body from this woman’s?
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      I didn’t remember closing my eyes, but when I opened them again, he was there. Blackstone. He wasn’t looking directly at me, but rather at my body. I was numb to the world for a moment, for a long moment, but then I felt something. His hands on my leg… his fingers working up and down my thigh, and something cold.

      Why is he touching my leg?

      Why is he shirtless?

      Oh my God, he’s shirtless.

      I felt weak, and groggy, and my limbs weighed a ton, but seeing this man standing next to me with his shirt off sent a wave of adrenaline rushing through me that made my eyes spring open. He noticed and leaned over toward me.

      “Sorry,” he said, “Was I hurting you?”

      “No…” I said, “What’s… happening?”

      “You were hurt. I’m trying to tend to your wound.”

      His hand was still on my leg, on my upper thigh to be exact. “How bad?”

      “You lost a lot of blood, but you’ll live.”

      “That’s… really reassuring.” I tried to sit up, but immediately felt resistance from every last one of my muscles, bones, and even the joints. I lay my head back down on the table and watched the room spin. “That was a mistake.”

      “We’ve all been there, ey? Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

      “I’m… totally blank. I can’t remember what happened.”

      “I was behind the door to the arena, so I’m not sure either. There was a lot of cheering. Something happened to make the crowd go insane, and then they were calling me in to pick you up. You were on a column. I was told to bring you here and fix you up.”

      “What about the Sea Sparkle?”

      “Dead. I don’t know how you managed, but you made a mess of that little thing.”

      “I don’t remember how, and in my defense, it was trying to bite me.” I considered for a moment. “Wait, did I pass the trial or not?”

      “I haven’t been told you’ve been kicked out of the competition, and you’re still alive, so… for now, let’s just say you passed.”

      “Maybe Delora knows.”

      “She was up on the stands, watching everything unfold. I haven’t spoken to her since.”

      Bubbles.

      I reached into my hair with my right hand, pretending to touch the back of my neck. She wasn’t there. “And Bubbles?”

      “I’m not sure. I lost sight of her after you went through the doors.”

      “So, you picked me up and brought me here to heal me?”

      “That I did.”

      I paused. “What’s that on my leg? It smells… like seaweed and crushed fish.”

      “It’s a bit unpleasant, isn’t it?” he let go of my leg. “I can step back and let you carry on. It’s just a case of rubbing this in, and—”

      “—no,” I blurted out. “I mean, no… you can carry on. I can’t even lift my head without almost passing out.”

      “It smells, but it works. It’s an old healing recipe I know, one my mother taught me.” Blackstone said, and he went back to gently rubbing my thigh. He had a little bowl next to him filled with that smelly paste he was using, his luminous green eyes were narrow, and focused, and did I mention he wasn’t wearing a shirt?

      I hadn’t gotten a good look at him until now, and I had to admit, I had half a mind to tell him off for hiding his body like that. Not only could he have given Aenon a run for his money in terms of the size of his muscles, but Captain Daman Blackstone was covered in tattoos.

      His arms were a tapestry of inked characters, and scenes, and text. On his right arm was a landscape shot of an island in the distance, with a ship nearby, a sun setting behind it. There was a compass under the landscape, and a banner that read Home. As I watched it, trying to pick more details out of it, the tattoo started to come alive.

      It was impossible. I had to have been hallucinating. But the ship appeared to pull up its sails and slow down. It dropped anchor, coming to a complete stop just as the sun dipped behind the island. Shafts of golden light breaking along the island’s peaks were replaced by a dark, night sky filled with stars that twinkled and shimmered.

      I flinched, as Blackstone accidentally pressed a little too hard. He pulled his hands away and stuck them up as if I’d aimed a gun at him. “Sorry, again,” he said. “Pirate’s hands…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m just… not used to being touched.”

      Carefully, deliberately, Blackstone lowered his hands again and rested them on my thigh. “That, my dear, is a tragedy.”

      “Tragedy?”

      “Never mind. Forget I said it.”

      I paused. “Okay… tell me about your tattoo.”

      He glanced at his arm, then looked at me again. “What do you want to know about it?”

      “What is it about? And why is it moving?”

      “It moves because it’s magic. You’ve never seen one before?”

      “We have tattoos back on Earth, but ours don’t move. Yours says home…”

      “Because it is. Where I was born, I mean. The island of Luck.”

      “Luck? Is that its name or what people call it?”

      “Both. They say the people born on the island of Luck are lucky their whole lives. Charmed, even.”

      “Is it true?”

      “I feel pretty lucky right now…” he trailed off and gave me his eyes. I felt his hand slide down toward my knee, then up and into my thigh again.

      I swallowed hard. “How… uh, how long before the paste takes effect and heals the wound?”

      Blackstone paused but didn’t lose eye contact with me. “It already did.”

      Another swallow. “So… you’re just touching my leg, now?”

      “It seemed like you may have been enjoying it… I didn’t want to deprive you in your moment of need.”

      His fingers trailed a little further up my leg, bringing a tingling heat surging through my thigh, into my core, and up into my chest. I sucked in a breath and held his gaze. I wasn’t sure what was happening, what he was doing, or why I wanted him to continue—but I did. I really did.

      “No one’s asked me about my needs yet,” I breathed.

      “No?”

      “Everyone’s been too busy telling me where I should go, what I should say, and what I should do. No one has taken a moment ask me what I want, or to take care of me.”

      “Present company excluded, I should hope. I may have tried to bring you with me back when we were on your ship, but I was prepared to set you free on my ship.”

      “You were.”

      “And I’ve taken care of your wound right now…” his hand inched up and along my thigh, sending little pinpricks of excitement racing through me.

      Christ.

      I didn’t question what was happening, what he was doing. I didn’t have the time nor the need to, but one thing was certain, the way Blackstone was looking at me now, that bedroom-eyed stare with those gorgeous green eyes… he wasn’t going to be able to go back from that. I would never be able to look at him the same way again, not after the way he was looking at me now.

      And I didn’t mind that.

      I also didn’t mind what his hand was doing to my thigh, what my heart was doing inside of my chest, or what my tongue was doing behind my lips. For the first time since I’d entered this world, I was getting wet the right way.

      “What’s changed?” I asked.

      “Changed?” Daman asked.

      I paused, anticipation welling up inside of me as his fingers almost reached their target. “This… you…”

      “What about me?”

      “You’ve never looked at me like this before.”

      “I have, you just don’t know it.”

      “When?”

      “The first time I laid eyes on you… my head was spinning, and not just because you had hit me with a door. Then again when I rescued you from Mordred’s ship… when I held you in my arms in front of my crew. And then again when I saw you, this version of you, walking onto the stage the other day.”

      “This version…”

      “The ears.”

      They were pointed. I’d almost forgotten I looked quite differently to the Kara Shaw who had entered Arcadia a week ago. A week ago? A month ago? Three days ago? It was hard to keep track, especially with this pirate’s hand up my thigh. My blood supply wasn’t properly reaching my brain.

      “Daman…” I breathed.

      He leaned a little closer, his bedroom eyes scanning me. “Yes?”

      “Don’t go opening doors you can’t close.”

      Inches away. Our lips, his fingers, our bodies. Was it possible a human body could twang like a guitar string? Because I felt like I was vibrating, wobbling back and forth. My heart had thumped so hard and so fast, it was completely gone now, as was my mind. I had no idea who I was, no real sense of myself as a person.

      I was anticipation.

      I was the tingling sensation in the pit of my stomach.

      I was hunger.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt this way about a person before. They weren’t feelings in the big sense of the word; they were more like needs. In all the time I’d been here, I’d never considered I would have them. I was too busy running for my life, so my needs were food, water, shelter, survival.

      Right now, though, my need was… him. I wanted his hand to keep crawling up my thigh and reach my wet, throbbing center. I wanted him to touch me in a way that I hadn’t been touched in a long time. I wanted him to fix the tragedy, as he himself had called it. I’d known exactly what he had meant, and I had let him off the hook.

      But as I reached for his dark hair with my hand and gently dipped my fingers into it, I could only hope he took the gesture as my want for him to continue. To go on. To touch me, to press his lips against mine, to give me what I wanted.

      As if the universe had heard me speak of doors, the door to this room burst open. Blackstone ripped himself away from me as if he’d just been caught doing something illegal, and I shot up from the table again—and instantly regretted it again. My head was spinning, my vision blurred, but I used my elbows to prop myself up and stared across the room at Delora, who had come busting in.

      She looked wild. Her eyes were wide and dark, her hair was a little frazzled, and her stance was all fight or flight. Her wild eyes narrowed as she scanned us both.

      “Am I… interrupting… something?” she asked, almost through her teeth.

      “No,” I said, “Not at all. Look, Blackstone healed me.”

      A pause. “I bet he did.”

      “I did, honest,” Blackstone said, picking up his bowl of medicinal paste. “Look at the bowl. Ooh, smelly.”

      She eyed us both up and down again. “You passed your trial,” she said. “Barely.”

      “I did?!” I asked, regretting that, too. The room spun a little harder.

      “You did, but don’t get too excited. Nobody knows how you passed, or how you did what you did. Best to just not talk about it for now.”

      “I can’t even remember what happened. How am I going to talk about it?”

      “All the better, then.” She brought her fingers up to her hair and fixed some of the wild curls. “Time to get up, we’re due back at the apartment.”

      I sighed.

      Great.
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      Delora marched me off to my apartment. Blackstone followed, keeping a distance of a few paces at least. My caretaker didn’t have much to say about my trial on the way over here. She didn’t have much to say at all, though I could tell something had her a little out of sorts. I wasn’t sure what, and I didn’t feel it right to ask.

      Not yet, anyway.

      I was still exhausted, my body ached, and while the wound in my leg had healed, I still couldn’t think straight for all the blood loss and the excitement that came after. Lack of blood in a body that is starting to run hot with want is a bad combination. I needed to eat, I needed a bath, and I needed to sleep, and not necessarily in that order.

      Blackstone had been offered a bathroom one wall away from mine. He had a guard posted at his door, and he’d been given a few minutes to wash up and come straight back to my apartment. Delora took the time to run me a bath, fill it with warm, aromatic soaps, and even left me a change of clothes to wear.

      She told me dinner would be served soon, so to not take too long… then she left me to my own devices. She left me to my bath. It was the first proper moment of relaxation I’d felt since I had left the apartment earlier this morning.

      And it didn’t last.

      Bubbles shot out of my hair and dipped right into the warm bath water. “Bloody hell!” I shrieked, startled by her sudden appearance.

      The water Pixie splashed around in the water for a few seconds, making the mountain of bubbles sitting on the surface jiggle and shake. When she was done, she drew herself up and out of the water with her wings, shook it off, and glared at me. She had alert written all over her face.

      “We need to talk,” she said, “Right now.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, “I thought you were gone!”

      “I’ve been in your hair the whole time.”

      “But I felt around for you… you weren’t there.”

      “I was avoiding your fingers. Avoiding detection. I was in stealth mode.”

      “Stealth mode?” I frowned.

      “Yes. I needed to keep myself hidden, remember?”

      “From the guards and the Fae, but where were you when Blackstone was taking care of me?”

      “I was listening to a conversation he was having.”

      “A… conversation? With who? The room was empty.”

      “I don’t know who he was talking to exactly, some guy named Grelco.”

      I watched her, confusion and blood loss clouding my thoughts. “Okay, my brain isn’t working right… could you just start from the beginning?”

      Bubbles floated over to the edge of the tub and sat down. “Well,” she said, lowering her voice. “I hadn’t come out of your hair yet because I wasn’t sure if a guard was going to come into the room Blackstone had been told to heal you in. I decided to wait just a little while. And in that little while, I heard him talking to someone. I thought he was talking to himself at first, but then I realized he wasn’t that insane. Eccentric, but not insane.”

      “How was he talking to someone?”

      “I don’t know. He must have some kind of charm on him somewhere that lets him talk to people, and unless he’s not telling us the truth about his past here, I can only assume he was talking to someone on his crew.”

      “His crew…”

      “I couldn’t hear both sides of the conversation, but this guy Grelco, he wanted something from Blackstone. I guess he and the crew are waiting to be released—more importantly, they’re waiting on Blackstone to set them free somehow. From what I was able to understand, you’re the how in the equation.”

      “Me? I can’t help him.”

      “You can if you become Queen. You can just tell them to free him… maybe. I’m sure the King might have something to say, but still. You are his ticket out of here. His crew, though… nothing’s keeping them alive right now, and by the sounds of it, they’re getting desperate. Kara, they gave him a deadline.”

      “A deadline?”

      “Tomorrow. Something’s going to happen tomorrow if Blackstone doesn’t get them out, only he can’t.”

      “I know he can’t. He’s always under guard.”

      “No, physically he can’t. After the conversation was over, he tried to sneak out of the room. I watched him go all the way down the corridor, and then he doubled over as if something had stabbed him in the gut. He basically crawled back to the room you were in after that.”

      “I… don’t understand.”

      “Remember what the Princess said? How he wasn’t supposed to leave your side? I think that was more than a polite request. I think he can’t pull himself away from you without having to endure serious physical pain. It may even kill him if he tries too hard.”

      “Jesus… that sounds a little extreme, doesn’t it?”

      “Everything about this place is extreme! I was starting to like it here, but after what I saw in that arena, with all that blood… I don’t even know what happened to the Siren that trialed before you. Where did she go? Is she dead? Maybe her Sea Sparkle bit her in the neck and killed her outright, and you were lucky it only got you in the leg.”

      I paused. “This is a lot, Bubbles.”

      “And not only because you were about to kiss him.”

      My cheeks burned bright and hot. “Oh God.”

      “I was there. I know what was going on, and it was really hard for me to keep my cover.”

      “Oh no…”

      “Oh no is right.”

      “I almost kissed him.”

      “I know.”

      “And he… he’s just using me to save himself and his crew?”

      “That’s what it sounds like.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not… it can’t be right.”

      “What, a man can’t trick you into thinking he wants you just so he can get something from you? Because that’s never happened in the history of men from any race.”

      “No, it’s just… was I really that stupid?”

      “You didn’t know. You still don’t really know. The only thing I’m trying to do here is tell you to be careful with him. We have no idea who he really is, or what he’s even capable of.” She paused. “This isn’t even the worst of what I have to tell you.”

      I stared at her, my eyes wide. “What more do you have to tell me?” I asked. “I don’t know if my heart can take much more of this. You do realize I lost a lot of blood today, right?”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, but a lot has happened today and I’m not sure how much other people know but I want to make sure you have all the information I have, so there’s no secrets.”

      I nodded. “Okay, what is it?”

      “Leviathan’s Trident,” she whispered.

      I frowned. “What about it?”

      “You made it come to you. At least I think you did.”

      “What?”

      “During the trial, with the Sea Sparkle. It was trying to get you, it was jumping up on one of the columns and you had no idea how to deal with it before blood loss overtook you. Then you started acting weird.”

      “Weird… weird, like how?”

      “Weird, like, I was starting to feel magic, I was starting to feel scared, then you told me I should be scared, and the trident just appeared in your hand. Then you threw it at the starfish and killed it. Then it was gone.”

      “What was gone?”

      “The trident. It turned to dust and disappeared.”

      I shook my head. “Wait… hang on a second.”

      “What?”

      “I had a dream I was holding a trident. I couldn’t tell whether it was Leviathan’s Trident or another one, but I’m sure I dreamt I was holding it.”

      “Unconscious people don’t dream, Kara. Remember? We learned that from a documentary once.”

      “So, I wasn’t dreaming.”

      “No. I saw you manifest it and hurl it at the creature. Everybody saw you.”

      “And nobody has said anything about it?”

      “I think it’s super weird, too.” She floated over to me. “I think there’s more going on here than anyone’s telling you, Kara… and I’m really, really scared.”

      I didn’t want to let it show on my face, but all of this was scaring me, too. Leviathan’s Trident, the trials, Blackstone, Mordred invading my dreams… all of that, and I still have the voice from the hospital in the back of my mind, scratching at it like rats against a wall. So much was going on, I was overwhelmed, but I was also the only one who could deal with all of this.

      I had to tough it out, as my father usually said.

      “Okay…” I said, pausing to think, “I think the best thing for us to do is to deal with this one problem at a time. First, we don’t know if the trident I used was Leviathan’s. Maybe it was just magic? I’ve seen the Summer Fae throw lightning bolts at people.”

      “Lightning bolts, sure, but tridents? I’ve seen Princess Aerin summon one before, and what she did with it was really cool.”

      “But that looked like a real trident, not something she pulled out of thin air.”

      “Maybe yours is different. I don’t know how it works, but it really felt like magic—powerful, ancient magic.”

      I nodded. “That’s only slightly terrifying, but we’ll leave it there. We need more information before we can do anything about this one. Blackstone and his crew, that’s what worries me the most right now because I’ve got to go into the other room and share a meal and a bed with him tonight. What if he does something to me?”

      “I’ll be there. In your hair.”

      “You can’t sleep in my hair. I’ll squish you.”

      “I can sit there long enough, then slip out when you’re both asleep. Either way, I want to be around to make sure nothing… happens.”

      I watched her, my eyes lowering. “Happens?”

      “That’s not how I meant it.”

      “Do you really think anything is going to happen between us now that I know he’s probably just manipulating me to save his own skin?”

      “It looked like something was about to happen in the other room before Delora showed up. I’ll never be able to tell her just how totally thankful I am for her. The thought of having to sit in your hair while—”

      “—Bubbles!”

      “What? We’re both thinking it.”

      “I mean, I wasn’t. Existential dread and terror take priority over my sexual impulses and desires.”

      Bubbles stared at me. “Ew. Don’t ever talk like that again.”

      “Okay. I’m gonna get out of this bath, because I’m starting to prune up. I’m also really hungry.”

      “And Blackstone?”

      “I’m… not going to confront him. I want to see how far this goes, what exactly he wants from me. If I know something he doesn’t want me to know, it’ll give me an advantage, and I can use all the advantages I can get right now.”

      “And if he tries to murder you in your sleep?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be dramatic. That’s not going to happen.”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “I do… but if he does, you have permission to blast him with sneezing powder until his eyeballs fall out.”

      Bubbles grinned, then flexed her biceps. “I’m ready. Let’s do this.”
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      Blackstone was already in the bedroom by the time I had finished bathing. Our dinner had also been delivered to my room. It was a large, silver tray with a lot of little dishes on it covered in delicious looking food, but I didn’t really feel like eating after my bath. I couldn’t stand the thought of putting food in my mouth, in fact.

      My anxiety was just way too high.

      I realized, of course, that if I didn’t eat, I was only further sabotaging my chances of winning tomorrow’s trial. I also knew full well that I was hungry, and I could eat. I just didn’t want to sit down and eat with him.

      The pirate captain gazed at me with those green eyes of his, and I had to admit, I found it difficult to resist the charm he seemed to ooze. But after what I knew, after what Bubbles had told me, he didn’t have a single trick in his bag that would make me warm up to him.

      With a simple “I’m going to sleep,” I dismissed myself of him. I would’ve found a spot for myself on the floor, but I decided it was better to take the bed given that it was my bed, and not his.

      Blackstone watched me, a frown on his face, as I climbed onto the bed and turned away from him. There were clearly some thoughts in his mind he was having trouble reconciling, maybe even some things he wanted to talk over, like our brief interlude in the other room earlier today. I couldn’t blame him. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve wanted to discuss them too, but these weren’t normal circumstances.

      He was using me to save himself and his crew. I had no reason not to trust Bubbles’ words, and weirdly, as I lay in bed thinking about all of this, I found myself in the strange mental space where I sort of trusted Mordred. Mordred. The man who had tried to drown me, the man who may have done something to me while I was unconscious.

      I trusted him more than I did most other people. Why? Because he was in fact honest, right from the beginning. He wanted the trident. That was it. Maybe, if I’d given it to him, he would have made good on his word and sent me back through a portal. If Blackstone knew where they were, then so did Mordred.

      But that voice in the back of my head had told me not to give it to him, and I’d listened, and that single choice may have very well changed the entire trajectory of my life.

      No use crying over spilt milk.

      I heard Blackstone rustling over to a spot on the floor before sleep overtook me. I needed to eat, but I was way more tired than hungry, so I drifted off into the dark space between night and day, hoping I wouldn’t dream of Mordred, or of hospitals, or of anything horrible.

      As it happened, I didn’t dream at all.

      I felt like I’d barely shut my eyes before Delora showed up to wake me up. We had another trial today, and she needed to get me ready for it. Focusing on that gave me an excuse not to have to talk to Blackstone, not to have to direct my attention toward him for a second.

      I ate in a hurry, got changed into a leather bra and skirt like the kind the Princess would wear, and was then ushered out to the edge of Caeris, toward the edge of the bubble separating the underwater city from the crushing dark of the Arcadian Sea.

      There, the entire town was waiting. The Sirens were lined up, the royals were standing on a tall podium overlooking their kingdom, there were guards everywhere, people everywhere—more food vendors, more dancing, and singing, and cheering, and flashing lights, and magic.

      As Delora and our guards escorted me through the street toward the bubble’s shimmering edge, people approached to offer things to me. I was given a necklace made of shells and sea flowers, a bracelet, an anklet. A Fae child approached and gave me a small, shell-shaped charm she had made herself. She had smiled brightly, bowed once she’d handed it over, and then her smiling parents had ushered her away.

      I heard her tell them how beautiful she thought I was, and how she wanted to be a Siren one day, too.

      All of this happened in a blur of motion, and voices, and sounds. I was barely present for any of it. It wasn’t until Delora made me stand next to the other Sirens and the King raised his hands to silence the crowd that my mind snap back into my body.

      “Oh my God,” I said to myself, looking around at the crowd of people surrounding the Sirens, who I couldn’t help but notice there were less of now. It looked like a couple of Sirens had chosen to make their champions take on this trial, and considering those champions were tall, muscular men, I had even more reason to worry.

      “There you are!” Bubbles hissed. She was in my hair.

      “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know. It’s like you’ve been in a trance all morning. Are you okay?”

      “I… I’m not sure.” I scanned the crowd. The King was in the middle of his speech, talking about how important the Trials were, and how excited he is for the trials to continue. “How did I get here?”

      “Are you telling me you don’t remember anything?”

      “I kind of do. I’m just… I can’t tell you what happened to me today. I guess I’ve just had a lot of things to think about?”

      “Well, whatever is going on, you had better snap out of it, because you’re about to get shoved through that bubble—we’re going into the ocean.”

      “The what?”

      “It’s a swimming trial. See those markers in the water?”

      I turned around and looked at the edge of the city. The cobblestone road at my feet simply ended at the bubble, but beyond it, in the water, there were flashing lights. “I think I do,” I said.

      “Good, swim for them. That’s all we have to do.”

      One of the Sirens next to me glanced over in my direction and frowned. She also had necklaces and bracelets, and offerings from the people of Caeris. “Who are you talking to?” she asked, her eyebrows pinched between her eyes.

      “Uh, no one,” I said.

      “—and now, without further delay,” the King proclaimed, “I declare this trial… begun!”

      Shit.

      I was still looking around, a little dumbfounded, by the time the last of the Sirens had made it through the bubble and into the ocean. Delora’s eyes widened and her nostrils flared. I didn’t have to hear her speak to know what she was saying. Blackstone, meanwhile, was standing next to her—worry written all over his face.

      I didn’t know if my shooting off into the sea was going to cause him pain, but right now, I almost hoped it did.

      Turning around on my heel, I made a quick run toward the edge of the city and leapt into the ocean. The cool, deep, dark embraced me instantly. My body quickly started to tingle and vibrate. And after kicking with my legs for only a couple of seconds, my tail manifested, making my speed rapidly increase.

      With the water rushing past my ears and through my hair, I was in my element. I was in my happy place. Bubbles was holding on for dear life, but this wasn’t the first time she and I had gone swimming together. I made it through the first set of markers quickly, but I was behind the rest of the pack, so I’d already started on the back foot.

      “We need to catch up,” Bubbles said, only her voice beamed directly into my mind.

      “You think?” I asked, only I was speaking telepathically. “I was going to take it slow for a while, breeze through in last place.”

      “The way you’ve been acting today, I wouldn’t have put it past you.”

      “I don’t know what’s happened to me today,” I said, as I pushed myself through the dark, toward the next set of markers. “I’ve been slow, lost in my own thoughts.”

      “It looked like you were under a spell or something. Delora was worried. I was, too.”

      “Okay, but it’s over, now. Whatever it was.”

      “I should hope so, because I don’t want you to end up like those missing Sirens.”

      “We don’t know where they are, or what happened to them. For all we know, they’re just knocked out or still receiving treatment.”

      I felt the water around me rumble and vibrate. It was as if thunder had struck, and I was feeling its ripples go racing through the water. Only there was no lightning, no flash, just the grumbling of water.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      Bubbles didn’t immediately reply. Then she shrieked. “Holy crap!” she yelled.

      “What?!” I screamed.

      “Swim, swim, swim!”

      As soon as I saw the next set of markers blinking in the dark, I raced toward it as quickly as my body could carry me. I was a bullet in the water, speed incarnate, and when I realized I was being chased by something, I only moved faster.

      I didn’t know what it was, but it was huge, and powerful enough to make the very water around me quake, and shake. Part of me didn’t want to look back, because I knew that would slow me down, but the other part of me wanted to know what was after me.

      My human curiosity got the better of me, and once I reached the next set of lights, I turned my head to see what was behind me.

      At first all I saw was darkness and the blinking lights that marked the path I had to follow through the water. Then the lights were gone, swallowed by something so large even the blinking lights couldn’t illuminate it.

      “What are you doing?!” Bubbles screeched.

      “I looked!” I yelled. “I’m sorry! I looked!”

      Bubbles screamed. “Aaaaah!” and I screamed with her.

      Without realizing I had a turn coming up, I smashed into some kind of sea creature and went tumbling past it. It took me a moment too long to right myself and push my body through the water again, but I managed before getting swallowed by whatever was after me.

      The only problem was, I couldn’t see the markers anymore. Maybe I had been turned around, or maybe this thing was creating the crushing darkness around me. I started swimming in whatever direction I could think to go, without really being sure if I was going up, or down, or even the right way. The only thing that mattered was keeping ahead of the thing behind me.

      I heard someone shout, a muffled voice that echoed through the dark. There was another one, and then another one. They were all around me. Voices, maybe from Sirens, maybe from champions, or maybe in my own head.

      “What’s that?” Bubbles asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “You can hear them too?”

      “Yeah. Why are they so eerie?”

      “Whatever’s following us must be doing this. It must have some kind of disorienting magic.”

      I smashed into something else as I pushed through the water, only this time, it wasn’t a beacon—it was another person. We tangled in the water, limbs flailing, tails smashing against each other. It was another Siren, and she grabbed my arm.

      “Don’t let me go!” the other Siren screamed, sheer terror in her voice.

      “You’re pulling me back!” I yelled.

      “Please! I can’t move, it’s got me!”

      I felt another tug, the Siren screamed, and the rumbling behind me became something like a gargling roar, the grumbling of a hungry monster about to swallow its prey—prey that was grabbing hold of me for dear life.

      I tried to pull myself free, but her grip was vicelike.

      “If you don’t let me go, it’ll eat us both!” I yelled.

      “Please,” the Siren pleaded. “Please, don’t let it take me!”

      I was panicking, heart pounding, pulse racing, hands trembling. I didn’t know whether to pry the Siren’s fingers off my hand or try to keep swimming with her in tow. I knew I wasn’t getting very far, just as clearly as I knew the monster behind me was gaining on us both. It already had a hold of her, and in a couple of moments, we were both going to be in its mouth.

      Bubbles suddenly leapt into action, sending a burst of sparks flashing out of my hair in all directions. The balls of light didn’t do much to illuminate the darkness around us—that blackness was thick, and almost impenetrable—but I was able to see something. Something that would put me off eating squid for as long as I lived, which was probably only going to be another couple of seconds.

      The thing in the dark was huge; cataclysmically huge. It was all mouth and no eyes. All teeth and lashing tentacles, and it had the other Siren in its grasp; a long, thick, purple tentacle wrapped around her tail. Several more tentacles were starting to race out of the giant hole filled with teeth that was its mouth, and they were coming straight for me.

      “We’re screwed,” Bubbles said.

      She was right. I knew she was right, and so did the other Siren, whose pleading eyes were still on me, begging, desperate and filled with terror. But something was moving within me, a current of some kind. It was a feeling I had felt before, but only a couple of times—usually in the moments leading up to the Leviathan’s Trident appearing in front of me.

      I had only seen it in dreams, so far.

      I had been told that it had appeared in my hand once before, and I’d used it to help me win a trial—only I didn’t remember that.

      This time, I felt it slide into my hand as if it had always been there. It was cold to the touch at first, but it warmed quickly, and when I wrapped my hand around it, the trident’s tip lit up with the light of the sun. I saw the monster fully, now; we were already inside of its giant, cavernous mouth. It was all around us, dark flesh and bone. By the looks of it, we had been in here for some time, probably a few minutes.

      What I was looking at now was its throat, and we were heading right toward it.

      “Kara…” Bubbles said, her voice more like a deep exhale.

      The Siren’s eyes bulged, the light from the trident highlighting the green and gold of her irises. “It’s true…” she said. “The prophecy is true…”

      I couldn’t listen to her. I couldn’t listen to Bubbles, either. For the second time today, I felt like I was having an outer body experience, like I wasn’t in control of my actions, or my thoughts. I lifted the trident, and instantly felt power move through me. The trident hummed, the light around its tip grew brighter, and hotter, making the water around it start to bubble and sizzle.

      The monster roared, its lashing tendrils came shooting toward us, but a beam of light shot out of the trident’s tip and tore a hole through the flesh, and bone, and cartilage above me. The sizzling sound it made was enough to turn my stomach, but I wasn’t in my own body anymore. Not really.

      I watched myself slice the tentacle holding the Siren down. The walls around us jerked and shook, the monster’s mouth opened, and as soon as I saw the light on the other side of it, I swam for it with the trident in my hand. Only by the time I reached the creature’s lips, it was gone.

      I lost sight of the Siren behind me once I made it out into the ocean, but I saw the next set of markers I was supposed to follow out there, blinking in the dark. I swam for them, silently, without saying another word. Bubbles didn’t speak, either, not until we saw the city of Caeris come into view again; its bubble dome shining brightly in the deep dark of the sea.

      “Kara,” she said as we approached the final set of markers.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “I don’t think we should go back…” she trailed off. “Something feels really wrong about all of this.”

      “I know…” I said, and I really did know. I understood. What kind of people would allow their own to get eaten alive by giant creatures, or bitten to death by hungry starfish? What kind of people would let little girls train to become Sirens only for them to possibly meet untimely ends?

      Bubbles had called the Summer Fae the Enchanting Fae, but I was starting to realize they were far, far more dangerous than that name gave them credit for.

      “What are we gonna do?” Bubbles asked.

      “There’s nothing else we can do,” I said. “We go back.”
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      I was greeted by guards upon my return to Caeris. I wasn’t the last Siren to finish the trial, but I also wasn’t allowed to stick around and wait for her to show up. The guards were quick to get me out of the public eye, away from the other Sirens, their champions, and even the regular folks.

      “What’s happening?!” I asked one of the guards as he tried to grab my hand. “What are you doing?”

      “Come with us,” he grunted, “Don’t resist.”

      I squirmed out of his grasp and turned to run, only I wasn’t sure which way to go. The guards were all around me, closing in on me. One of them pulled his trident off his back and held it firmly in his hand; a threatening gesture if ever I saw one.

      “Stop this at once!” Delora shrieked, there were guards stopping her or Blackstone from getting any closer to me.

      “Don’t make me use this,” the guard warned.

      “I’m not going with you until you tell me where you’re taking me,” I said.

      A pause. “The King wants to speak with you. Now.”

      “The… King?”

      The guard grabbed my wrist while I wasn’t paying full attention, and then I was his. He pulled me along, the other nearby guards followed, forming a tight circle around me so I couldn’t escape—so I couldn’t even consider escaping.

      “Kara!” Blackstone called out. “Don’t tell them anything.”

      “Quiet, pirate,” one of the guards near him grunted, and he bashed Blackstone across the face with his armored shoulder. I saw a little blood spurt out of Blackstone’s nose, and I went to move toward him, but the grip my guard had on my arm was vicelike. I could only watch as Blackstone went in to strike the guard. I heard the commotion break out, but I didn’t see it unfold because I was rushed out of sight.

      “You can’t treat me like this,” I said, “I’m a Siren, remember?”

      “That’s enough out of you,” one of the men around me snapped. I couldn’t tell which.

      I flexed my hand, closing my fist and opening it again, concentrating hard on trying to make the trident reappear. It didn’t. There were no vibrations, no electric current. I felt like I could usually tell the instant before the trident manifested, and right now, I wasn’t feeling anything at all—only fear.

      I was being rushed into a black carriage and smuggled through the city like a prisoner. The only thing missing was the bag they chose not to throw over my head. I almost wished they had, because then I wouldn’t have seen the silent stares from the people of Caeris as I went past them.

      They weren’t looking at me like a celebrity anymore. Many of them were clutching their children close, as if they were afraid I was going to eat them. Others had angry stares for me, furrowed eyebrows, snarls. One of them spat at the carriage window, making me jump back a little more than I had maybe wanted to.

      This is wrong.

      Fuck.

      This is horribly wrong.

      It wasn’t that something had changed; everything had changed. Nothing about this carriage ride felt right. All it did was tighten the knot I felt in my stomach. Had I killed their favorite pet, or something? Was the thing that almost ate me a city mascot? Maybe they didn’t like that I’d blown a hole through the roof of its mouth.

      In my defense, it had been trying to swallow me.

      The carriage eventually stopped at the foot of a building that choked out the light from the sun hanging overhead. I was rushed out as quickly as I had been rushed in, and then hurried through a series of doors and corridors. Instead of a palace with golden fixtures and airy, bright hallways as I had come to expect from Caeris, this place looked more like a dark maze with an infinite number of stairs.

      I was out of breath by the time we reached the top of the dark stairwell I had been basically pushed through.

      When I reached the top, I found myself in a large, round antechamber. Like the rest of this building, this place was dark—dark stone floors, walls, no natural light. It was all lit by sconces burning quietly, giving off a pale, orange glow. The guards released me and pushed me into the center of the antechamber, then they stepped back.

      Barely a couple of seconds had passed before a shimmering wall of light burst into existence ahead of me. I stepped back, shielding my eyes from the brightness of it. The magic wall brought with it a howling wind, an eerie chill, and the smell of seaweed. When I opened my eyes, I saw the King of Caeris—Aevon—step through what looked like a portal.

      Behind him were a number of guards, and behind them were Delora and a bloodied, slightly battered Blackstone. A guard had him propped up. As soon as they stepped through, the guard let Blackstone fall to the ground in a heap of himself.

      “Blackstone…” I said, exhaling.

      “You should see the other guy, mate,” he said, through a mouthful of blood.

      The portal shut, and the King gave me his eyes. “This way,” he simply said, and he started walking toward a door at the head of the antechamber.

      I stared at him. Glared at him. Not only because of the way he had treated my friends—oh God, was Blackstone a friend? No! He’s using me to save his crew—but also because they had used a portal to get here, while I had been paraded through the street like a criminal and made to walk up a billion stairs.

      What the bloody hell was all that about?

      I marched after the King, not because he had told me to, but because I was about to give him a piece of my mind. No guards followed us into the room that joined up with the chamber I’d just come from. It was just me and the King in a large, open-plan, palace-like room with a huge set of arches that overlooked the city.

      There were privacy screens, all black and gold. Couches, small tables, large tables, paintings, and all sorts here. All of it was black and gold, even the carpets. The paintings, I saw, were all of him in various, Greek God style poses. In most of them, he was holding a trident. In some of them, he was fighting sharks with his bare hands, or surveying his domed city, or sinking pirate ships with lightning bolts shooting out of his fingers.

      Somebody was really full of himself—and if I won the Siren Trials, I would have to marry him.

      Double fuck.

      I was about to raise my finger to the King when he turned his head to the side. “Would you like something to drink?” he asked, in a voice that was deep, and husky.

      I frowned. “Drink? No.”

      He ran a hand through his long, white hair as he made his way over to a drinks cabinet. “Do you mind if I do?”

      “You’re the King… why are you asking me?”

      “I was raised to be polite.”

      “It’s not very polite to grab someone from out of the blue, stuff them into a carriage, drag them through the city and make them climb fifty flights of stairs, either, but you did that to me without much consideration.”

      A pause. “Perhaps my lieutenants were somewhat rough… I will deal with their lack of good judgment.”

      He poured himself a drink. Not green Fae wine, but good old-fashioned red wine, this time. It was probably also Fae wine; I doubted if anyone was running off to Earth to pick grapes from our vineyards. Then again, he was a King, so he could’ve had someone do that if he wanted them to.

      “You must have questions,” King Aevon said.

      “Many,” I said. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I’ve had a very stressful few days, and today has been particularly difficult.”

      “I understand.”

      “I’m sure running a kingdom is pretty stressful, too, but I just don’t know what’s happened. Something feels like it’s changed.”

      He took a delicate sip of his wine, which apparently was enough of a strain on his formidable biceps to make them flex. “Changed?” he asked from the rim of his glass.

      “I mean, you had me dragged through the street, my caretaker has been arrested, it looks like, and my champion has been beaten up. Did I lose the trials? Is this what happens?”

      The King considered his wine, then he brought his orange eyes to bear on me. I felt the full weight of them, and honestly, I wasn’t ready. It was like looking into a sun. Watching him watch me made my retinas burn. I had to turn my eyes away, even though that probably wasn’t the right move.

      “Allow me a moment to tell you a story,” King Aevon said.

      “Story?”

      “There was once a Siren, like you. She was magnificent… strong, and wise, and beautiful. Her voice, it was said, was powerful enough to reach every single ear in the Summer Kingdom. All she had to do was speak, and everyone would listen. At her whim she could uplift the hearts of all who heard her sing, for that was her ultimate purpose. To sing.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Allow me to enlighten you,” he said, continuing. “You see, this Siren took a lover, and through that lover became pregnant. After a time, she could no longer take to the stage. The less she was able to sing, the weaker her voice became. Through that weakness came despair. You see, her entire life her goal had been to sing loudly enough to one day be heard by the Gods themselves, and that goal was fading away in front of her eyes.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Once the Siren had given birth, she became obsessed with reclaiming her voice. Desperate, she ravaged the libraries until she found word of an entity residing within the deepest depths of the ocean; an entity she thought could quickly give her back what she had lost. Alone, she plunged into the depths, sought out this entity, and struck a bargain with it. The entity gave her a tool with which to help her sing, and she used it to tear a hole into the realm of the Gods, a window with which to sing through. Only the God that heard her voice was cruel, and vicious, and it struck her down.”

      Why is my heart racing?

      Why am I so scared?

      I wanted to talk to Bubbles, to hear her voice, but I knew she couldn’t speak. If she did, if the King found her sitting in my hair, he would kill her and maybe me, too.

      I swallowed hard. “What do you mean, struck her down?”

      “It did not take her life, but her throat,” he said. “From that moment on, she would never sing again, but instead she would wail, and screech, and all those who heard her voice would wither and die. In her rage, she returned to the Summer Kingdom and laid waste to it. The few who were left alive banded together to drive her back, and she was wounded—the tool she had been given shattered, and lost forever. But she was not killed. The Summer Fae retreated to Caeris, the last bastion of hope for our kind. We swore we would do whatever it took to destroy her, but we knew we would never succeed until we had it.”

      Oh no.

      “Let me guess…” I said, “Leviathan’s Trident.”

      King Aevon picked up his glass of wine and took another swig. “He told you its name?”

      “He did. He told me he wanted it, tried to get it from me a few times, too.”

      “And you did not give it to him?”

      “It’s not mine to give.”

      “But you have used it,” he said, setting the glass down and taking a step toward me.

      Instinctively, I backed up. “I don’t know how it works, how to get it, or what it even is—at least, I didn’t until now. I take it the trident is the tool that Siren was given to blow a hole in your realm?”

      “The creature she sought out is Leviathan himself. It is a myth, to be sure—no living Fae has ever seen it.”

      “No living Fae except her.”

      The King took another step toward me, his orange eyes beaming down on me; a look I had seen before, from a different Fae. “Listen to me very carefully, Kara Shaw. I need you to give me the trident.”

      I frowned. “I can’t.”

      “You can’t?”

      “I don’t have it. It’s not like I’m hiding it from you.”

      “But you can make it appear.”

      “You’re starting to sound like him…”

      “Like who?”

      “Captain Mordred.”

      “Don’t mention his name in my presence,” the King barked. “I am nothing like that man.”

      “He wants the trident just as badly as you do right now.”

      “But he will use it to bring ruin to his enemies. Kara, I only mean to bring peace and prosperity to our people once more; to take us out of the water again so that we may reclaim the lands that were stolen from us and avenge our dead.”

      “That sounds really noble, but I don’t believe you. You were willing to let that monster eat one of your Sirens. Two of them, if you counted me. I don’t know what happened to the others that are missing, but I’m starting to think you don’t care about your people at all.”

      The King advanced on me in a blur of white hair and muscle. I didn’t feel the moment his hand made contact with my cheek, but the next thing I knew, I was on the ground, on my side, and my face was burning. Stars danced in front of my eyes—no, not stars Sea Sparkles. I blinked rapidly, my jaw was already starting to throb, and my cheek had gone from hot to cold, back to hot again.

      The worst part?

      The King had hit me so hard and so fast that Bubbles had fallen out of my hair, and he was glaring at her like he was about to bring his entire, sandaled foot down on her.
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      “Bubbles!” I shrieked. “Don’t hurt her!”

      “How dare you infiltrate the King’s chambers?!” King Aevon roared at Bubbles, only she didn’t look like she was moving. She’d fallen out of my hair pretty fast, and she’d hit the floor even faster.

      I scrambled toward her and threw my body over hers. “Don’t,” I snarled, staring up at his foot. It was already up in the air, ready to come down on us both. For a moment, I thought he was about to do it; I could see the look in his eyes. It was that cold, murderous look the guys in those True Crime files always had.

      “I will say this once, girl,” the King said, “Give me the trident. Now.”

      “And I’ll say this to you and anyone else who asks for it,” I said, “I don’t know how to give it to you. And even if I did, I wouldn’t.”

      “The trident has the power to save Caeris and its people or doom the rest of the Summer Fae into extinction. Do you want those lives on your hands?”

      “You shouldn’t need a magical trident to make sure your people are prosperous. Humans have been doing it for thousands of years.”

      “You don’t understand. The prophecy is clear.”

      “That’s the second time someone’s mentioned a prophecy. I’m not buying it, and I don’t know how to give you the trident—you just can’t have it.”

      The King shook his head. “I am a King. This is my Kingdom, and you will do what I say.”

      “Is that how you’re used to getting things? I’m not sure I would’ve enjoyed you as a husband.”

      I was about to get stomped in the face for that, but it felt right to say it—it felt good. Powerful. I watched the King’s eyes for a moment, then glared at his foot, still hovering over my face. I could tell he was thinking about it, trying to decide whether he could justify hurting me, or even killing me. If there really was a prophecy, and he needed the trident, then he needed me alive.

      He and everyone else, it feels like.

      The King dropped his foot, but not on me. He slammed it on the ground near my face, then he reached toward me, thrusting a powerful arm out and grabbing hold of my arm. He yanked me to my feet and pulled me across the room. We were heading for the balcony, for the open window that led out to the street below.

      “Let go of me!” I screamed as I kicked and flailed.

      “I told you I wouldn’t ask again,” the King said as he dragged me toward the window.

      I tried catching a couch, but I missed, and couldn’t quite clasp my hand around it. I grabbed hold of a table leg, but the table only moved with me. A basket of fruits fell off the table, and some of the fruits on it rolled in my direction. I picked up something that looked like a spiky apple and threw it at the King, but it didn’t faze him.

      He continued marching, implacably, toward the window.

      My heart was a wild animal inside of my chest. I could feel it thumping, thundering, running away with my mind, my thoughts. But that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was, I could feel those vibrations running through me again, that strange, magic current; the thing that happened moments before the trident manifested in the world.

      I couldn’t let him have it, but I couldn’t stop it from coming, either.

      I stretched out and grabbed hold of a column, pulling myself toward it and giving the King something to worry about. He turned around, glaring at me with those mighty, orange eyes that burned like hot stars.

      “You want to do things the hard way,” he said, “I can do them any way you like.”

      “I won’t let you take it,” I snarled through my teeth.

      “Then you’ll die.”

      He forcefully pulled on my arm until I had no choice but to let go of the column I was holding onto. Screaming, he dragged me through the arches and toward the balcony. There, he let go of my arm and went to grab one of my legs. Kicking, bucking, flailing wildly, I tried to distance myself from him. The King was far too strong, though, and way too quick given his size.

      He was on me in a second, his hand clasped around my ankle. He was going to pick me up and dangle me over the edge of the balcony until I gave him what he wanted, and I was worried this time—more so than I had ever been with Mordred—that he was going to get it.

      I couldn’t understand why I was so protective of the trident, why every inch of me begged me to keep it to myself, to not let anyone else have it. I also couldn’t fight that urge, that imperative. The trident belonged to me, and only me. I didn’t know if any of what the King had said was true, or if there really was a prophecy, but none of that mattered.

      The King was mad.

      Mordred was mad.

      I was the only sane person around here, and I couldn’t in good conscience let a weapon as powerful as the trident fall into anyone else’s hands. I felt like it was my sworn duty to keep the trident safe, even though I had never sworn an oath to anyone before in my life.

      I probably would’ve declined taking this oath if I’d been given a chance to read the fine print.

      As the King went to lift me off my feet from my ankle, I caught sight of Bubbles. She was still lying there, a little heap of herself, her purple hair and tendrils splayed. But she was moving! I saw her turn her head slightly, move her arms, her tendrils. She wasn’t dead, but if the King got his way, there would be nothing to keep me or her alive.

      Bubbles… I thought, and I shut my eyes.

      I felt the world fall away from me as the King hoisted me up by my leg. He pulled me over the edge of the balcony, and when I opened my eyes, all I could see was the city of Caeris beneath me. There were houses, terraces, buildings. There were people down there, too, only now, no one was celebrating.

      There were no streamers, no confetti. No one danced in the street, no one sang, there was no music, no lights, no magic, no cheering, and no smiles. It was as if all the light in the city had been snuffed out, and a dark shadow had been cast over the people below me.

      Had I done that?

      Was all of this my fault?

      “Last chance,” King Aevon said.

      I gave the King my eyes. He was upside down, now, but he was no less imposing. His muscles were firm, and strong, his stance was wide and powerful, and his gaze were dead set on me. I felt like a candle facing up against a fire.

      “You’re going to use the trident for evil,” I said.

      “I’m going to use the trident to fix the wrongs that have been done to us,” he said. “Evil is a matter of perspective.”

      “You’re upside down right now, but even I can see you’re lying through your teeth.”

      His grip on my leg loosened, and I jerked, but he caught me again. My heart hammered against the sides of my neck, the sides of my head. There was pressure building there, but I was fighting the trident. It wanted to manifest, to show itself to me, to help me, but if I let it come then that gave the King a chance to take it from me.

      “You could have had everything you wanted,” he said, “All you had to do was play along, and do what you were told.”

      “Play along?”

      “Don’t you see?” he hissed. “All of this was for you, Kara. The food, the clothes, the trials, the celebration—all for you.”

      “Maybe it’s the blood rushing to my head, but you’re talking a load of bollocks right now.”

      “It was always about the trident. You still have a chance to make this right. Submit to me, give me the trident, and I shall make you my wife. Together we can rule Caeris and bring the Summer back to Arcadia.”

      “This… was all a lie?”

      “The prophecy is all that matters. The trident is all that matters. You are the key to Arcadia’s future, Kara. Savior or destroyer; the choice is yours. But if you choose to fight me, I will have to kill you.”

      My heart was racing so fast, I thought I had lightning in my veins. I couldn’t think straight, likely because of all the blood in my head, but also because none of this made sense. How could the Siren Trials have been all for me? Was this really all some kind of huge, elaborate trick to get me to give him the trident?

      Had Bubbles and I been put through all this for… nothing?

      “Maybe you deserve to be down here,” I said. “I’ll never give you the trident.”

      “Then you’ve made your choice.”

      I felt the King’s grip on my foot release just as Bubbles flew into view. “Hey, ass-face!” she yelled. “Don’t hurt my friend!”

      My eyes were wide, I was already flailing, already falling when Bubbles came to my aid. I watched her blow a handful of sparkling, purple dust at the King of the Summer Fae, but when she saw me falling, her expression twisted into one of sheer horror.

      I fell slowly at first, but that fact changed very quickly. I tipped my eyes up to see the city of Caeris rush up toward me, and all I could think in that moment was, simply, going down is going to be a lot faster than coming up, at least.

      I didn’t scream. The panic I had felt when the King had his foot aimed at my face was gone, replaced instead with a kind of strange, confident calm. I was going to die, here. I was going to hit the pavement face first and get splattered all over the cobblestones. If the people of Caeris were lucky, they wouldn’t get any of me all over their fancy togas.

      It’s the little things, isn’t it?

      Something happened, though, that I wasn’t expecting. I slowed. I wasn’t hurtling anymore, because my stomach had settled itself. I was still upside down, but the ground wasn’t racing toward me as fast as it had been a moment ago. Opening my eyes, I realized I was hovering—I had come to a complete stop in midair.

      At first I thought Bubbles had caught me, somehow. But it took only another second or two for me to realize two things.

      Number one, I had definitely stopped falling somewhere near the ground. People were looking up at me, pointing, whispering at each other. It was a mixture of stunned shock, and total horrified dismay, which I didn’t much appreciate.

      The second thing I realized was that I was holding the trident. It was firmly clutched in my hand, and it was buzzing. I felt strange, powerful, connected to the trident in a way I hadn’t felt so far. Weirdly, I thought I could talk to it, and that it would hear me and do what I told it to do.

      I swallowed hard. “Turn me right side up,” I said to myself, and the world tipped around again. I found myself standing, in the air, with a golden trident in my hand. I looked down at the crowd below me, then up at the balcony I had just been thrown off. “Alright,” I said, “Now, take me to him.”

      Without warning, I shot up into the sky, only the sensation wasn’t strange at all. My stomach didn’t twist and shift, I didn’t feel like I was about to throw up, and my head wasn’t spinning. I felt like I was in complete control of the situation as I made my way up toward the balcony.

      There, I found the King on his knees, coughing wildly.

      Bubbles was near him, still stunned, floating in the air watching the balcony. When she saw me, her eyes shot open and she screeched. “Kara!”

      By only thinking it, I made the trident bring me toward the balcony and set me down.

      Bubbles raced toward me and slammed into my neck.

      “Ouch, careful,” I said.

      “I thought you were dead!”

      I looked at the trident, then down at the King. “Not quite yet,” I said. The King looked up at me from the ground, his eyes red, his lips blue. I frowned. “What did you do to him?”

      “Do you like it? It’s a new kind of dust I’ve been working on. I call it the Anti-Asshole Sparkling Surprise.”

      “I love it.” I smiled. “Sorry I scared you.”

      “Yeah, don’t ever do that again.”

      “You don’t…” the King gargled between coughing fits. “Understand.”

      “I understand very well,” I said.

      “No,” he shook his head. “You… are cursed…”

      I frowned. “And you’re pathetic. If you come after us, we’ll do more than just make you cough your guts out.”

      “Making… a mistake…” he struggled as I walked past him. I was heading for the door to the antechamber I had been in earlier.

      “What are you gonna do?” Bubbles asked.

      “We’re leaving this place, Bubbles.”

      “Probably a good idea.”

      “But we aren’t going to do it alone. We need help.”

      I opened the door to the antechamber. There were two guards here. One of them hadn’t noticed me yet, but the one that had quickly tried to draw his sword. I aimed the trident’s tip at him and told it to take him down.

      The trident buzzed, its tip burned bright gold, and a beam of light shot out toward him, striking him in the chest and sending him flying into a far wall. Blackstone and Delora stared at me, their faces a wash of confusion and amazement.

      The other guard had drawn his spear and was on his way toward me when Blackstone stuck out a leg, forcing him to topple over and hit the ground with a metallic clang. Delora raced up to him, grabbed the spear, leapt onto his back, and used it to choke him until he passed out.

      There were no guards left, now—just us.

      “I take it your audience with the King didn’t go very well?” Delora asked, running a hand through her hair to fix it.

      “No,” I said, “We are going to talk about how bad-arse what you just did was, but we’ll do that later. Right now, we need to get out of here.”

      “And go back to the apartment? It will be flooded with guards.”

      I shook my head. “We need to get out of Caeris. Right now.”

      Blackstone rushed over to me, took my cheek in his hand, and glared at the mark the King had left on my face. “Did he do this to you?” he asked, growled even, his jaw clenching.

      “It’s okay, Daman,” I said.

      Captain Blackstone’s eyes filled with venom and hate. He went to rush past me, but I grabbed hold of his hand. “I’ll kill him,” he snarled.

      “Please, stop,” I said, “We don’t have time for that. Once he recovers, he’ll mobilize the entire city guard to go looking for us.”

      Blackstone whipped around to look at me, anger framing his face. “I want to hurt him like he hurt you.”

      “I know, but you’re the only person I know with a ship.”

      “A ship?” he asked.

      “What are you doing?” Bubbles whispered. “We can’t trust him!”

      “Yes…” I said, “Captain, we need you to get us out of Caeris. Can you do that?”

      Blackstone’s anger dulled; his scowl replaced by a cheeky grin. “As it happens, I might just be able to.”
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      None of us knew how to open portals, so we had to run. It seriously felt like the building I’d been taken to had several hundred floors to it, because even running down the stairs took all the wind out of my lungs. We were met with more guards downstairs, but they were surprised enough to find us coming down that we managed to catch them off guard.

      Delora sprang into action, taking one of them down with a swift punch to the throat. Blackstone grabbed another’s weapon before he was able to draw it and threaten to gut him like a fish if he dared to move. The third guard came for me, but with instincts that weren’t my own, I was able to easily avoid his clumsy attacks before tripping him up with the trident and knocking him out with a blast of magic to the chest.

      “I’ve never seen you move like that,” Delora said, “Where was this when you were dealing with the Sea Sparkle?”

      “I don’t know what’s come over me,” I said, “I think it’s the trident.”

      “Whatever it is,” Blackstone called out, “Mind sending some of that goodness my way?”

      He was still holding a guard at sword point. I aimed the tip of the trident at the guard, whose eyes widened when he saw the beam of light begin to grow. He stuck his hands out as if to try to shield himself from it, but it was no use. The blast knocked him off his feet, and by the time he hit the ground, he was out.

      “Thank you,” Blackstone said, dusting himself off. “Ah, look—a carriage awaits.”

      It was the same black carriage I had been brought here in. The rider put his hands up when Blackstone approached with his sword poised and ready to strike. With a gesture of his head, Blackstone convinced the rider to jump off the carriage and let him take the reins of the large, winged seahorse pulling the carriage.

      Once we were all inside, I tapped the outside of the carriage and called out for Blackstone to drive, which he did. I didn’t have to tell him where to go because he knew where he was going. He was going to his ship; a point Bubbles was only too eager to discuss with me as soon as I was settled in the back of the carriage.

      “Have you lost your marbles?” she asked. “Or have you gone deaf?”

      “I know, I know,” I said, “We can’t trust him.”

      “We can’t?” Delora asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Bubbles said, “But no, he’s a liar, and… just not a good person in general.”

      Did he do this to you?

      Blackstone’s words came rushing up to the forefront of my mind, bringing with them a wave of heat surging into my chest. “He was talking to his crew,” I said, “Maybe he wanted to use me to help himself get out of dying, but wouldn’t anyone?”

      “You’re not seriously defending him, are you?” Bubbles asked.

      “I’m not saying anything either way. Right now, though, we need to get out of Caeris, and he’s the only person I know who has a ship. Do you have any better ideas?”

      Bubbles frowned. “No.”

      I caught Delora staring at the trident, partly with wonder, partly with fear. “Did you know?” I asked.

      Her eyes snapped to me. “About the trident?” she asked, then she shook her head. “No. The trident is a myth I didn’t believe in.”

      “The King told me the trials were fake… at least, that’s what he alluded to. Did you know?”

      “I was only told to keep an eye on you and train you for the trials.”

      “You told me the trials were tradition, that they’d been happening for a long time. Was that true?”

      “It is…” she paused. “Only there hasn’t been a series of trials in a long time. I thought they were finished. We all did. Then the King declared they would begin soon… it caught everyone by surprise, even me. But I didn’t question it. The trials represented a return to normality, something we all craved after… well, after the devastation our people experienced. I couldn’t have known.”

      “Your King is insane…”

      Delora sighed. “Of that I was aware. If anything, I can say I’m relieved the King’s deception has come into the light, now.”

      “All the more reason for us to get the hell out of this city.”

      “And go where?”

      “I’m not sure, but we can’t stay. Not after what’s happened today. We’ll all be incarcerated.”

      “Do you think they would throw me in the dungeon, also?”

      “They will now that we’ve had this conversation,” Bubbles said, “Congratulations, you’re officially complicit.”

      “And soon, you’ll be a pirate, too.”

      “Pirate? How?”

      “We’re on our way to liberate a confiscated pirate ship,” I said, “And we’re about to make off with a pirate crew.” I paused. “If you want to turn around and pretend none of this happened, now’s the time.”

      Delora looked at me, then turned her gaze at the window. “Given the circumstances… my family may be safer without me around.”

      “It’s a sucky choice to have to make, but that’s probably the right one.”

      She nodded, smiled, and brushed her hair behind her ear. “Pirate… I suppose I could give it a shot.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Bubbles said, beaming brightly.

      Blackstone slammed his hand against the side of the carriage. “We’re coming up to the place now,” he called out. “Get ready.”

      I gripped the trident tightly and felt it hum inside of my hand. It was vibrating, thrumming with power. I had never held anything like this in my hand before, had never felt anything like this before. I wasn’t sure I would be able to wield it properly. I wasn’t even sure what wielding it meant. There were people after this thing, people who said it possessed unimaginable power.

      I was an uninspiring person.

      What right did I have to hold onto this thing, or even use it?

      Blackstone brought the carriage to a halt. Without any hesitation, I spilled outside, expecting a fight. The King had to have recovered and summoned his guards by now. Surely, the entire city was looking for us at this point, and there was only one place they were going to go and look. Here.

      But that wasn’t what I saw stepping out onto the streets. Blackstone jumped off the rider’s seat and walked up to a large, walled-off section of the city. His ship’s masts poked out above wall, and when he saw them, he ran up toward the wall and pressed himself against it.

      “Ah, there she is!” he said, “The Lucky Dipper. Isn’t she beautiful?”

      I frowned at him. “The… Lucky Dipper? Is that the name of your ship?”

      “It is. Isn’t it fitting?”

      Bubbles was hard at work stifling her own laughter. I wrapped my hand around my mouth.

      “What is it?” Blackstone asked. His smile faded. “You don’t like it.”

      “No, it’s not that,” I said.

      “What is it, then?”

      “I just… wasn’t expecting that. Mordred’s ship is called the Grey Ghost. I assumed yours would also have some kind of menacing name.”

      “Mordred is an overly-theatrical, pompous, snaggle-toothed idiot. I try to do the opposite of what he would do, and that includes the name of my ship.” He paused. “I named it first, anyway.”

      Bubbles still couldn’t speak for all the giggling she was holding inside herself. “It’s a great name,” I said, “Really. We’ll need all the luck we can get.”

      “Look around for a gate or something,” Delora said, “Unless you’re planning on vaulting the height of that wall. It looks… tall.”

      I looked at the trident in my hand and remembered the way I had not only stopped myself from hitting the ground like a rock—I had turned myself around in midair, and then flown up toward a balcony.

      “Give me a second,” I said, taking a step back. Then, with a little run and a jump, I used the trident’s power to lift me up and over the wall, making it bring me down right on the wall’s edge. Once I landed, I turned my head and looked down at Blackstone and Delora.

      Neither of them could believe their eyes.

      “Fancy trick,” Blackstone said, cracking his neck and pulling a couple of quick squats. “Let me limber up and I’ll join you in no time.”

      A smug grin spread across my face. I felt powerful, strong. But when I turned around to look over the wall I had just jumped onto, I instantly knew something was wrong.

      This looked like a storage district. There were buildings all around, many of them had their doors open, and through those doors I could see piles of stone, and wood heaps of gold, and food. Blackstone’s ship, the Lucky Dipper, was a few hundred yards away. I could see it in a bubble of its own, pinned to the ground with ropes.

      But something was happening around it. There was movement, people rushing around the ship—on the ship, and on the ground. Frowning, I zeroed in on one person running around near the ground, shouting up at someone on the ship. It looked like a pirate, and not a city guard, and he had a sword in his hand.

      He ran up to one of the ropes holding the Lucky Dipper down and hacked at it with the sword until the rope snapped.

      “Uh, guys,” I called out, “I think we have a problem.”

      “Problem?” Blackstone yelled. “What’s wrong with my ship?”

      “Unless your crew somehow knew we were coming, they’re leaving without us.”

      “Leaving?! What are you talking about?”

      “Someone’s literally cutting the thing loose.”

      “Son of a saggy sea-turtle!” Blackstone barked. He made a running jump toward the wall, stretched his arms out, but there was no way he was reaching the top. Instead, he scrambled, bouncing like a dog trying to get up a solid, vertical surface.

      “You’ll never get over,” I said, “Hold on.”

      “Someone’s stealing my ship! Don’t tell me to hold on.”

      I leapt down off the side of the wall, using the trident to slow my descent. “I’m going to tell you to back off now, too,” I yelled over the wall. “Bubbles, here goes nothing.”

      “I know what you’re about to do, and for the record, I’m against it,” Bubbles said.

      I knew what I wanted the trident to do, and I had done it before, but I was worried it wouldn’t work. Holding the trident in both hands, I aimed the tip of the weapon at the wall, shut my eyes hard, and sent a wave of power coursing through it. The trident vibrated, roared, and a blast of magic shot out of it like lightning.

      The blast that struck the wall was strong enough to make the ground under my feet quake. Bits of stone went flying in all directions, kicking up a wall of dust and debris. When it all settled, I waved at Blackstone and Delora who were standing on the other side of the hole I had made in the wall.

      Blackstone awkwardly waved back. “Wasn’t expecting that…” he trailed off.

      “Come on!” I yelled, “Someone’s stealing your ship!”

      “Oh, right!” he said, and he ran through the hole, went past me, and started dashing toward his ship.

      Delora came through after him. “That’s a powerful weapon you have there,” she said.

      “I know,” I said, only I didn’t know. Not really.

      “Be careful with it,” she warned, and without another word, she went running after Blackstone.

      “Why do the Fae have to be so cryptic?” Bubbles asked.

      I shook my head. “Maybe they’re wired that way,” I said, and I turned around and made my way toward the Lucky Dipper.

      The gap between the wall and the ship was a big one. Blackstone was ahead of the pack, but not by much, and as soon as the people working on the ship saw him coming, they hurried their pace. I couldn’t have been a hundred feet or so from the ship when I noticed a couple of city guards lying knocked out—or dead—on the ground. Neither of them had their weapons on them. Neither of them were moving.

      “Get on with it you dogs!” someone yelled from the side of the ship.

      “Grelco!” Blackstone called out, “What are you doing with my ship?!”

      “Your ship?” Grelco yelled. “You’re not the captain anymore, Daman. We had a meeting, and we’re sick of waiting.”

      “It’s pronounced mutiny! Anyway, I was a little too tied up to help you, but I’m here now, so… stop what you’re doing and pick us up!”

      “I told you, you’re not the captain anymore.”

      The last of the ropes was cut. The pirate who had cut it used the dangling rope to climb up the side of the Lucky Dipper. I could already see it starting to lift itself up and off the ground. I wasn’t sure how, or why, or what kind of magic was at work here. I also didn’t understand how Blackstone’s crew—former crew—had managed to escape and steal the ship so quickly, but I had to assume they had their ways.

      Blackstone tried to leap for the dangling rope, but he failed to catch it, and then it was up and out of his reach. I stopped beside him, aimed the tip of the trident at the back of the ship, and got ready to blast the pirate Grelco, who was laughing at us from the side of the ship, but Blackstone slapped the trident down.

      “What are you doing?” he yelled, “Are you mad?”

      “I’m trying to hit him!” I said.

      “And if you miss, you blow a hole in my ship, and it becomes a submarine. That doesn’t work for anyone.”

      “They’re getting away!”

      “I can see that!”

      “Give me the trident,” Delora said, a stern, battle-ready look on her face. “I’ll get on the ship, neutralize the pirates, and bring it back down for us.”

      I looked at the trident in my hand, and then at her. “Delora…”

      “Kara, we don’t have time to discuss this,” she extended a hand. “Give it to me.”

      The look in her eyes made a deathly cold chill go racing up my spine. It was hot, and angry, and not at all what I was used to seeing from her. Stern, authoritative, bossy—sure, Delora was all of those things. But her stare was laced with not just anger, but violence, and it scared me.

      I pulled the trident back. “I can’t.”

      “Then you’ve doomed us all,” she said.

      Blackstone looked up at his ship, watching helplessly as it floated toward the surface of the water. “Bugger,” he sighed.

      “There goes our ride,” Bubbles said. “We need a new plan.”

      “I’m not sure we have one,” I said. “Although… I could jump up there and try to talk to them.”

      Blackstone shook his head. “They’ll kill you, and then they’ll take the trident.”

      “You won’t be going anywhere,” came a strict, feminine voice that rooted me to the spot. Spinning around on my heel, I saw two people standing behind us.

      Prince Aenon, and his sister, Princess Aerin. He had a sword in his hand, she had a trident in hers. Neither of them looked particularly interested in letting us go anywhere except back into their custody.
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      “Nobody moves unless I tell you to move,” said the princess. “Is that understood?”

      “What if one needs to use the bathroom?” Blackstone asked. “Could one move in such a circumstance?”

      “Shut up, pirate.” She turned her blazing, orange glare onto me. “You. You hurt my father, and you stole something that belongs to him.”

      I gripped the trident tightly in my hands. “This doesn’t belong to him.”

      “The trident is his by right. It is a relic of the Summer Fae, and it belongs to the King of Caeris. Hand it over, and I won’t kill your friends… just yet.”

      “You really are a charming woman,” Blackstone said, “Has anyone told you that?”

      Aerin switched the grip on her trident so she was holding it one handed. She aimed it at me, and I saw its golden tip begin to pulse with similarly golden light. “Last chance,” she said, “Hand it over, or I’ll end all of you without a moment’s hesitation.”

      “Kara,” Bubbles whispered. “Sidebar? I, uh, I think she’s serious.”

      “So was her father,” I said, gripping my trident with both hands. “If you want this, you’re going to have to kill me to get it.” I gave Aenon my eyes as I said that. We didn’t know each other very well, but we’d had a couple of moments in the time I had been here. I wanted him to see what his father had done to me, to prove to him that they were willing to hurt me to get their hands on the trident.

      “Kara,” he said, “Please, do as she says.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t do that. I don’t know why, but this thing chose me, and I’m going to protect it with my life.”

      Aerin rolled her eyes. “Enough of this,” she said, and with a flick of her wrist, her trident shot a bolt of light toward me.

      As if my hands were being guided by instinct, my trident came up to meet the streak of magic heading toward me. In an instant, the trident batted the bolt of lightning away, sending it smashing into the side of a building.

      This defiance of Aerin’s ultimate authority only served to fuel her anger toward me. Roaring, she lunged at me. Instead of using her trident to hurl magic at me, she was about to wield it as a weapon. My training with a weapon was minimal, but that didn’t seem to matter to the trident in my hands.

      Aerin leapt at the last moment and came down on me with her own trident. Not only did my own trident come up to block hers, I pulled it away from her, and then swung it back at her in a horizontal arc she had to duck under to avoid. My entire body had just moved as if it were possessed by the spirit of someone who knew how to fight, and all Bubbles had been able to say was, “Badass!”

      The princess took a few steps away from me and then started to circle around me. “Did she teach you how to fight like this?” Aerin asked, pointing the tip of her trident at Delora.

      “Leave her out of this,” I snarled.

      “After I’m done with you, I’m going after her, and then him.”

      “Princess, I don’t know what happened to make you this way, but it doesn’t have to be like this.”

      “You and that trident are dangerous, or haven’t you figured that out yet? If you really cared about what was good for this place, for our people—your people—you would have surrendered it long ago and given it to someone who would know how to use it.”

      “Someone like your father?”

      “My father is a great man.”

      “Your father is insane, and he’s just as messed up as Mordred. They both want the trident, and they’re going to do terrible things with it. Do you really want your hands stained with the blood of all the innocent people that’ll die if they get their hands on this?”

      “My father is nothing like the Vampire-Captain,” she snarled. “Aenon, secure the others—I’ll deal with her.”

      Aenon didn’t immediately do as his sister had commanded, but she hadn’t noticed. She was too busy throwing herself at me again. I had to scramble to defend myself, blocking her trident with my own again, and this time swinging myself around her.

      Aerin was relentless, an unstoppable warrior. She was a far more capable fighter than I was, judging by the fact that she was grunting with purpose after every strike, while I was screaming wildly with each of mine. I didn’t know what was going on, but I felt like a puppet on a string, and I didn’t like it.

      I didn’t like it one bit.

      “Stop resisting!” Aerin grunted as our tridents locked.

      “I won’t,” I snarled, “I can’t.”

      “Then my father was right. You’re the death of us all.”

      An angry heat pushed through me, and this time, when I shoved her away, it was my own doing. It wasn’t phantom instincts that made me lunge at her and swipe at her feet to knock her over, but my own. I smacked her trident out of her hands and sent it scattering across the ground, out of her reach. I then aimed the tip of my trident at her chest.

      “Your father is a lunatic,” I said, “And for the record, I didn’t hurt him, but I would have—gladly—because put his hand on me first.”

      “Are you going to kill me?” she hissed.

      “No,” I said, and without another thought, I blasted her with magic from my trident. Not enough to kill her or put a hole through her, but enough to knock her unconscious as I had those other guys.

      Panting, I looked around at Blackstone, Delora… and Prince Aenon. He took a deep breath, his bare chest heaving, then he dropped his sword and shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Sorry?” I asked.

      Aenon approached, his hands raised. When he reached me, he gently touched my cheek. The welt his father had left on my face was warm, and it stung, but when Aenon touched it, a kind of comfortable chill moved through it. “I never should have brought you here,” he softly said.

      “Did you know?”

      He nodded. “I did.”

      “So… it was all fake?”

      “In a manner of speaking. He knew you would bring the trident to him, but he couldn’t just take it from you. He needed you to give it to him, willingly. His plan was to make you Queen so you would drop your guard enough to give him what he wanted, but he couldn’t simply declare you Queen of Caeris.”

      “Those Sirens… they were just pawns in his twisted theater, then.”

      “Reviving the Siren Trials gave the people of Caeris something to cheer about, but there would have been no other winner except you.”

      “Aenon. Your father has lost his mind. He talked about a prophecy, told me a story about a Siren who wanted to sing for the Gods. I didn’t believe any of it.”

      “Maybe you should. The trident alone is proof that the prophecy has some merit.”

      “Is it true, then? Am I going to doom the Summer Fae?”

      He shook his head. “It may surprise you, but I don’t believe in fate. I believe we make our own destinies. Savior or destroyer… the choice is yours, Kara Shaw.”

      I looked down at his sister, at the beautiful, unconscious amazon with the auburn braid. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

      “She’ll live… but you can’t stay here.”

      “If I may interject,” Blackstone said. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but my mutinous crew made off with my ship, so we’re stuck without a way off this underwater snow globe.”

      “I can help you get out of Caeris,” Aenon said, “Come with me.”

      Aenon started running. Blackstone shrugged at me, then followed him. Delora didn’t seem to know where she wanted to look. I could see the conflict in her eyes, the difficulty of the choice ahead of her. Leave everything she knew behind, every friend she had ever made, everyone she’d ever loved… or stay and face the King’s wrath once he discovered we had escaped.

      Assuming we made it out of here at all.

      “I’ve never set foot outside of Caeris,” she said, looking somberly at the ground. “I’m not sure what the world looks like.”

      I walked over to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You know what?” I asked, “I can sympathize with that. But you have us here to help you adjust, and I think you’re going to make it.”

      Delora nodded, then she turned, and we both started running after Aenon.

      The Prince of Caeris led us deeper into the warehouse district. I could hear people shouting all around us; guards, likely looking for us. They didn’t know exactly where we were, which meant we had to keep our heads low as we moved through narrow corridors made of boxes and piles of resources. After a few more minutes of running, Aenon stopped at the door to a warehouse building.

      Blackstone thought he was about to lead us into a trap, but when Aenon opened the door and we realized there were no guards inside, we stepped through. There were boxes everywhere, tools lying around, and something large covered in a tarp, and nailed to the floor with ropes and stakes. Aenon quickly moved up to the large object and started pulling on the tarp, revealing something that looked like a cross between a jellyfish and a submarine.

      I realized as he pulled the tarp off that the vehicle—the thing, whatever it was—was standing on a set of tendril-like legs. It was sleek, and long, about the size of a small yacht. Gold, and smooth, with two large windows in front, the submarine seemed to shimmer as I walked around it.

      Aenon moved up to it and placed his palm against the hull. A moment later, the submarine hummed to life and a hatch opened up on its side, revealing a sleek, bright interior. He turned around to look at me and extended his hand.

      “Get in,” he said.

      “You first,” I said to Blackstone. “I haven’t the slightest idea how to pilot this thing.”

      “And you think I do?” Blackstone asked.

      Delora groaned. “Move aside, both of you,” she said, as she stormed into the submarine “I’ll handle the controls.”

      Blackstone looked at me, then at Aenon, his eyes narrowed, his gaze lingering. At the sound of guards shouting somewhere nearby, he stepped inside.

      “Hurry,” Aenon said, “They may know we’re in here.”

      I walked up to him. “Come with us,” I said. “You don’t have to stay here.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. My duty is to the people of Caeris and to the Summer Fae.”

      “I’m Summer Fae… at least, I think I am, unless that was a lie too.”

      Aenon took my hand. “You are one of us,” he said. “You belong here, in Arcadia, with us. It saddens me that we could not be a people you could be proud of.”

      I swallowed. “I’m… proud of some of you…”

      “Our paths will cross again. For now, I must deal with my sister and the King.” Someone started banging on the warehouse door. He pulled me up to the submarine. “Go, I’ll hold them off.”

      “They’ll hang you for helping us.”

      “They can try.”

      I gave him one last look, then entered the submarine. Delora was already in the cockpit, her hands touching all manner of strange, bubble-like controls. Though the outside of the submarine was gold, the inside was iridescent, shifting colors almost as if at its own whim. It was beautiful, like everything else this enchanting place had to offer.

      “Hold onto something,” Delora called out, “I have a feeling this little beast has a lot of power.”

      I sat down in a chair next to Blackstone, who turned his head to look at me, his green eyes low, and… almost defeated. “I’m going to go out on a limb here,” he said, “But that shirtless man out there likes you.”

      I touched my cheek where the mark the King had left on me had been. It wasn’t there anymore. Aenon had healed me with his touch.

      “Who can blame you for liking him back?” Blackstone continued. “He’s gorgeous, his muscles are the envy of all, and—”

      I looked over at Blackstone, smiled at him, took his cheek in my hand and gently kissed his lips. Captain Daman Blackstone shut his eyes and touched his hand to mine while our kiss deepened. His lips were soft, and warm, and he smelled like summer fruits… it was an intoxicating smell, but I didn’t let it overwhelm me.

      I pulled away from his lips just a little, just enough to allow myself a moment to breathe, and to give my heart a chance to come down from its fevered pumping.

      “Don’t double cross me,” I whispered into his mouth.

      “I would never…” he said.

      “Good.”

      I kissed him again, just as Delora made the submarine start moving. The pull was intense, strong enough to make me grab hold of my seat just so I didn’t go flying. Daman had to do the same if he wanted to stay in his seat—if he wanted to keep kissing me.

      And he did.

      Even as the submarine blasted through the back of the warehouse it had been kept in, even as it shot out of the city of Caeris and moved through its shimmering shield and into the deep, dark of Arcadia’s waters, even as we plunged ourselves into the unknown.

      The kiss didn’t break… until Bubbles spoke from inside of my hair.

      “Did you guys forget I was in here, or what?”

      I pulled my lips away from Daman’s. “Sorry,” I said, my cheeks burning bright red.

      “Seriously, if this is going to be a thing, don’t forget there are other people around you who don’t need to participate.”

      “I didn’t realize.”

      “Of course you didn’t, but these are tight quarters, so, keep the smooching to a minimum.”

      “Bubbles!” I hissed.

      “What? I’m just keeping it real.”

      I shook my head, then I squeezed Blackstone’s hand, got up from the seat, and joined Delora in the cockpit. I couldn’t see anything beyond the submarine’s windows, only darkness.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I asked.

      “Not in the slightest,” she said. “Do you have any ideas?”

      “Just one…” I looked over my shoulder at Daman, who was watching me from where he was sitting. “I think I want you to take me to her,” I said.

      “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” he asked.

      “No. But I’ve already dealt with a mad King. Now I want to talk to the Queen.”
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